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Prologue

Eight years before he joined the Hegemony Guard, Devis Cameron knew little of interstellar politics and cared less. He knew next to nothing about the far-off threat Man called the Xenophobes, or why the Imperial and Hegemony fleets had been mobilized in Eagle Sector, or even where Eagle Sector was. He'd not heard of a world called Lung Chi—yet—and all he'd ever seen of the Emperor had been canned glimpses in ViRnews feeds.

And Dev most certainly did not understand why Imperial protocol demanded that Michal Andre Cameron divorce his wife and leave her and his family behind on Earth while he traveled up the Singapore Sky-el to assume his new post with the Imperial Staff at Tenno Kyuden, the Palace of Heaven. Politics, his father had called it, with a bitterness that astonished Dev. Damned, filthy extortion, his mother had called it, and then she'd burst into tears, because until the moment of that Imperial order, the Cameron family had been close and happy despite the fact that they were still non-Imperial citizens of Earth.

Dev was sixteen standard that spring of 2532, old enough, certainly, to know what was happening, but since he knew nothing of the tangled relationship of Hegemony with Empire, he couldn't understand why his father had to obey such a patently unjust command.

Why couldn't his father simply thank Tenno-heika for the honor but explain that he wanted to stay with his family?

"Tell them you can't do it!" Dev said, ashamed of the tears and unable to stop them. "Or, or tell them that you love Mom and that you want us to come along. I wouldn't mind leaving Earth, and I'll bet Mom wouldn't either."

Michal Cameron's eyes were moist as well. He was a big man, made bigger by the white and gold uniform of the Hegemony Navy he still wore. His shoulder boards and stiff collar bore the three cherry-blossom studs of taisa, a navy captain.

"It's just not that simple, son. I wish to God it were."

Dev's eyes fastened to the gleaming gold sunburst his father wore at his throat. Teikokuno Hoshi, the Star of the Empire, awarded for extraordinary service to the Emperor.

"It's all because of that medal, isn't it?"

His father sighed. "It's not just the medal, Dev. It's not just the promotion. They're transferring me to the Imperial Navy, giving me a slot on the Emperor's Staff. It is an . . . honor." His father's face twisted, saying otherwise.

Anger flared, edged with bitterness. "In other words, you had a choice between us and your career, right? And you chose your career!"

"Try to understand. It's not . . . not proper for an Imperial admiral to be married to someone who's not an Imperial citizen. There are political considerations." He looked away, shrugging helplessly. "So they have someone else for me to marry."

His father was silent for a long moment. They were sitting side by side on a park bench beneath an intensely blue, vibrant sky. Beyond the trees of Moosic Park, the West Scranton skyline gleamed, silver and transplas arcologies clustered about the blue-gray thrust of Bald Mountain. The city seemed to go on forever, tower upon tower, the high-tech anthill sprawl of the BosWash metroplex. A distant thunder rumbled, trailing far behind a fast-drawn scratch of white across the sky. Another ten hours and his father would be on one of those hypersonic suborbitals, on his way to the other side of the world . . . and to space.

"If I refuse, well, I would be insulting some very powerful people. Gensui Munimori. My patron, Gensui Yoshida. Even the Emperor, who agreed to let a gaijin like me join the Imperial staff. They would all lose face. It would be . . . very bad."

"You act like they own you!"

"Son, do you know the word sepuku?"

"Huh? Sure. You . . . you mean they'd make you kill yourself?"

"It's possible. If the insult to the Emperor was considered grave enough. Certainly I'd have to leave the navy. I might not be able to get decent work, and that would be hard on you and your mother and your brother. A lot harder than this separation is going to be.

"If I take the promotion, well, some things will still be the same. I'll still love you and Mom and Greg very much, and I'll visit you when I can. Not as much as we'd all like, maybe, but I'll come see you every chance I get. I promise you that.

"And lots of things'll be better. We'll have enough money to do things we couldn't think about before."

"I don't care about money—"

"For one thing, we'll be able to get you and Greg sockets."

"I don't want sockets." He held up his left hand, palm out, revealing the tracery of nano-grown metallic inlays in the skin at the base of his thumb. "I've got my interface."

"So does everyone else on the planet. Blast it, Dev, you need an education if you're going to get anywhere, and I mean something better than West Scranton Traditional! You need to go to a decent school where they feed you direct through a jack. Bos Wash Technic, maybe. Or MIT." He tapped the silvery ring of metal just visible in the short hair behind his right ear. He had another behind his left ear, and one at the base of his neck as well. Temporal sockets and cervical socket, T-sockets and C-socket, they connected directly with the cephlinkage plexus grown inside Michal Cameron's brain.

Few of Earth's citizens could afford a three-socket, full-interface set, but the elder Cameron had been born to a wealthy family, one with old ties to the Kyoto world banking complex. He'd never been able to afford sockets for his family, though, not on a Hegemony naval officer's pay. Dev's cephlink and palm interface, of course, had been implanted free when he was a child. It gave him access to ViR entertainment, even some of the simpler interactive programs, and it let him access the communications systems and the computers upon which the world's economy depended.

"Sockets are your passport out of the arcologies and off the Earth and out to where you can be yourself," his father told him. "This is the only way. Believe me."

"You're making all these decisions for me. Like I'm some kind of damned computer you can just program to suit yourself!"

"Your mom and I are programming you, as you put it, to be able to stand up for yourself. You know, an Earth kid these days doesn't have much of a chance. Especially if he's American and living in the HPAs."

"Doesn't seem so bad to me."

"Maybe. Something like a billion Americans live in the Hegemony Protectorate Arcologies. No cares, no worries . . . and no cephlink implants or sockets to let them tap into their own futures. They don't have futures, except what the Hegemony chooses to give them. Your mom and I want more for you. Lots more. In the outworlds you can still make something of yourself, but you'd damned well better have the hardware up here." He tapped one bony finger against his skull. "Otherwise you're just one of twelve billion other Earth kids with a bare minimum education and no useful skills. No employer, no shipping line, no survey agency, would even look at you."

Dev didn't want to accept that. "What about Mom? What does she think about it?"

"Actually, she's the one who suggested the divorce. She wants what's best for you kids. And this is best. For all of us."

Dev had enough of his father's vision and his mother's pragmaticism to see that his father was right about the need for sockets. But the realities of politics, of a Japanese Empire that directly ruled only a small part of Earth, yet so dominated the Terran Hegemony that it could casually destroy a man's family in the name of propriety, were still utterly alien.

He wondered if he would ever understand. . . .


Chapter 1

     To understand modern technic civilization, one must understand the significance of the intracephalic cybernetic linkage implant, the cephlink as it is more popularly known. A complex, membrane-thin webwork of nanotechnic circuitry, literally grown by programmed medical nano manipulating injected raw materials molecule by molecule deep within the brain's longitudinal sulcus, the cephlink serves as an extension of Man's intelligence, memory, and power, as well as serving as a direct link between organic brain functions and any appropriately equipped artificial intelligence, or AI.

     In the course of the past three centuries, the cephlink has become the bridge between human and machine intelligence, and the means by which Man has at last stepped beyond the limitations of the flesh.

—The Rise of Technic Man

Fujiwara Naramoro

C.E. 2535

This, Dev thought as he stepped off the freighter's boarding ramp, is my last chance.

The steel-lined cavern, open to vacuum only moments earlier, was still cold, and Dev palmed the smartpatch on his suit to raise its thermostat. Steam spilled from Mintaka's vents as port maintenance personnel and ten-meter cargo lifters moved in.

"Hey, look at the whitesuit!" a raucous voice called from the open hatchway at his back. Catcalls and laughter hooted in the chill air.

"Avast there, it be Fleet Admiral Cameron, the scourge of space!"

"Yah! Hey, Navy! Seen any Xenos?"

Ignoring the jibes of his former shipmates, Dev hoisted his shipbag and followed the glowing holosign proclaiming "Arrivals" in three languages. The docking bays and towers of Opptårn Havn starport unfolded from the tethered asteroid that kept Loki's space elevator taut; its greater-than-orbital velocity about the planet generated an out-is-down spin gravity of a third of a g, low enough to put a bounce in Dev's step as he headed toward customs.

The ribbing he'd been getting from Mintaka's crew for the past week only underscored what he already knew. He couldn't go back, not now. If he couldn't make it out here, well . . .

Damn it, eighteen light-years ought to be far enough from Earth and the Palace of Heaven that the name Cameron no longer carried his father's shame. If he couldn't fulfill his promise to himself here at Loki, there wasn't much point in traveling farther.

The customs check didn't take long; he was wearing or carrying everything he owned. Beyond customs was the Starhigh Strip, a spiral corridor packed pressure-wall-to-wall with the businesses—or their high-tech successors—that have flourished around transport terminals for millennia. Bars, paycubes and flopcaps, locker rentals, and pawnshops jostled side by side in an endless, cluttered tangle with tattoo joints, uniform stores, and orjack houses, their gaudy come-on holosigns vying with one another in Norsk-Lokan, Nihongo, and Inglic.

Dev considered buying a RAM language implant for the Lokan dialect of Norsk but decided against it. He didn't expect to be here for more than a few days, and nearly everyone spoke Inglic, Nihongo, or both, the languages of trade and commerce throughout the Shichiju.

Hell, that was part of the problem. There was nowhere he could go without bumping into the Empire. Five minutes later he was aboard a transfer capsule with twenty other new arrivals to Loki, riding the tether in to Asgard Synchorbital.

Technically the Empire of Nihon ruled only Japan and Japan's assets on Earth and in Earth-Lunar space. It was the Terran Hegemony that represented the unified governments of fifty-seven sovereign nations on Earth, plus the colonial administrations of the Shichiju, The Seventy, as the scattering of colony worlds across known space was called, though their number was actually seventy-eight.

But everyone knew that the Terran Hegemony's power extended only so far as the Imperial Diet permitted. Japanese industrial might, first on Earth, later in orbit, had made Dai Nihon the single most powerful state in the history of Man. Three centuries after the Fall of the West, it was Nihon—through her control of Terran banking, shipbuilding, and nanotechnic engineering—that dominated the commerce between the stars and the spread of Man to new worlds.

It was Nihon that enforced the Teikokuno Heiwa, the Imperial Peace.

Imperial Peace. That, Dev thought bitterly, was a laugh. Seven planets, at last count, had been lost to the Xenophobes, and four more were infested. Neither Empire nor Hegemony had yet been able to organize a decent defense, or even to find out how the enemy spread from system to system, despite constant surveillance by orbiting Imperial Navy warships.

It wasn't that Dev hated the Empire. Michal Cameron's disgrace and suicide still weighed on Dev, of course, but he understood that there'd been nothing personal in what the Empire had done to the Cameron family. It had been politics, nothing more.

Politics, then, had led Dev to the outworlds after he'd finished five years at BosWash Technic. Politics had blocked his entrance into the Hegemony Naval Academy at Singapore, because the son of Admiral Michal Cameron slotted into a starship's helm might be a bad risk, and politics had decreed that the only off-world slot he could find was aboard an aging Orion Lines freighter.

He'd jacked aboard the Mintaka for almost three years, beginning as cargo officer and working his way to second helm. Dev was a starpilot, and a good one. The cephlink and sockets his father had arranged for him eight years earlier were among the best hardware implants available, and at BWT he'd learned how to interface with a wide range of equipment, from librarian AIs to heavy loaders to ascraft. Aboard the Mintaka he'd swum the godsea, as the Virtual Reality of a K-T drive link was known, and since his first interspace translation, he'd known with unshakable conviction that this was what he'd been born for.

But ever since Lung Chi, and Michal Cameron's death the following year, he'd promised himself that he would do it in his father's service. If he couldn't join the Hegemonic fleet through the Academy on Earth, he'd do it here, on one of the outworlds, where Cameron was just a name and Lung Chi did not carry the same political baggage it did on Earth.

The synchorbit city rotated about the Loki space elevator, multiple tori on a thread-thin axis. The transfer capsule let Dev and the other passengers off in the city's zero-g core, where he caught a spoke shuttle to his destination out in the one-g ring.

Emerging from the shuttle, Dev stepped into another world. Asgard's gleaming lightscape exploded around him in a cacophony of noise, color, and motion, a swirling confusion bewildering after months inside Mintaka's tight and ordered microcommunity. Three-D displays and holosigns, storefronts and module entryways, tubecar ports and jacking booths, throbbing music and babbling crowd noise and an unending sea of humanity, bombarded him with light and images and an almost palpable sense of crowded urgency.

One entire, curving wall of Valhalla Concourse was transparent. Stars and the cloud-shrouded half disk of Loki rotated slowly beyond, the world's clouds dazzling in the ruddy light of the sun Loki's colonists called Dagstjerne, the Daystar. The sky-el was barely visible, a hair-thin slash of silver dwindling toward the planet's equator. Elsewhere, two brilliant orange stars, the brighter members of the 36 Ophiuchi triplet, marched in stately side-by-side procession.

Dev paid no attention to the view, focusing instead on the city's bustling confusion. He needed to find a public information kiosk. There . . .

Shouldering through the crowd, Dev approached the pillar rising from the middle of the Concourse. By pressing the network of gold and silver threads grown into the base of his left thumb against the interface panel and closing his eyes, he linked with the kiosk's AI, asking it where he was.

Words printed themselves in Dev's mind, requesting thirty yen from his personal RAM account and an access linkcode, an alphanumeric series keyed to a specific command. Dev approved the transfer, called up the code, and the AI began spilling data, a column of facts and figures, across his mind's eye.

Linkcode accepted. Datafeed commence—

Stellar Data: 36 Ophiuchi C

Type K5 V, mass .68 Sol, luminosity .18 Sol, radius .74 Sol. . .

Damn! He didn't want a full readout on the system. He'd given the wretched thing the wrong linkcode, one requesting general background instead of specific information. Unconcerned, the kiosk AI continued feeding to Dev's RAM.

Planetary Data: 36 Ophiuchi C II (Loki)

Mean orbital radius: .512 AU, period: 162.3d, planetary diameter: 10,120 km, mass: 3 x 1027g, density: 5.528 g/cm3, surface gravity: .795 g, rotational period: 27h 32m 19.21s . . .

"Cancel!" Dev brought the word to mind and focused on it, but the data kept coming, describing Loki's atmosphere. AI networks could be intelligent enough to qualify as self-aware under the Sentient Status Act of 2204, but that intelligence was usually restricted to rather narrow functional boundaries, "self-aware but of limited purview," as the legal definition described it. Which meant that they were sometimes difficult to argue with, once they'd been set in motion. This AI, working only through access codes, was more infuriatingly narrow-minded and literal than most.

Major terraforming efforts begun C.E. 2425 via nanotechnic resynthesis, using gas exchange towers to remove carbon dioxide, methane, and ammonia from the atmosphere and replace it with oxygen and nitrogen . . .

"I know all this garbage," Dev thought. "Cancel!"

Synchorbital facilities: Single sky-el link, Asgard Synchorbital to Midgard Towerdown, height 31,750 km. Opptårn Havn starport is located on a trans-synchorbital tether at. . .

Dev yanked his hand off the interface, physically breaking the link. Upset and in a hurry, he'd fed the AI the wrong access code, then gotten flustered when the kiosk began feeding him the wrong data. He took a couple of deep breaths, forcing himself to relax, then tried again.

It cost him another thirty yen, but this time he accessed the right code and a map painted itself in his mind's eye. He was here . . . on the starlight concourse just off the tube-car station from the starport; the nearest ViRcom modules were in the Morokvarter, Asgard's fun strip.

He waited a blink as the AI fed specific directions to his cephlink RAM, then broke contact. He now knew where he wanted to go.

Stepping onto a slidewalk, he was whisked into another jumble of sex shops, clubs, and recjack centers. Loki and its star-dusted backdrop continued their slow pirouette to his right. Three minutes later he arrived at the communications center. He had a short wait in the lounge for an available booth, but at last he was able to squeeze himself into the padded embrace of a ViRcom module.

He could have used his palm interface again for a first-level call but elected instead to pay a bit more for a full-sensory link. The navy, after all, didn't take just anyone, and he wanted to make a good impression.

Most humans everywhere had cephlinks nowadays; life without them had been all but unthinkable since the governments of the Hegemony started making them available as a right of citizenship two or three centuries before. Where differences in social status and abilities appeared was in the access hardware. Palm implants were part of the basic package, allowing level-one access. Most people also had at least one temporal socket for receiving level-two entertainment and communications feeds. Dev had three sockets for full interface and feedback, an expensive gift from his father that had made the difference between his dreams of escaping Earth, and the reality.

He jacked twin leads into his temporal sockets, brought his left hand down on the interface to initiate the link . . .

. . . and found himself in an office of crystal and silver, facing a pretty girl who was almost certainly an AI construct. She parted perfect lips, revealing perfect teeth in a warm and perfect smile. Blond hair swirled at her shoulders. "Hello," she said, her Inglic flawless as the AI tailored its responses to Dev's native language. "How can I assist you?"

"Hi there," Dev said. "I'd like a full-sensory with the local Hegemony Service recruiter, please."

He glanced down, giving his own ViRpersona a quick once-over. His shipbag was gone, along with the old, gray and orange skintight he'd exchanged for one of Mintaka's tan shipsuits. Instead he was wearing virtual clothing he'd bought and programmed into his cephlink three months ago on Rainbow, a stylish maroon bodysuit with a complex weave of gold down the left half of his torso, high collar, black shoulder cloak, and short-trimmed hair. Not the latest thing back on Earth, perhaps, but sophisticated, especially out here on the frontier. Since the maroon suit tended to give his light skin a pasty look, the package included lighter hair and a dark, even tan. He'd always felt that it was worth the extra yen to look his best in Virtual Reality.

The girl's eyes took on a not-here glaze, then focused on him again. "I'm terribly sorry, sir, but no one is available to speak to you at this time."

"Huh?" His persona's brows furrowed. "That's ridiculous!" The Hegemony Military Command for any colony synchorbital was a huge, sprawling affair employing tens of thousands of people, the most powerful AIs on or near the planet, and all of the resources necessary to terraform, police, and govern an entire world. To say that no one was available was like saying that the entire planet had just shut down.

"I will connect you with an analogue, sir."

And he was standing in the office of a Hegemony officer.

It was a virtual re-creation of some office within Asgard. A transparent wall looked out onto Loki, flooding the room with golden light. The man standing behind the desk wore a shosa's collar tabs; the rank corresponded to a navy lieutenant commander or an army major. The army dress uniform was a two-toned blend of grays, light and dark, with gold piping. Three rows of ribbons decorated his upper left chest.

"I'm Major Kellerman," the figure said. It extended a hand and, reluctantly, Dev took it. It felt warm and dry. "What can we do for you?"

"I'm trying to get through to someone in Personnel, Major," Dev said. He would have preferred dealing with a human, of course. Analogues—AI simulations of a real person—were capable of independent thought to a certain extent, able even to make decisions within the Al's area of expertise, but they were generally restricted to routine business. "I'm here to enlist in the Hegemony Navy."

The image smiled, a slight upward twitch of thin lips. "I'm sorry, but we're having a bit of a crunch just now. I really don't think anyone will be able to see you. Next week, perhaps—"

"Next week!"

"I'm afraid—"

"Damn it, I want to talk to someone now!" Dev was aware of how petulant he sounded the moment the words were out. He stopped, swallowed, and took a moment to smooth the jagged snap of his temper. He'd been waiting for this moment for years. A delay of another few days would make little difference.

But damn it, HEMILCOM's entire administrative department couldn't have simply stepped out for lunch!

"I could take your application now," the major said. "But I have no way of knowing when someone will be able to process you."

Dev's eyes narrowed. "It's an alert, isn't it?"

"I cannot discuss military matters with civilians, sir."

Xenophobes. It had to be. They'd been on Loki for the past three or four years standard, and nothing else could tie up the whole HEMILCOM network. He grinned knowingly. "The Xenophobes giving your people some trouble, are they?"

"You don't expect me to comment on that one way or the other, surely." The major's eyes unfocused for a moment, then hardened, meeting Dev's gaze. "Let me suggest an alternative. I can induct you now. You'll be assigned to a holding company in Midgard, where you will take the usual battery of tests. From there, you'll be transferred to your training slot."

"Midgard. That's the towerdown? On the planet?"

"Yes, sir."

Dev considered this. There was certainly no point in waiting around in Asgard, paying high prices for hotels, food, and entertainment, not when Kellerman's option was at least a step in the right direction. "Okay," he said. "That sounds good."

"Fine. Preferred branch of service?"

"The navy," Dev said slowly. "Not the army." He managed to keep his voice neutral . . . barely.

"I see," Kellerman said. "Whitesuit, eh?"

"That's right. I've been jacking a freighter for the last couple of years. I figure it's time to plug into a real jobslot."

"Well, we can probably fix you up if that's what you really want. The navy'll take anybody."

Dev recognized the tone as banter, part of a tradition of interservice rivalry, but he pressed his lips together and said nothing. In fact, the divisions between military services within the Hegemony were far less than they'd been for the militaries of Earth's pre-Union past.

"What's your configuration?"

"Nippon Orbital Industries Cephimplant, Model 10,000. Left palm imbedded control interface. Twin T-sockets."

"Two temporal sockets. The ten-kay gives you a C-socket as well, doesn't it?"

"Yeah," he admitted, but reluctantly. The cervical socket was designed specifically for jacking heavy equipment and work machines, gear with leg-arm-hand correspondence like loaders, constructors, or . . .

Or warstriders.

The major regarded him for a moment. "If I might ask, sir, why the navy? Your C-socket would practically guarantee you a strider's slot."

"I'm a starship," Dev replied.

"May I ask why?"

"Just put me down for a navy slot, damn it!" He could feel his anger slithering out of control again, as it had at the information kiosk. The idea of slogging around a planet's surface, plugged into some great, lumbering combat machine when he could be plying the godsea, was frightening.

"Well, now, you must understand we can't promise you a particular slot, sir. Not before we run you through a standard MSE series and some other routine tests."

"I'm not palming anything if I can't have the navy."

The analogue shrugged. "The decision is yours. HEMILCOM personnel does make every effort to match inductees with their civilian specialties. Since you are an experienced starpilot, I feel sure you'll get what you want, contingent on those test results, of course."

Dev took a deep, steadying breath. "Okay. Where do I palm?"

Kellerman indicated an interface pad on his desk. "Right here."

Dev hesitated, then pressed his palm implant against the 'face. Waiting with a holding company at the towerdown was definitely preferable to crawling back to the Mintaka.

"Very well." Kellerman was brisk, all business. "You are now a provisionary recruit-trainee, assigned to Holding Company Three-One. Here is some information you'll need."

Dev opened his RAM for a data feed. Directions trickled past his awareness, along with a sky-el shuttle schedule, an understanding of Loki's system of keeping time, and a list of rules and regulations. Dev felt a momentary whirl of disorientation. Things were happening fast. He'd just joined the military!

"Your reservations on the next available Bifrost descent have been made and confirmed, sir. You have forty-seven minutes until your el-shuttle departs. Good luck."

"Thank you." The room and Major Kellerman dissolved, and Dev's hand broke contact with the interface pad. He was alone once more, inside the padded enclosure of the ViRcom module. Stepping out onto the deck once more, he took a moment to get his bearings. He'd just arrived in the one-g ring, and now he had to get back to the space elevator core. Spoke pods that way. He had forty-seven minutes.

He would have to hurry.


Chapter 2

Within cephlinked minds,

Ripples on the cosmic sea,

We find our greatness.

Imperial haiku

late twenty-fourth century

Seeming flimsy for its length, the thread of the Bifrost Bridge, ten meters thick, stretched thirty-one thousand kilometers from Loki's equator to Asgard Synchorbital, then well beyond to the tethered Opptårn Havn planetoid that kept the whole structure in balance. Sky-els were by far the most efficient means of transport between ground and orbit, the key on every world of the Shichiju to remaking the planet into Earth's image.

The twenty-eight-hour journey from Asgard to Midgard was made aboard a saucer-shaped el-shuttle riding down the tether on one of four magnetic rails. Arranged like the planetariums of precephlink days, the shuttle's passenger decks had reclining seats for a hundred people set in concentric circles beneath a broad dome, all comfortably padded and equipped with full sensory jacks. The passengers were provided with bodysuits that attended to their bodily needs and hygiene for the duration of the trip. The shuttle's library featured everything from elaborate participatory ViRdramas to virtual banquets that—if they added no calories to the jacker's diet—at least left him feeling pleasantly well fed when he unplugged at the elevator terminus. Hunger, after all, like so much of human experience, resides in the mind.

Dev passed much of the descent in a dream within a dream, wearing an orange bodysuit and jacked to the shuttle's entertainment network.

First, of course, he'd linked realtime with an external view. Not everyone could stand the dizzying spectacle of looking down that silver thread, one reason that the shuttle's walls were opaque. Before he'd initiated the linkage, a legal disclaimer appeared, warning those who had problems with vertigo from jacking in. Dev, experienced spacejack that he was, cheerfully ignored the warnings and spent ten minutes admiring the view, hanging in empty space above the cloud-brilliant swelling of the world below.

But the scene paled and Dev unplugged, not from vertigo but from boredom. He might have been hurtling toward Loki at fifteen hundred kph, but the view remained static, unchanging, with no trace of motion save the steady blur of the magnetic guiderail and, just once, a far-off flash as an elevator laser vaporized some speck of orbital debris that had strayed too close to the vulnerable tower.

Dev had returned to the library menu then, and there considered a selection of erotic programs. His anger at confronting HEMILCOM's bureaucracy had shaken him more than he wanted to admit, and he felt the need for a woman's gentle and confidence-building understanding.

He was tempted by an orgy scenario starring Lea Leanne, one of the hottest of the popular electronic sex partners, but he settled at last on a free-form fantasy of his own design with the pretty blond from the ViRcom. He gave her longer hair and larger breasts and named her Desirée after a girlfriend he'd had at BWT; they met in an isolated tropical grove with pink sand and three crescent moons hanging in a flame red sky. They'd undressed each other, shared an intimate, lingering caress . . .

. . . and then Dev had broken the circuit, shivering. Perhaps if he'd had a human recjack partner, it might have been different, but he found it impossible at the moment to become more than mechanically involved with a woman who had no reality at all outside of the shuttle's AI circuits and his own mind.

Besides, his father's face continued to haunt him, a cold presence on the edge of awareness that surfaced unexpectedly while he was kissing the girl. Not even Desirée's exaggerated mammalian charms could dispel it.

Angrily Dev opened the network menu again. He settled at last on a participatory ViRdrama space epic entitled Battlefleet. He was Shosho Devis Cameron of the Imperial Navy, commander of Battlegroup Shori and charged with the defense of Earth's solar system against the Xenophobe menace. The godsea flamed a glorious blue around him as he guided his titanic flagship Mushashi through the intricacies of the K-T plenum.

Two enemy fleets had broken through the outer defenses, one challenging his squadron of twelve line ships, the other sweeping out of the godsea, lancing toward Earth and the Palace of Heaven itself. In a desperate gamble, Dev divided his fleet, leaving half his squadron to deal with the first Xenophobe fleet while he raced Earthward with the rest, six ships against fifty.

He even found a part for Desirée in the story. She commanded Singapore Orbital's defenses, buying time for Mankind as Dev brought his dreadnought, the gigantic Mushashi, into the midst of the alien fleet, hammering away at the Xenophobe flagship at point-blank range. Ascraft fighters and warflyers filled the skies. Nuclear fury seared in terrifying proximity to the Singapore Sky-el. The Emperor himself was in grave danger. . . .

By the time the shuttle entered atmosphere, he was, of course, triumphant. The Xenophobe fleet was destroyed—the last ship seconds before it could crash into the Emperor's Palace of Heaven. Dev, his arm in a healsling after the fall he'd taken when the Mushashi rammed the enemy battleship, received the golden sunburst of the Teikoku no Hoshi from the Emperor himself as the adoring Desirée stood by his side. Even Dev's father was there, exonerated at last, proud and tall in his Imperial dress blacks, able at last to acknowledge Devis Cameron as his son. . . .

Dev had been sixteen when Captain Michal Cameron of the Hegemonic Navy had received the singular honor of promotion to shosho—rear admiral—and a transfer to the Imperial Navy. Few non-Japanese had ever been so distinguished.

The Terran Hegemony maintained small fleets of ships within each of the systems of the Shichiju, with each unit under the command of the local Hegemony Military Command. Opportunity was limited, though. The Imperial Navy outnumbered the vessels of all of the Hegemony fleets put together, and the biggest ships and best commands were to be found in the Emperor's service. For centuries, exceptional officers had been transferred from Hegemony to Imperial Navy; perhaps half of all Imperial Naval officers were gaijin—non-Japanese.

Cameron's skill at defusing the Chiron incident of 2529 without precipitating civil war had singled him out at a time when the Imperial service was being criticized for not advancing the gaijin within its ranks. Chuichi Munimori, Gensui-Admiral on the Imperial staff, had found Cameron a useful political foil, proof that non-Japanese could make good within the Imperial military.

He'd made good, all right, and it had destroyed his family.

An Imperial Navy admiral's wife was required to have the proper political connections. Mary Jean Pruitt, Cameron's wife of seventeen years, was a West Scranton girl, American to the core and somewhat technophobic. She didn't speak Nihongo, nor would she accept the nano-grown implant that would let her download the language. Even if she'd spoken fluent Japanese, however, it was unlikely that Cameron would have been permitted to keep her. A match was made for him with the Lady Kikuko Takagi, daughter of an important corporate representative of Mitsubishi Orbital.

As Cameron had explained to his son once, to refuse either promotion or marriage would have meant disgrace. Though the ritual of sepuku was no longer seen as the sole honorable way to resolve irreconcilable clashes of duty and honor and was rarely invoked, especially among gaijin, it might well have been Cameron's only way out of an impossible situation. At the very least, his professional career would have been at an end, with a dishonorable retirement his only option. Pensions, benefits, even insurance coverage, all would have been denied the man who had refused an Imperial command and a Takagi's daughter. His wife and two sons would have been left destitute.

In the end, Mary had suggested the divorce. There was, after all, no reason at all why a successful Imperial admiral couldn't keep a mistress on Earth, and his family would escape the onus of Imperial disgrace. Dev received his cephimplant and sockets, then spent the next five years at BWT, too busy to be unhappy.

Four weeks before Dev's graduation, Admiral Cameron had been ordered to Lung Chi.

The star DM+32° 2896, forty-five light-years from Sol and popularly known as Chien, was a G2 twin of Sol. Its fourth world was as Earthlike as any among the Shichiju. Most of its native life was still confined to broad, shallow seas, like Earth herself 350 million years before. Chien IV's sky-el had been started in 2320; terraforming required little more than bringing the atmospheric oxygen percentage up another few points and absorbing some of the excess carbon dioxide. By 2500 Lung Chi's population topped eight hundred thousand.

The first Xenophobe incursion on Lung Chi occurred thirty years later. Seven years after that, mass evacuations up Lung Chi's sky-el had begun, and Hegemony warstriders were fighting a desperate rearguard action in the foothills of the Xinjiang Shan Mountains. At Lung Synchorbital, a ragtag gaggle of liners, freighters, colony transports, even tugs and ore barges, began gathering to evacuate the colonists coming up the sky-el.

Cameron's squadron was ordered in. One of the great mysteries of the Xenophobes was how they spread from system to system, invading eleven worlds in the past forty years. Contrary to the fictions of popular ViRdramas like Battlefleet, no nonhuman vessel of any kind had ever been seen, despite fleet deployments, ground searches, satellite networks, and scanner arrays of every kind. Rumor had it that Xeno ships were invisible, though they'd never shown that kind of technological magic on the ground.

As always, there'd been no sign of Xenophobe ships. As always, the enemy had risen in shapeshifting hordes from underground, devouring buildings by the hundreds and panicked colonists by the thousands in deadly clouds of nanotech disassemblers. Evacuation efforts were redoubled. Half a million Manchurian colonists remained on Lung Chi, screened by ten thousand Hegemony infantrymen, an Imperial Marine assault battalion, and five regiments of lightly armored Lung Chi militia. With three elevator rails working full time on the ascent and one to send the empty shuttles back down for another load, with families packed into each shuttle to the limit of available life support, eight thousand refugees could be lifted to synchorbit every day. Conditions at Lung Orbital began to break down, as more and more terrified colonists arrived each hour.

Then the Xenophobes had tunneled up behind the marine perimeter, next to the base of the sky-el tower itself, slaughtering civilians waiting to board the shuttles. Communications with the surface were lost. Fragmentary reports from ascraft still transmitting indicated that the space elevator itself was somehow changing, transforming from carbon diaweave into something black and twisted, the change streaking skyward up the sky-el cable. . . .

Aboard his flagship, the Imperial fleet destroyer Hatakaze, Admiral Cameron had made the only decision possible. The Xenophobes might be merely destroying the sky-el, as they seemed to destroy all of the toys of civilization they encountered . . . or they might be using it as a bridge to reach synchorbit, where over three hundred thousand refugees and a hundred starships were crowded together in weightless, cheek-by-jowl horror.

According to the Hatakaze's log, he'd not hesitated more than a few seconds before launching a Starhawk missile tipped with a twenty-kiloton warhead, teleoping the projectile into the slender target of the sky-el himself so that no one else in his command would be forced to live with the horror of that decision. The detonation severed the elevator at the 2,000-kilometer mark. Fragmenting, the upper part of the elevator tower whipcracked into space, spilling refugee-crammed shuttles in its wake. The lower portion, hundreds of kilometers of elevator cable, crashed to the surface in fiery reentry.

How many tens of thousands of people in the general towerdown area were killed by falling debris was never learned. Most of those remaining on the planet were trapped, with no way to reach orbit. A handful were evacuated by ascraft shuttle, including the Imperial general in command of the assault battalion, who accused Admiral Cameron of cowardice at his trial.

Half a million people died as the Xenophobes completed their destruction of every building, every vehicle, every trace of civilization existing on the planet. Cameron's defenders claimed he'd acted correctly. Had the Xenophobes reached synchorbit, had they captured that waiting fleet of transports, things might have been far worse. Humankind still did not understand how the Xenophobe infection spread from star system to system; those transports might well have become vectors, spreading the disease from Lung Chi to every world in the Shichiju.

Might have. The hard truth of the matter, carefully presented at Cameron's court-martial, was that yet again a Xenophobe landing force had slipped invisibly past blockading ships . . . and Cameron's missile shot had been directly responsible for the deaths of half a million Hegemony citizens. Manchuria, close ally of Japan and a powerful supporter of the Empire within the Hegemony Council, had demanded his execution.

Cameron had escaped that humiliation, at least. After the guilty verdict was handed down, he'd taken the so-called honorable way out—not through the painful and messy ritual of sepuku, but by means of poison smuggled to his cell by a loyal former member of his staff.

Not long afterward, Dev had decided to join the navy, the Hegemony Navy, but his application had been turned down by the Naval Academy at Singapore. Thinking that experience and a few light-years from Earth might give him a better chance, Dev had signed on with Orion Lines and begun his self-imposed exile from Earth.

His younger brother was still in school. His mother, the last he'd heard, was working for a ViRsoftware firm in Kyoto; she'd finally accepted an implant, but after her husband's death, she'd used it to take psychoreconstruction.

Dev had spoken with her once, months afterward. She remembered him and Greg—in a distant sort of way—but very little else remained of her own life. Autoamnesia, a deliberate memory dump, was widely considered one of the most effective means of treating severe mental trauma.

For Dev, though, it was as though she had died as well.

Dev was in bed with Desirée when the warning chime sounded. The shuttle had entered atmosphere some time before and was now ten minutes above Midgard Towerdown. He let himself come to a satisfying climax, then released his linkage, awakening in the shuttle with a hundred other orange-clad travelers.

Moments later, the shuttle grounded at Towerdown. Its magnetic grapples released the rail, and the arms of a port loader carried it to the debarkation bay. There Dev and the others were led to private cubicles where shuttlesuits were exchanged for personal clothing. Dev retrieved his luggage then, and stepped into the riot of color and noise that was Loki's first city.

Midgard was much like Asgard, louder and more crowded, perhaps, and dirtier, with a higher density of both holosigns and people. Midgard's population topped one hundred thousand, a third that of the entire planet, and the confines of pressure walls seemed to amplify the crowding, confining and compressing it within the city's cluster of forty-two domes. Loki's storm-lashed atmosphere was monotonous enough that Midgard's designers had not bothered with windows, and the gray-walled tunnels radiating out from Towerdown Dome looked grimly claustrophobic.

Here Dev noticed the first concrete signs of the military alert he'd suspected back in Asgard. Hegemony troopers in light, single-slot warstriders mounted guard at intervals around Towerdown Dome's perimeter. Three meters tall, they stood as motionless as statues, each coated by surface films set to show the gray of their surroundings.

Dev had never had much interest in the trivia of surface warfare and could not identify the different models. Still, it was obvious that they were on alert. So many war machines were rarely assembled in such numbers save for Emperor's Day or for formal reviews.

"Cameron?"

He turned. A big, hard-looking man in orange coveralls with a military look to them stepped out of the milling crowd.

"That's me."

"I'm Castellano. C'mon."

"Huh? Who are—"

"They sent me to collect you, hojie. Got any more gear? No? Okay, come with me."

Castellano was already walking away, and Dev had to hurry to catch up. "Where are we going?"

"HEMILCOM's dreamland, where else? Gok, man, you're gonna be sorry you ever palmed for enlistment in this hole."

"Why's that?"

"Take it from me, hojie. You've just grounded in a world of shit."


Chapter 3

     Still, in all the towering, golden splendor of Man's technological achievements, one advance stands out from the rest, more significant than the advents of nuclear fusion or quantum power taps, of terraforming on a planetary scale, of industrial and medical nanotechnology or even of the K-T drive.

     I refer, of course, to the direct cybernetic interface, "jacking" in everyday parlance, the means by which men no longer merely control their starships, terrain striders, or other heavy machinery, but in a very real sense actually become ship, strider, or machine. . . .

—Man and the Stars: A History of Technology Ieyasu Sutsumi

C.E. 2531

Two VK-141 Stormwinds, Hegemony ascraft with stubby, down-canted wings amidships and twin V-stabilizers on the end of slender tail booms, howled northward through the black of the Lokan night. Locked into the number-one strider slot in the main hull, Tai-i Katya Alessandro fixed her attention on the feed coming down from the ascraft's AI and tried to ignore the darkness.

Katya hated the dark, hated it so much, it took an effort of will each time she squeezed her lanky frame into the commander's module of her sixty-ton warstrider and plugged herself in. Shifting her vision to infrared, she strained to make out some detail from the craggy cold-desert landscape sweeping past a hundred meters beneath her feet, but the surface was uniformly cold and masked by gusting swirls of snow, a patchwork of icy blues that only hinted at rugged, mountainous terrain.

Suspended by massive clamps within an open slot in the Stormwind's side, she was sheltered beneath one of the ascraft's canted wings. Rather, the warstrider she was jacking was in the slot; Katya, linked to the strider's on-board AI, was tucked away inside the combat machine's armored torso, probing the darkness below with electronic senses.

For Katya, "wearing" the strider was exactly like wearing her own body. She could feel the crisscross weave of the steel grating pressed against her back, feel the wind snapping past her legs. The nerve impulses that let her move her body's arms or legs were routed through her C-socket to move the strider's arms or legs instead.

Looking down—her primary optical sensors were set into a universal turret mounted below the Warlord's blunt snout—she could see her legs and the massive, flanged pads of her feet tucked up against the fuselage, and the black-gray-blue blur of the ground whipping past beneath the Stormwind's keel. Her external temperature sensors didn't relay the true, biting cold of the Lokan atmosphere, but she felt the chill and the wet nonetheless.

Inwardly she shivered. Midgard and a warm bunk lay eight hundred kilometers astern. Somewhere ahead was a mining colony called Schluter.

Schluter was an exception in the Lokan naming conventions, named after the valley, the Fossae Schluter, where it had been grown. Most names on Loki were drawn from Norse myth: Asgard, the heavenly city of the gods; Midgard, the realm of men; Bifrost, the Rainbow Bridge joining heaven and earth. Loki itself was named for the Norse god of discord and strife.

Katya felt the buffeting of that methane gale and decided that the name had been well chosen. Someday the second world of 36 Ophiuchi C would change its name; Loki would become Freyr, god of peace, good weather, and harvest bounty. Now, though, the surface was still storm-wracked, the atmosphere unbreathable. The terraforming project had been under way for over a century; it would be two centuries more before temperatures rose above freezing and appreciable quantities of oxygen and nitrogen replaced the current mantle of carbon dioxide. The overcast was solid, and after sunset, the darkness became almost palpable.

"Temperature at minus two-eight, wind from the northwest at three-five," a woman's voice said, speaking in Katya's mind. "Great day for flying, ain't it?"

"Hell, Lara," Katya replied. "For you every day's good for flying."

She heard Tai-i Lara Anders's low chuckle. "Won't argue there, Kat. Born with wings, that's me."

With scarcely the pretense of streamlining, the ascraft gave a savage jolt as it plowed through bumpy air. The Stormwind was a true aerospace craft; in vacuum its fusorpaks heated cryo-H slush to a starhot plasma, expelling it as reaction mass; in atmosphere, gaping intakes gulped air and fed it through twin fusion furnaces, negating the need for large quantities of on-board fuel. It wasn't fast as ascraft went, strictly subsonic usually, but it could hit Mach 25 and orbit with a scramjet hotbox and a belly shell.

For orbit-to-surface insertions, an ablative shield covered the Stormwind's belly, enclosing its riders and protecting them from the blowtorch blast of atmospheric entry, but in normal ops the VK-141 had power enough to ignore such niceties. Katya's warstrider, an RS-64D Warlord, was securely held in magnetic clamps, but Katya felt vulnerable, exposed, as the wind plucked at her lower torso.

"We're coming up on the DZ, Captain," the pilot continued. "Seven minutes."

"Any more word from Schluter?"

"Not in the last ten minutes. HEMILCOM says the fighting seems to be spreading into the city. Sounds like things are pretty confused. They're still picking up DSAs, big ones, so the Xenos aren't all in the open yet."

"Damn." This was going to be a messy one. Hegemony Military Command, based in Asgard Orbital, was ideally placed to monitor events on the surface. If only they'd come down here and get their minds dirty once in a while . . .

"They said to set you down right outside the dome. There'll be local militia on the ground, and civilians, of course. Watch your shots."

"Hey, they want to send warstriders in there," Katya said, "they'd better keep their goking heads down. Something flops in my direction, Lara, I'm going to burn it!"

Hours ago, surface remotes had picked up a Deep Seismic Anomaly, subsurface tremors that could mean a Threat breakout at Fossae Schluter, a thousand kilometers north of Midgard, and HEMILCOM had put the Thorhammers, technically the Fifth Loki Warstrider Regiment, on alert. There were two important targets in the area, one of the big terraformer atmosphere plants and a mining colony. Colonel Gustav Varney, the Thorhammers' CO, had detailed the regiment's A Company, "Alessandro's Assassins," for a platoon-strength deployment to the threatened sector. Company Commander Katya Alessandro had picked First Platoon for the mission, and decided to lead the operation herself.

One platoon—theoretically that was eight warstriders. Alessandro's Assassins had a company TO calling for twenty-four warstriders organized into three platoons, but in fact, Katya had just thirteen operational striders under her command, plus, as of that morning, another five downgriped for battle damage or lack of spare parts. First Platoon fielded six of the operational machines, and her Warlord made seven.

She hoped that would be enough for the situation unfolding at Schluter.

"Five minutes," Anders reminded her. "HEMILCOM has given weapons clearance."

"Right." She shifted to the Assassins' tac channel. "Listen up, Hunters," she said, thinking the words and letting her implant transmit them over the link network. "This is Hunter Leader. We're three minutes from drop. We have weapons clearance, repeat, weapons are free. Final check, all systems."

She listened as the acknowledgements came back over the net, mingled with the usual soldiers' banter.

"Roger, Hunter Leader. Hunter One, ready to go."

"Hunter Two, ready and rarin' to go."

"Three's go. Let's odie!"

"Hunter Four. Armed and ready."

"Hunter Five. I think I left the water running in the barracks, Captain. No? Okay, Five's ready."

"Six, go."

She shifted to her strider's internal ICS. "Mitch? Junior? How's she wired?"

"Systems ready, Captain," Chu-i Mitch Dawson said over the intercom link.

"Weapons armed and ready," Jun-i Chris Kingfield added.

The RS-64D Warlord carried a crew of three, commander, pilot, and weapons tech, though in fact, any of the three of them could control the strider if necessary. The usual breakdown called for two sho-i junior lieutenants or a sho-i and a chu-i senior lieutenant in the commander and pilot modules; a jun-i, a warrant technical officer universally nicknamed "Junior," manned the teleop weapons. Commander and pilot could spell each other in running the strider, and the commander had the added responsibility of coordinating pilot and weapons tech in combat.

Katya's Warlord, nicknamed Assassin's Blade, had been modified to serve as a command strider, with extra comlink gear and a more powerful AI. In combat, Dawson handled the maneuvering while Katya ran the company or, in this case, a seven-strider platoon.

She was proud of her crew, and of her company. She'd been bossing them, firm and fair, since Rainbow two years earlier. They'd responded with an absolute loyalty that bordered at times on fanaticism.

"Katya?" It was Dawson's voice, speaking over their private ICS. "I, ah, I just wanted to say that last night was terrific."

"Don't say it, Mitch. It never happened, right?"

"If you say so, Captain." She could feel the hurt behind the words.

Life in the Hegemony Guard could be lonely . . . strangely so since there were few times when she wasn't surrounded by men and women in conditions that could only be described as claustrophobic. Frontier barracks rarely had the space for civilized amenities. Service men and women slept together in open dorms, shared communal showers, used the same toilets. The only privacy to be had was the privacy of the mind—lying in one's bunk and plugging into a good ViRdrama, for instance, or setting thoughts and soul adrift in a meditative trance.

Camaraderie in the service was intense; shared death, loss, and hardship quickly made brothers and sisters of total strangers. Romantic pairings were less common. Sometimes it seemed as if getting too close to someone special angered the gods of war. If nothing else, transfers and rotations were common enough that no relationship could ever be considered permanent.

But Katya had felt attracted to Mitch. Their encounter the night before had been purely recreational and purely electronic, a linked fantasy shared through a pair of ViRcom modules.

Though it was supposed to be impossible to tell the difference between full sensory linkage and the real thing, Katya preferred reality. The encounter with Mitch had been wonderful nonetheless, and much needed, a long-sought chance to relax, to blast free some of the tension of command that had been building for these past few months, a chance to share something beautiful with one close, special someone.

She hoped the gods of war hadn't noticed this time.

"Company commanders can't have friends, Mitch," she said. "And they can't play favorites. It didn't happen."

"I understand."

"But . . . I enjoyed it too."

"DZ in two minutes," Lara's voice interrupted over the regular channel. "Ready for a touch and dust-off. We're starting to pick up some static."

"Affirmative," Katya replied. Xenophobe machines employed powerful magnetic fields that blasted radio frequencies with intense static at short ranges. Human weapons—proton guns and electron cannons—had the same effect. Communications were often sharply limited during a close-in battle.

She called up a god's-eye view. Created by her Warlord's AI, the display revealed the surrounding terrain as a realistic three-D image of wrinkled hills and meandering valleys as seen from overhead. Fossae Schluter was a broad, flat valley carved by a vanished glacier. Schluter itself was a mining encampment nestled against one of the canyon's sheer slopes, part beneath a pressure dome, the rest built into tunnels laser-bored for kilometers into the layers of exposed black rock.

The two Stormwinds, marked by swiftly moving pinpoints of green light above the desert floor, were just entering the valley's mouth. Schluter was marked in blue, ten kilometers ahead. Across the valley, Terraform Facility Baldur rose from the badlands, a four-sided pyramid larger than the Great Pyramid of Giza.

Was it coincidence the Xenos had surfaced here? So far, Threat sightings and raids had been confined to the far side of Loki. The Xenos' target might be the mining facility, but the proximity of the terraforming tower was worrisome. The shapeshifters seemed to home on large masses of engineering and technology—like cities and sky-els.

Katya nulled the computer graphics, shifting back to hunorm vision. She could hear the whispered mental voices of Dawson and Kingfield as they went through their final checks, readying the Warlord for combat. No downcheck, no sysfails. Weapons powered up, safeties locked. Chu-i Hagan, First Platoon's commander, reported over the tacnet that the platoon was hot and ready.

The Stormwind jolted hard on some rough air, slowed, then skewed to the left in a gently drifting hover. Through her link with Anders, Katya could see the dome now, rain-swept and bathed in the glare of harsh external lights. There didn't appear to be much damage visually, but when she cut in her infrared again, Katya could see a heat plume spilling from a white-glowing rupture in the dome's face. On the horizon, Baldur squatted against rugged mountains, showing a heat plume like the mushroom cloud above a volcano.

No movement outside the Schluter dome. Where were they?

"Primary DZ coming up," Lara warned. "Cutting internals."

Katya lost her link with the ascraft module. All she could see now was the shadowy ground meters beneath her feet.

She opened the ICS again. "You've got control, Mitch."

"Rog." His voice was tight. "Jets hot."

Blade's AI was counting off the seconds to release: three . . . two . . . one . . .

Katya felt herself falling. An instant later she was jolted as Blade's jump pack cut in with twin jets of screaming, superheated gas. Sand blasted from the ground beneath her feet, followed by a rush of fog as the heat melted the permafrost, then turned it into steam. The cloud blinded Katya, but her strider's radar kept ticking off the last few meters to the surface.

Contact!

Assassin's Blade rested on folded legs, then rose, torso and arms deploying from drop mode to combat mode. The warstrider's body looked like a lumpy, misshapen aircraft fuselage, toad-ugly with a blunt snout. Its two legs were longer than the hull slung between them, heavily armored and digitigrade, articulated with the "knees" angled sharply toward the rear. It gave the strider a mincing, birdlike walk, a light-footed gait surprising for a sixty-ton bird.

Blade's AI automatically established a laser line of sight with each of the other striders unfolding from their grounding spots, linking them together in a lasercom tacnet.

"Move-move-move!" she called. "Everybody! Spread out!"

Katya was out of the control circuit, so she was only along for the ride, but she could sense the feedback of the Warlord's sense of balance as Mitch leaned into a long-legged stride. She concentrated on the deployment. To left and right, the other warstriders of the platoon fanned out, putting distance between them. Victor Hagan's KR-9 Manta 'Phobe Eater, flat-bodied and horned like its namesake, moved toward the Schluter dome. Deus Irae, Sho-i Guiterrez's Battlewraith, followed. Two smaller, roughly humanoid warstriders, LaG-42 Ghostriders, took up flanking positions. Nicholsson's Battlewraith and Chung's Skorpiaad heavy-weapons carrier brought up the rear.

She sensed movement in the darkness.

"Guiterrez!" she called. "Bandit, left ten, range four-zero!"

Guiterrez's Battlewraith dropped into a crouch, pivoting on the threat like a gunfighter, bringing its massive right-arm electron cannon into line with a shadow rolling across the rocky ground.

Man-made lightning seared down a laser-tunneled vacuum, accompanied by a boom of thunder and the searing hiss of static over the open radio channels. The flash banished the shadows, and Katya saw the Xenophobe machine.

It was torpedo-shaped—Xenos always were when first emerging from underground. Its surface gleamed like quicksilver in the alien light.

"Target lock!" Kingfield yelled in Katya's mind. "Primaries charged! Firing now!"

The RS-64 shuddered as the weapon tech triggered the left arm gun. Warlord mounted two proton guns, its primary weapons, heavy-bodied particle cannons that swung from the elbow mounts like blunt, oversize forearms. Katya felt the blast of raw heat as it fired, saw the eye-searing flash as megajoule energies channeled down a laser-bored tunnel in the air. Lightnings played across the Xenophobe, twisting in the alien machine's magnetic fields.

Guiterrez added his electron cannon's whipcrack flash to the fury clawing at the Xeno's silver hull. Dawson swung the Warlord's torso slightly, aiming the dual chin lasers that extended from the blunt snout like the mandibles of some great insect. The Xeno loomed huge in Katya's vision, fifty meters distant now, embraced in the red glow of targeting reticles. The lasers fired, scattering from the quicksilver surface even as that surface began changing shape.

Like a hideous silver flower, the Xeno killer began unfolding into something new. . . .


Chapter 4

     The Xenophobe War is like no other conflict in Man's bloody history because, for the first time, his opponent is a complete unknown. In past wars, at least, the enemy was human, his science known, his reasons for fighting rational or at least intelligible, his worldview comprehensible.

     After four decades of war, however, the only motive we can ascribe to the Xenophobes is hatred or fear of other life forms—hence their name. Some researchers go so far as to suggest that their thought processes may be so alien to ours that we may never understand their reasoning.

—The Xeno Foe

HEMILCOM Military ViRdocumentary

C.E. 2537

Flares popped in the sky, illuminating the landscape in eerie silver light. Its surface flowing like molten metal, the Xenophobe machine was morphing into a chunkier, nightmarish shape, a flattened polyhedron sprouting half a dozen weaving, snakelike tentacles. It seemed to grow legs as it needed them, flowing across the ground with a rolling, almost amoebic motion, advancing on pseudopods of mercury-bright metal that shifted from fluid-soft to diamond-hard at will.

Hegemony Military Command had classified the primary Xenos based on mass and on the types of weapons each most often used, naming them after poisonous Earth reptiles. This particular design, massing ten to twelve tons and armed with mag-fired nano-D projectiles, had been code-named Krait.

"I've got more targets," Kingfield warned. "Bearing one-seven-one, range four point five thousand! Looks like their tunnel mouth! Recommend Starhawk CMP!"

Katya saw them, points of light on a window called up on her visual display. The Krait was the immediate threat, but those other targets, emerging now from underground, would be problems damned soon. Better to stop them now, at a distance. A CMP—a Cluster Munitions Package—ought to do the trick.

"Do it!" Katya replied over the intercom. "I'll take the CPGs! You handle the teleops!"

"Rog!"

She felt the inner click, the completion, as control of Blade's main weapons shifted to her linkage. An instant later, the Warlord shuddered as Kingfield triggered one of the strider's two dorsal-rack Starhawk missiles. The weapons tech was gone, his mind riding the teleoperated missile to the target on a beam of laser light.

Dawson, meanwhile, continued to operate the Warlord's legs and body motions, dodging to the right as the Xeno horror closed in a blur of silver spikes and tentacles. And Katya took aim.

A kind of mist or cloud flickered between Katya and the apparition—a shield. Many Xenos could suspend clouds of metallic dust motes in magnetic fields, clouds that could absorb laser and particle cannon energy enough to blunt an attack.

As long as that shield was up, though, the Xeno couldn't fire at her. She raised both arms, and twin green targeting reticles slid across her visual field, centering over the hazy outline of the Krait's body. She clenched her fists right . . . left . . . right . . . left.

Each flash was dazzling, banishing the night. The Xeno's shield could absorb only a fraction of each bolt, and by the third shot, the cloud had dissipated. With the fourth shot there was an explosion, a sharp report that tore two of the weaving tentacles off with a splatter of liquid metal and left a red-glowing scar.

The Xeno, stricken, seemed to collapse upon itself, melting, surface blurring . . . and then it reformed, growing new legs, and kept on coming.

Humans called them stalkers, shapeshifters, and snakes. Presumably they were combat machines, analogous to human warstriders, but how the Xenophobes got them to change their shape, to morph, was still a mystery.

So were the means by which they traveled underground, like enormous land-going submarines, and the way they could repair battle damage in seconds. Nanotechnics were at least part of their magic; that much was obvious. Human engineering, construction, materials processing, computers, and medicine had all been transformed by the nanotechnic revolution, and there was promise of more and greater wonders to come.

The Xenophobes, however, seemed to be able to apply nanotechnology on a far grander scale than human science had yet dreamed of. It seemed—seemed—that the alien machines were composed entirely of separate, bacteria-sized elements locked together by internally generated magnetic fields. Control of those fields appeared to be the key to how Xeno machines could change shape, grow legs or tentacles like metallic pseudopods, fill in battle damage, or even fragment into dozens of separate, individually mobile fragments.

"Watch it!" Dawson warned. "He's going to fire!"

Katya had already seen the buildup of a powerful gauss field in the stalker's shell. There was a flash, just as Dawson jacked the Warlord to the side, and something slammed into Katya's left shoulder.

There was no pain, of course, but it felt like a hard, numbing shock. Warnings flashed across her visual field.

"Mitch!" she yelled. "Nano count at point eight-seven, left shoulder!"

"Firing NCMs!"

The Xenos' principal weapons were nano disassemblers, clouds of molecule-sized machines that dissolved solid matter literally atom by atom, picking it apart and carrying it off in a stream of white fog so quickly that durasheath armor could be eaten away in seconds. They could be dispersed in clouds like an insidious, corrosive gas, loaded into shells, or incorporated into surface layers that made a Xenophobe's touch deadly. NCMs—Nano Counter Measures—were submicroscopic machines shot like fire extinguisher blasts from nozzles set into a warstrider's hull, programmed to hunt down and fuse with nano-Ds before they could cause significant damage.

White vapor gushed from a nozzle inset in Katya's left pauldron, the heavy curve of armor protecting the Warlord's shoulder. The nano count registering on her visual display dropped. Blade's, armor was down eighteen percent in the damaged area . . . a scratch.

She fired the Warlord's main weapons again, carving off one of the Krait's stumpy legs in a flash that left sand and gravel fused and glowing. A second later, light flared on Katya's inset data window. "Got them!" Kingfield exulted in her mind, his link with the Starhawk broken. "That's three down! The other two are hurting. . . ."

"Take the hivel!" Katya ordered. Her own hands were full, literally, handling the big CPGs. "Hit the Krait at zero-one-five!"

"Got it!"

Hivels—the acronym was drawn from the words high velocity—were the descendants of twentieth- and twenty-first-century Gatling cannons. Firing 8-mm rounds of depleted uranium at better than 150 rounds per second, the hivel's rotary barrels loosed a stream of projectiles traveling virtually nose to tail, streaking toward the enemy at a kilometer per second.

Katya heard the whine of the hivel's eight rotating barrels as they came up to speed, felt the shift in mass as the turret tracked the target. There was a shriek as Kingfield triggered the weapon, and Katya felt the savage recoil. The silver polyhedron of the Xeno machine splashed with the close-range impact.

"Hit!" Kingfield exulted. "That's another down!"

Down, but not out of the fight. The burst had torn the Krait in two, but both halves were still very much alive . . . still moving, still deadly.

Humans divided Xeno machines into three basic types. Alphas were their main weapons, snakelike when they emerged from underground, spiked and tentacled in their combat mode. Betas were something else entirely—Xenozombies, human machines, warstriders, or transports partly replaced by shape-shifting nanotechnics.

Deadliest of all were the Gammas, fragments of Alphas ranging in size from two or three meters long to the size of a man's hand, individually mobile, and coated with nano-D layers that let them eat through the hardest armor like acid through skin.

An Alpha could be torn to pieces, and the individual pieces, the Gammas, simply kept on fighting—less mobile, perhaps, and unable to kill at a distance, but deadly in their small size, great numbers, and ability to kill with a touch.

Heat was the best weapon against Gammas. Katya brought her CPGs into play again, firing bolt after bolt into the shattered Krait. Alarm tones keened in her ears, and blocks of red text wrote themselves across the periphery of her vision. Her particle cannons were overheating, the massive drain on her fusorpak critical. Her power systems would fail any second now if she kept driving them this way.

Movement scissored on her left. Sho-i Rudi Carlsson, a native Lokan newly commissioned in the Thorhammers, guided his dual-seater LaG-42 close to the churning ruin of the Krait, hammering at the glowing fragments with the Ghostrider's 100-megawatt chin turret laser in an eruption of light and hurtling shrapnel and glassy bits of heat-fused sand.

Katya shifted to her Warlord's lasers, twin 50-megawatt projectors extending on either side of the Warlord's snout like the jaws of some hugely improbable insect. Each delivered half the energy of an exploding stick of dynamite in a pulse lasting a hundredth of a second. Katya aimed by looking at what she wanted to hit, fired by clenching the muscles of her left and right eyes in a savage squint.

Dipping the Warlord's torso and swinging left to bring both lasers into action, she focused and fired, loosing twin bolts. The silvery metal scattered much of the light, but enough energy was absorbed within the still rough surface where it had broken off to blast the piece into a hundred smaller fragments. Once the fragments were small enough, they became harmless.

"Hunter Leader! Please, Hunter Leader, come in!" a woman's voice called over the tacnet. "This is Schluter Control. We need help inside the colony dome!"

"This is Hunter Leader," Katya replied. "What's your situation?"

"We've got a Xeno Alpha inside the main dome! We've lost integrity in the main section. Most of our people are pulling into the shafts and sealing them off behind them, but we've got thirty or forty trapped up here on the top level! Nano count . . . We've got a nano-D count of point two-two in the main dome level!"

Damn! It would be a death trap for warstriders inside the narrow confines of a colony dome, but she couldn't ignore that call.

"Sit tight, Schluter Control. Help is on the way. Keep your heads down! Carlsson! Stick with me!"

"Affirmative, Tai-i!"

Shifting to the ICS, she added, "Let's haul it, Mitch!"

"I'm with you, boss. Hang on!" The Warlord's legs scissored in a ground-eating stride toward the dome.

Calls rasped through radio static, or sounded clear as the Warlord picked up spills from tight-beamed laser transmissions. "Hunter Four!" a voice cried, quavering on the ragged edge of panic. "This is Four! I'm taking fire! Help me! Help me!"

"I'm on it, Nick! Come right ten!"

"Xeno down! Hit him! Hit him again! Use your flamers!"

"Watch it, Harald! On your right, one-five-zero!"

"I'm hit, God, I'm hit! Get them off! Get them off!"

"This is Hunter Two! Four's in trouble!"

Four was Sho-i Harald Nicholsson, another Lokan. Katya shifted optics, scanning the entire area. There he was, his Battlewraith spilling a stream of white vapor from its side that cascaded, heavier than air, across the ground at his feet. Thirty meters away, a Xeno, a squat, sea urchin—spined Adder, continued to hurl nano-D shells into the stricken warstrider.

"Hold it, Mitch," Katya said. "Swing right forty!"

The Warlord stopped, then turned. Her particle cannons were still hot, and the bow lasers weren't powerful enough to seriously hurt something as big as an Adder. Taking control of the strider's torso from Dawson, Katya lined up the sleek Mark III weapons pod recessed into the machine's fuselage. The pod could carry various munitions; for this patrol, Katya had ordered her machine armed with M-22 laser-guided rockets.

"Target lock!" Kingfield yelled in her mind. "Take it, Captain!"

She could see the dazzling point of reflected laser light where Kingfield was painting the target. "Trigger hot! Fire!"

Rockets slammed from the weapons pod in a rippling cascade of flame and smoke. Thunder erupted downrange; the first rocket homed on a spot of laser light thrown on the target by Kingfield. Nine more homed on the detonation of the warhead in front of it. The crag-broken Lokan plain lit up with the barrage, as pieces of Xeno machine, white-hot and trailing smoke, arced through the sky.

Katya glanced at the damaged Battlewraith. Two other striders were already dousing Nicholsson's machine with NCM fog, as a third began burning fragments of shattered stalker.

"Let's move," she told Dawson. The dome was just ahead.

The hole in the side of the dome was large enough to admit a warstrider the size of an RS-64, though Dawson had to flex the knees sharply, stooping to maneuver through the tight and jagged-edged entrance. It was as dark inside as out, though infrared showed a lot more color and detail. The dome's interior glowed in an eerie mosaic of colors painted in Katya's head. The stilting, two-legged form of Carlsson's Ghostrider glowed in oranges and yellows, with dazzling white patches marking hot weapon muzzles, exhaust ports, and leakage from the power plant. Together the two striders plunged into a cavern of ghostlike, nightmare shapes, lost in a blue-green murk that had the wavering, surrealistic feel of an undersea landscape.

"Nano count going up, Captain!" Mitch warned.

She glanced at her own readouts. Point four-three and climbing, with some erosion on the Warlord's armor. "I see it. Keep moving!"

In combat, nanotechnic disassemblers drifted free in the air by the tens of billions. Concentrations could be especially high in craters, hanging above nano-damaged wreckage, or, as in this case, inside confined spaces.

"Hit the lights!" she ordered. The infrared image of the dome interior was confusing, tangled and deceptive. The Warlord's external lights snapped on, and she stared into rawest nightmare.

The dome was open to Loki's carbon dioxide atmosphere, and any colonists still on this main level must be dead by now. But the bodies were still moving. . . .

They'd been caught in poses of horror, dozens of people, men, mostly, but several women as well, struck down and strewn across the room like rag dolls. The steel deck, the roof support pillars, the walls, the tables and chairs, all looked deformed, softened, as though they'd been carved from plastic and were melting now in blast furnace heat. The bodies, too, were melting, blending into deck and furniture as though becoming a part of it.

Katya knew what was happening. The intense concentration of nano-disassemblers in that room was dissolving everything—deck, walls, bodies—and as they disintegrated, they tended to run together. Directly in front of her, Katya saw a man's upper body settling into the deck, his head thrown back, his face locked in a soundless shriek of agony. Thank God he's dead. . . .

"Katya!" Dawson cried. "Threat! Left nine-five!"

She sensed the danger in the same instant as Dawson's warning. A nightmare shape lunged forward, vast, flat-headed, somehow dragonish in form, trailing tentacles and flame. That weaving, discoid head identified it as a Cobra.

Katya fired, both CPGs searing the air with crackling blue flame. The Cobra's hazy, soft-glowing shield absorbed the bolts as bodies and furniture flared and shriveled in white heat. Katya fired again, hoping to cripple the monster before it could fire. Lightning arced, snapping between the weaving Cobra head and the ground. The protective shield dissipated in a swirl of vapor. Flakes of silver metal scattered, burning.

Then the Cobra fired, and the sound was the screech of some hideously wounded animal. Lumps of metal hurled by gaussfields from the thing's sinuous body melted in their brief flight through resisting air, then struck Katya's Warlord with a slam-slam-slam that toppled her backward in a flailing tangle of metal legs and arms, a shrill, echoing scream ringing in her brain.

Dazed, she wondered if it had been she who'd screamed. She felt pain, a dim and distant ache enfolding her arms and chest, but she could not at first decide whether it was the Warlord's autonomous systems alerting her to severe damage to the strider, or leakage from her real body, strapped and wired in the Warlord's commander's module. Her flesh-and-blood body wasn't supposed to hurt while she was linked, but she'd heard stories. . . .

Ignoring the pain, she waited for Dawson to bring the Warlord back to its feet. It took her a full second to realize that one small part of her mind, which had been occupied moments before by Mitch's cephlink feed, was empty now, an aching, black void that might mean equipment failure . . . or something worse.

"Mitch!" she called over the ICS. "Damn it, Mitch, talk to me!"

The Cobra struck again. Warnings scrolled across the edge of her vision, telling of systems failures, power overloads, circuits cut. Lying on her back, she levered her left arm up and fired as the Cobra unfolded above her, slashing across the Cobra's relatively slender neck. Kingfield triggered the hivel Gatling in the same instant, sending a stream of deplur slugs into the drifting body. The Cobra staggered, then dropped writhing to the ground, its flat head separated from the body and flopping helplessly on the steel floor a few meters away.

And then Carlsson's Ghostrider was next to her, firing his chin turret laser into the smoking pieces, slagging down Xeno nano-metal and steel deck into smoking, molten puddles. Swinging around, he doused the fallen Warlord with NCM fog. Huge chunks of armor had already been eaten clean through.

Shakily Katya took over control of the Warlord. Levering its feet beneath the fuselage, she managed to rise, feeling the tug of the gyro as she wobbled unsteadily. "Mitch!" she tried again.

"I'm sorry, Captain," Kingfield told her. "He's dead."

Outside the dome, the battle was sputtering to an end. Streaks on the ground glared white-hot radiance where lasers or charged particle bolts had turned sand and gravel molten. Warstriders moved in pairs across the ground, hunting down bits and pieces of Xeno war machines and incinerating them with lasers or chemical flamers.

An hour later, six big Typhoon combat carriers from Asgard Orbital settled to the valley floor beyond the killing ground, disembarking a full company of Imperial Marine striders. The gleaming machines, lumbering Katanas and Samurais and nimble recon Tachis and Tantos, all jet black and bearing the rising-sun emblem of the Empire, swiftly secured the perimeter. A tai-i in a black Daimyo command strider curtly relieved Katya and ordered her to assemble her platoon and board the VK-141s. No thank-you, no well-done . . . just a sharp "I relieve you," and a brief string of orders.

Right, Katya thought. Where were you when we needed you?

In the valley, men in combat armor were probing the wreckage of the enemy machines, searching for the clues to the Xenophobe psychology and biology that never seemed to be there after a fight. Katya doubted that they would find more than the inevitable mysterious technology and rotting organics this time; the remains of Xenophobe battle machines were rarely very helpful in the human quest to understand the enemy.

The gods of war had noticed after all. Mitch was dead.

Never again, she promised herself. Never again am I going to get close to a living soul!


Chapter 5

     After three centuries, we're still coming to grips with what it means to have machines smarter than ourselves, in some cases, as symbiotic partners. Lots of people never do learn to handle it.

—Man and His Works

Dr. Karl Gunther Fielding

C.E. 2488

"Hey, Suresh!" Dev called out as he entered the barracks lounge. "I hear you're not the only Nihonjin on Loki anymore!"

Suresh Gupta grinned, his teeth startlingly white against the black skin of his face. "About time," he replied. Somberly he placed one hand over his heart. "To think, a man of my culture and breeding, alone on a world of barbarians."

Cynthine Dole kicked him. "Just remember, Americans made it to the Moon first!"

"You were the first," Gupta replied. "But that was before we Japanese grabbed the space-industrial high ground."

The others in the room laughed. Gupta was Terran, a native of Andhra Pradesh, a state that had been part of the Japanese Empire ever since the Indian Federation's self-destruction in the mid-twenty-first century, but which was no more ethnically or culturally Japanese than Singapore or Hong Kong. Still, a running joke pretended he was the only Japanese in Holding Company 3/1, and he affected a good-natured sense of racial superiority over his barracks mates.

Planetography and history had brought the six of them together, out of the forty-two men and women who currently occupied Barracks Three of the Midgard Hegemony Guard Receiving Station. Dole and Castellano, both originally from New America, Gaffet, who was from Rainbow, and Jacobsen of Liberty were all of North American descent, while Gupta and Dev both were from Earth itself. The fact that Dev was both Terran and American had made him an instant celebrity with the outworlders; New America, Rainbow, and Liberty all had strong cultural ties with an America that no longer existed on Earth, save in romantic ViRdrama.

"So what are Imperials doing on Loki?" Erica Jacobsen asked, brushing a strand of gloriously long, blond hair back from her face. "Slumming?"

"Kuso!" Castellano swore. "Didn't you guys hear? Friend of mine up in commo gave me the straight hont."

"Yeah, right," Dole said. Hont was military slang, stolen from the Nihongo honto no koto, the word of truth. The recruits had already learned that the "straight hont" was anything from exaggeration to wild fabrication.

"No, I mean it! There was a breakout at a place called Schluter, not very far from here. The Imperials pulled a hot landing and sealed it off."

"C'mon, Castellano," Ran Garret said. "We'd've heard if the Xenos were anywhere within ten thousand klicks of Bifrost."

"Ha!" Castellano grinned. "You think they're going to tell you goking anything?"

"Why not?" Dole asked. "After Lung Chi, if the Xenies came anywhere near a sky-el, word would spread damned fast."

Dev shifted uncomfortably in his seat. The conversation was hitting just a little too close to home.

He'd been in Company 3/1 for four days. Subject to the petty tyranny of military discipline, marched to meals, marched to the evaluation center where they were put through batteries of cephlink testing, he found the routine more boring than anything else. Mostly the hojies—the name was a corruption of the Nihongo word for "recruits"—were left alone, "until," as Cynthine Dole had pointed out, "they figure out what we're good for."

The one person in the group not awaiting assignment to a training slot was Phil Castellano, a five-year veteran who was waiting now for his release. The rest were new recruits, native Lokans, most of them. A few were newcomers to Loki, people who'd emigrated to the colony looking for work and ended up enlisting in the Hegemony Guard; or, like Dev and Ran Garret, they'd been shipcrew paid off at Asgard Orbital.

The vast majority of the holding company's recruits had signed on for technical service training—communications, ViR processing, AI systems, maintenance, or meditechnics. A few, including both Suresh Gupta and Erica Jacobsen, had palmed for a hitch in the strider forces, strange as that seemed to Dev. Why would anyone actually volunteer to extend their five-standard-year service requirement to seven and risk a washout to the infantry, all for the privilege of becoming a large and unwieldy target in a battle? Warstriders, Dev thought, were patently silly, lumbering, clanking brutes that were expected to get close to an enemy to fight him.

Give him the navy any day!

Of the others in the company, Ranan Garret was closest to a kindred spirit. A small, intense black from Crystalsea on Rainbow, he was determined to join the Hegemony Navy. Like Dev, he'd linked for several years aboard an independent freighter, and he saw a fleet hitch as a static-free line to a slot with a passenger carrier like Nipponspace. During the past few days, Dev and Garret had openly speculated about whether or not they'd be assigned to the same ship for training.

"Hey, Lung Chi can't happen again," Garret said, replying to Dole's earlier comment. "The navy's got it covered from orbit."

"Kichigai!" Jacobsen said, shaking her head. "You're crazy! They 'had it covered' at Lung Chi, too, didn't they? And what do they do on a hellhole like Loki? You can't laser targets through a cloud deck, friend!"

Garret snickered. "I suppose you think striders are the answer? Hey, the whitesuits provide the real firepower. You striderjacks are obsolete, right, Dev?"

"I guess so." He wanted to change the subject. "Anyway, Ran's right about them telling us if the Xenos get close. Something was going on four days ago—"

"Probably a drill," Dole said.

"Probably. But if Xenos had been anywhere close to the el, it would've been big news."

Castellano laughed, a sharp, harsh bark. "Kuso, Navy! You norkin' stupid or what?"

Dev frowned. Phil Castellano was the most enigmatic member of the little group. After five years with the Guard, he only held the rank of gocho, corporal, which meant he'd been busted at least once. Tough, arrogant, swaggering, he turned evasive when questioned about his experiences in the Guard. He had plenty of war stories, but he could never be pinned down on particulars. Dev didn't like him.

"What do you mean?"

"You really think you're going to get a navy slot? You'll be lucky to get the PBI."

"PBI?" Garret asked.

"The poor bloody infantry, sonny. Crunchies, the strider-jacks call 'em,'cause that's the sound they make when their CAs get stepped on by the big five-meter jobs." He grinned. "Or maybe you'll be tapped for the striders, God help you. Get to stomp around in a dual-podder with a great big target painted on your chest!"

"I've been promised my slot," Dev said, with more conviction than he felt. "By this time next week, Ran and me'll be navy."

Castellano laughed. "You've been living too many ViRdramas, kid. You need a reality test!"

With slow deliberation Dev stood up. "You care to explain that?"

"Yeah, sure." Castellano rose, topping Dev's 182 by a couple of centimeters. He was more massive, too, with muscle behind a layer of fat. "Yeah, I'll explain it, hojie. You think anybody gives a rusty jack about you? The bastards upstairs'll stick you wherever they've got a slot . . . and if you don't fit just right, they'll bend you until you do! And when they're done with you, they'll discard you like a spent casing." He snapped his fingers. "Just like that."

"Sounds like you're talking from experience."

"Maybe I am. At least I'm on my way out of this hellhole, eight more days and a wake-up. But you, boys and girls, have landed in a world of shit. Five standard years." His grin stretched his face, but his eyes were hard and cold. "Maybe more, if they decide you're dumb enough for shoko-school."

"I've got the sockets for officer school," Dev said evenly. "But I'll be a navy officer, not a muckgrubber grunt like you."

"Ah, you're nothing but fresh meat on the block for the shiseiji to feed to the 'Phobes." He looked Dev up and down, his mouth pulling into a sneer. "You ask me, the 'Phobes'll spit you back!"

Dev's hands balled into fists. He'd fought his share of battles in the grimy street canyons of West Scranton, where a challenge as sharp as this one was answered by an immediate attack. Dev took a step forward, his right fist drawing back . . .

"Psst, hold it!" Garret snapped. "Attention!"

Dev whirled, thinking for an instant that someone had just entered the lounge. At the far end of the lounge, the life-size, 3-D image of a Hegemony Navy lieutenant commander was materializing into near-solidity.

"Recruit Cameron," the officer said. He did not look up from his desk, and sounded bored. "Report in person to Office 50-A. Execute immediate." The image faded out again.

At first, Dev wondered if someone had seen the near-fight. It wasn't impossible that surveillance devices monitored all of the barracks spaces. Then he realized that the speaker's being a naval officer meant that it probably had to do with his assignment. He glared at Castellano.

"We'll finish this later."

"It'll be a pleasure, hojie."

Dev checked the location of Office 50-A on the information 'face panel at the front of the barracks, then headed across the dome compound at a trot.

The pressurized habitat on the eastern outskirts of Midgard known as Tristankuppel, one of the city's forty-one interconnected domes, housed most of the local military facilities, including barracks, administration and support buildings, recruit training center, and technical schools. Most of the buildings were drab, Rogan-grown structures shouldering one another beneath the transplas sky, arrayed in a two-hundred-meter circle around a barren central field still called the grinder, a name backed by long centuries of military tradition.

Office 50-A was in Scandia Hall, the sleekest and most modern of the Tristankuppel's buildings. The lieutenant commander Dev had seen in the holoprojection was waiting for him in a windowless work space in the Personnel Office on the first level.

Another officer was there as well, tall, long-legged, and sexy in a hard-bodied way despite her brush-cut hair. She wore collar tabs on her skintights identifying her as a tai-i—the same as a navy lieutenant or an army captain. He started to grin appreciatively but was stopped by the emotionless appraisal of those hard, dark eyes.

"Sir!" Dev said, snapping to attention as his latest feed in military courtesy had instructed him. "Recruit Cameron reporting as ordered, sir!"

"At ease, recruit," the man said, looking up. He gestured to a chair next to the desk. "Dock yourself."

Dev was surprised at the informality. "Thank you, sir."

"I'm Commander Fisher. This is Captain Alessandro. She's company commander of one of Midgard's strider units." He tapped a small, flat screen reader on his desktop. "I've been going through your records, son. I see you want to follow in your father's footsteps."

"That's right, sir."

"Good God," the woman said. "Why?"

Dev stiffened. "I'm qualified to ceph the K-T jobs. I want to be a starship—"

"Glitter and gold, pretty uniforms, and a jackin' Jill on every planet," Alessandro said, her words biting. "Tradition and glory! What makes you think the navy'd have you?"

Dev bristled, stung by her scorn. "They'll have me, ma'am. I'm good."

"The correct form of address for all senior officers is 'sir,' " Fisher reminded him. "Cameron, I'm afraid I have bad news. Your MSE threw a flag, point four on your TM rating. The navy can't use you."

He seemed to wait for a response, but Dev had none to give. The shock of Fisher's quiet bombshell twisted his gut, leaving throat dry and brain numb. He gaped at the two of them. "Sir, I—" He stopped. "That's impossible!" he finished.

"There's nothing personal in a Mental Stability Evaluation," Fisher said. He paused, as though considering what to say. "And a Psychotechnic Disorder flag isn't necessarily a downcheck. But it is something that anyone who employs you as a linker is going to have to take into consideration."

He met Fisher's level gaze. "That point four . . . is that bad?"

"Not necessarily. Not for most jobs. If it was technophobia, now, that could be a problem, but TM? Hell, all of us have a touch of that. But it does rule you out for starships."

Dev opened his mouth, realized he was gaping foolishly again, and snapped it shut. "Kichigai!" The word was one he'd picked up in the barracks. Literally it meant "you're crazy," but in Nihongo it came close to being a fighting word. "I've been jacking a freighter for two years!"

"I'll ask you to control yourself, Cameron," Fisher said coldly. "With your TM rating, I'm surprised even a civilian merchant line would offer you a job. The navy won't take anyone with a TM higher than point two."

Orion Line, Dev thought grimly, was not exactly in the same league as Nipponspace, but this was the first time he'd even considered the possibility that the navy wouldn't take him.

"Look," he said. "It's got to be a mistake. I was second helm on the Mintaka. She's still at Asgard. Call and talk to Captain DeWitt!"

"Tell me, Cameron," the woman said suddenly. "What do you feel when you're in the godsea?"

"Huh?" The sudden change of subject had caught him off guard. "It's like . . . like nothing I could describe. Not in words. It's flying . . . and power—"

"Ah." She nodded. "There's the magic word. Power. You feel big when you're linked, don't you? Powerful. Invulnerable."

"I guess so."

"Like you could take on the universe. That's why jackers flagged for TM are pretty carefully scrutinized when they're bucking for lead helm. Think you could pass muster?"

Dev didn't answer at once. Second helm aboard a merchant ship was a reserve position, basically little more than a training slot. He'd passed his shipboard tests and qualified for all watch-standing duties, but twice he'd been passed over for promotion to first helm.

He'd assumed that DeWitt had downchecked him because of petty dislike, or, more likely, because of who his father was. Now, for the first time, he was considering the possibility that it was an MSE result that had blocked his advancement. Captain DeWitt had never said anything, one way or the other, but . . .

"So what are you saying, sir? That the Hegemony Guard won't have me?" He was already wondering if DeWitt would take him back. He doubted it, especially if there was something in his MSE. "It's like I was a criminal or something."

"Not quite," Alessandro said. "We've got plenty of slots for someone aggressive like you. Someone who doesn't mind taking chances when he's jacked."

"But I'm a starpilot!"

"Not anymore," Fisher said. "You know, son, with your jack configuration, you'd be a natural with heavy ViRface equipment. You ever jack transports, loaders, anything like that?"

"No." Dev saw where the conversation was headed.

"With a TM of point four, you'd be perfect for striders," Alessandro said. "I'm short some people, and your stats look pretty good to me."

That was the second time someone had told him that. "No way! I don't want to be a striderjack!"

Fisher turned tired eyes on Dev. "Look, son, here's the straight hont. If you don't want striders, you can go to the line infantry, or you can try for a tech rating. Meditech. Maybe ViRtech. If you wash out of school, though, you head straight for the combat pool. They'll be fitting you for your CA."

CA—Combat Armor—lightweight, nano-grown hard-shells little heavier than a standard environmental suit. Crunchies. The word, and Castellano's mockery, burned in Dev's memory.

"If you choose striders," Fisher continued, "you'll be king of the stack. An officer with a solid career and a good future."

"A grounder?" he said, deliberately, bitingly sarcastic. "Kicking up dirt clods with a combat walker? The navy's where the real action is, anyway. All you striderjacks're good for is—"

"Kid, you've been living too many ViRdramas," Alessandro said, cutting in.

"Well, why do you want me?"

"There's no shame in having a high TM," Fisher said, answering before Alessandro could. "Hell, some of the psychotechnic disorders are lots worse. Technophobia . . . the fear of technic society. Technic Depression. That's when you know the AIs have left you in the dust and you're never going to catch up. Compared to those, technomegalomania's nothing."

"I have a TM rating of point three," Alessandro added. She favored him with a cold grin. "You have to think you're a god if you're jacking sixty tons of walking death."

It all seemed too cut-and-dried for Dev, a soulless shuffling of numbers that left him, and what he wanted, out of the equation entirely.

"Frankly, son," Fisher continued, "with your MSE scores and your implants, I'd jump at the chance. The navy's not going to look twice at you with a point four TM. They want cold, calm, and steady people guiding their billion-yen babies through the godsea. Not warriors."

"Hell," Alessandro said. "I doubt that the tech services would be that thrilled to get you either. Looks to me like you can put in for striders, or stick with the line infantry."

This was some kind of nightmare, a horror ViRdrama without an exit code. "What kind of goddamned choice is that?"

"No choice at all, I'd say. You don't want to be an enlisted grunt, do you?"

"But I have to palm for more than five years if I want striderjack!"

"Two extra years," Fisher agreed. "But think of the benefits . . . "

Dev scarcely listened as Fisher ran through the litany of higher pay, faster promotion, and brighter glory. Fisher had been right on one point. He didn't want to be an enlisted man if he had a chance at wearing gold. Better to give orders than to take them, and as a striderjack, at least he'd have some decent armor around him.

"And you might get another crack at the navy," Fisher concluded. "After you qualify as a cadet."

"How do I do that?"

"Take another MSE. Your score could change with training, with discipline, or just because your attitude changes. It's possible to reprogram your own selfware, you know."

" Selfware?"

He pointed at Dev's head. "Your brain is wetware, the organic counterpart to your implant hardware. Selfware is the program your wetware runs. You know, most people have several distinct sets of overlapping selfware that they run at different times. There's Cameron the freighter pilot. Cameron the lover, out on the town for a bit of RJ. Cameron the son of Admiral Cameron—"

"What's the point?" he snapped, angry now.

"In most people, there's a fair amount of overlap between selfware programs. If there's no overlap, you get multiple personalities, severe mental disorders, stuff like that. Too much overlap, and you're inflexible, rigid, unable to adapt. Your scores suggest the latter."

"He's saying you have a bad attitude, Cameron. Rigid. Set in ferrocrete. But I can fix that."

He glanced at her suspiciously, then looked back at Fisher. "But I might be able to transfer to the navy later?"

"Possibly." Fisher shrugged. "We've been hardwiring humans to machines for four centuries. Hardware, software, that's no problem. It's the selfware that's still the mystery. Mostly it's what you make of it yourself."

In the end Dev agreed. It was the only thing he could do.

Dev returned to Barracks Three to pick up his gear and was thankful to find that the entire company had been marched off for more evaluations. The only one left in the building was Castellano.

"PBI," Castellano said, rising from his bunk. "Am I right? I can see it just from your face."

"Shows what you know," Dev said, putting as much of a sneer into the words as he could manage. He was tempted to save face, but Castellano had a way of rinding things out, and Dev didn't want to give the guy the satisfaction of seeing through a lie. "They made me an officer."

"Hah! I should've known! A goddamn clanker!"

An hour before, Dev had wanted to pound Castellano's face in, but he found himself not caring now. He was still digesting a one-eighty course change in what had been a carefully planned career.

"Beats being a crunchie," Dev said.

"Sure it does," Castellano agreed. "Until they wash you out. When you can't handle the shit they're dumping on you, they'll fit you for a CA-suit so fast, your head'll swim."

Dev looked at the older man with new insight. "That's what happened to you, isn't it?"

He shrugged. "I screwed up once, and they dropped me in the infantry. Six months later I saw my best friend grabbed by a Xeno stalker and goddamned eaten, his legs, anyway, and he was there on the ground screaming for me to shoot him, and I couldn't do anything but run 'cause the thing was reaching for me! . . ."

Castellano stood there, his hands working at his sides, his eyes wild, as though he were still seeing some invisible horror. Then he relaxed, pulling back that part of self he'd never shown the others in the barracks.

"Hey." And the voice was gentle now. "I'm sorry. Don't mind me. Good luck, okay?"

Stiff-backed, he turned on his heel and strode off, whistling tunelessly. Dev packed his gear, checked out at the front desk, and reported to Recruit Training Command.

He tried not to think about Castellano's eyes.


Chapter 6

Now all you recruities what's drafted to-day
 You shut up your rag-box an' 'ark to my lay,
 An' I'll sing you a soldier as far as I may:
 A soldier what's fit for a soldier.

—"The Young British Soldier"

Rudyard Kipling

early twentieth century

'Toes on the line! On the line, you norking brain-burned slugs! That's the long, straight white thing painted on the floor! Eyes front! We're going to pretend you assholes are soldiers and pretend you know how to stand at attention!"

Dev stumbled into line with the others. The night had been a short one, ended at an obscene hour.

The drill instructor paced before them as they shuffled into line, head erect, back and shoulders as rigid as duralloy, khakis spotless and razor-creased, with more ribbons on his left chest than Dev had known existed.

"I am Socho John Randolph Maxwell," the DI thundered. "But as far as you are concerned, I am God! Do you understand?"

There was a mumble of assent from the ragged line of men and women, some of whom were still tucking civilian shirts or tunics into trousers. Most looked blank, dazed, or simply confused.

"When I ask you if you understand," Maxwell continued with scarcely a pause, "you will answer, in unison, 'Linked, sir!' Do you understand?"

"Yes, sir!" "Linked, sir!" "Yessir! . . . "

"What was that?"

"Linked, sir!"

"Goddamn my audio feed must be out! I still didn't hear that!"

"LINKED, SIR!"

Maxwell was not a large man, no more than 172 centimeters, and he had the build of a comjacker, small and compact and lean. But his throat must have had built-in amplifiers, for Maxwell could roar orders and insults without seeming to raise his voice, delivering a whipcrack of precision and authority that captured the recruits' attention as completely as a full sensory feed. He had a cadence to the way he spoke that was fascinating, a way of stressing key words that put tremendous feeling into them. Dev wondered if Maxwell really meant what he said, or if he was simply a consummate actor.

"You have been assigned to me for six weeks of basic military indoctrination, after which you will be assigned to field training with an active unit. Ladies and gentlemen, during this next six weeks you will come to hate me, but that's okay because all I have to do is weed out those of you who are unfit to be officers and striderjacks. What the infantry does with you after I am finished with you, I don't care.

"My job is to find those few of you who might make halfway decent officers for the Guard warstrider regiments. It is a difficult and demanding job, requiring as it does the sifting of several tons of worthless rock for a few grams of gold. Sometimes the job is impossible, and having seen the bunch of you this morning, I am very much afraid that that is the case with this company of miserable, scuzzbutt recruits! Never, ever in all my career seen such a batch of misbegotten rejects and genetic mistakes! Officers! God help me, I never realized our side was this desperate!"

Maxwell continued his pace from one end of the barracks line to the other. Two corporals stood impassively at parade rest by the door.

"This, people, and I use that term with extreme reluctance, is Company Six-forty-five, Third Battalion, Second Regiment of the Midgard Recruit Training Brigade, First Hegemony Guard. Do you understand?"

"LINKED, SIR!"

"I am God. Do you understand?"

"LINKED, SIR!"

"Gocho Vincetti and Gocho Delaney are my assistants. You will obey their orders as you would obey me. Understand?"

"LINKED, SIR!"

"You! Scumface. What's your name?"

"Uh, Hal Morley, sir," a scared-looking kid four down the line to Dev's left said.

"No, Uh-hal Morley. You are Seito-recruit Morley, and if you have something to say to me, the first word I want to hear out of your scumface is the word sir! Do you understand?"

"Linked, sir!"

"What?"

"SIR, LINKED, SIR!"

"You are all seito-recruits! Seito-hojohei, for those of you with any Nihongo. Seito means 'officer cadet.' Seito-recruit means that someday, maybe, maybe, you will have a chance to be a cadet officer and drive warstriders . . . but only if you make it past me!

"This morning there are thirty-five of you. Normally I would expect ten or twelve of you to make it as far as a field training assignment, but now that I've seen this pathetic lot of NORC-Socket cripples, I have to say that I'm going to be lucky to get one! You! With the hair! What's your name?"

"Sir, Seito-recruit Jacobsen, sir!"

"Why are you here?"

"Sir, I want to jack warstriders, sir!"

"Bullshit! You couldn't jack a flatloader down a cargo ramp!" Maxwell turned sharply, his finger jabbing at Dev's face. "You! Why are you here?"

Dev swallowed, forcing himself to keep his eyes riveted on the wall he was facing, knowing that to meet the eyes of this wiry monster in uniform would invite attack. "Sir, I . . . I'm not really sure, sir!"

"Ha! Honest, at least. You're too stupid to know why you're here! You're all too stupid to know. Well, I'm gonna tell you why you're here! You're here because each and every one of you just made the biggest goddamned mistake of your miserable lives by thinking that any of you could possibly be officers! Could possibly be soldiers! You could have joined the techies! You could have joined the goddamned navy! But no, you decided to come here and play soldier!"

He stopped, hands on hips, shaking his close-cropped head for dramatic effect. "Maybe they'll be able to find a place for you in a labor battalion once you wash out of here. I don't know, and I don't much care, because once you people wash out, you'll be someone else's nightmare!

"But for right now, we're going to make sure you're healthy while I'm doing my very best to kill you! I want you out of those civvie clothes! Now! Everything! Lay 'em out in front of you, neat pile, footgear on top. C'mon, move it! Move it! Get it off!"

Reluctantly at first, then faster as Maxwell continued his tirade, Dev stripped off boots, coverall, and underwear, arranging them on the floor as directed.

"I'm waiting, people! Don't be shy! Ain't none of you got one damned thing I ain't seen plenty of before! Okay, right face! That's right face, you numbskull! Follow Gocho Vincetti out that door! C'mon, c'mon, single file, nuts to butts! Nuts to butts! You seito-recruits of the female persuasion'll just have to make do the best you can without nuts, and close it up!"

They shuffled ahead, Maxwell goading them along with sarcasm and scorn. "Aw, don't tell me you scuzzbutts're embarrassed! Let me tell you something! You people are not people. You are not men. You are not women. You are scuzzbutts, and you will be treated as such until you convince me otherwise or I kick your asses out of here! Close it up tight! All of you! Make the guy in front of you smile!"

Dev learned later that the processional was called the recruits' parade, a seemingly endless single-file shuffle through chill-floored corridors and drafty rooms that would have seemed a lot worse if they hadn't already been in shock from the early reveille and the verbal abuse. Each recruit in turn was probed, prodded, scanned, and repeatedly air-injected in shoulders and buttocks with blood-cell-sized antigenics programmed to hunt down and destroy everything from mutyphant bacilli to malarial parasites.

After the meditechs were through with them, they were made to stand, one at a time, on a platform with arms and legs spread, as lasers painted their bodies with glowing contour lines. The laserscan theoretically measured them for custom-fitted uniforms, but Dev decided there'd been a mistake when he stepped into his bright yellow coveralls fifteen minutes later and pressed the seal closed. The slick-surfaced garment was at least a size too large for him. The corporal handing out the uniforms just grinned when he complained. "You'll grow," was all she said.

By then it was time for breakfast, and Dev had long since decided that he didn't care much for the Guard.

After a meal where they took trays, filed through the mess line, sat, and ate by the numbers, they were marched to still another building. There their heads were shaved . . . a tragedy in the case of Jacobsen, Dev thought, as he stood waiting his turn, watching her luxurious blond hair drop to the floor a handful at a time. Their stubble-darkened scalps and exposed T-sockets made them all look more naked than they'd been before, and far less like individuals.

And that, of course, was the idea, the reasoning behind the humiliation, the shaving, the loss of personal identity. From that moment on, they ceased to be individuals.

They were on their way to becoming soldiers.

The first few days were called orientation, though Dev and the other seito-recruits universally referred to that hell of sleeplessness and steady harassment as disorientation. They ran everywhere. The exercise regimen was intended partly to toughen them, partly to get them used to moving and working as a unit, but mostly it was designed to make them work up appetites for five meals a day. The medical nano in their bodies was working round the clock to rebuild their systems, and food was the necessary raw material for the construction.

Existence become a hazy blur of standing in line, filling out forms, plugging into AI evaluation programs, and dazedly responding to orders that seemed to make no sense at all. Much of each day was spent on the grinder, either marching senselessly back and forth in a ragged pretense of drilling or performing calisthenics en masse, listening all the while to Maxwell's nonstop harangue as he continued to list in exacting, precise, and improbable detail their mental, physical, and moral shortcomings, individually and as a group.

Even more than marching and calisthenics, though, was the time spent "under instruction," the cadets lying in long lines on narrow cots, their brains plugged into AI programs that fed them a seemingly endless mass of data, information on tactics and strategy, military history, nanotechnics, machine repair, tool making, electronics, AI diagnostics, systems analysis, nanomedical theory and first aid, survival, planetography, and even exobiology—at least to the point of downloading what little was known about the Xenophobe enemy. Since all of this information was transmitted through direct AI to cephlink RAM, it was difficult each evening to even be sure what had been learned that day. Most of the cadets spent the hour or so before lights out lying motionless on their bunks, retrieving and cataloging the day's feeds.

His disappointment at having failed to get a navy slot was keen, but he had little time to think about it those first few weeks. Life swiftly settled into a routine of linking, eating, drilling, and sleeping, with a two-hour stint on fire-and-security watch every third night. By the morning of Day Four the company had its first attrition. A surprise middle-of-the-night barracks check by Gocho Delaney had caught Seito-recruit Gehrling asleep in the wrong bunk.

The girl was transferred to a tech support company as soon as it was determined that she'd been an active participant—a self-evident conclusion given the proximity of over thirty sleeping recruits and the fact that the double-tiered bunks tended to rattle and squeak with all but the gentlest movements. While there were no specific rules against sexual fraternization among the recruits, the unspoken assumption was that if you had the time or the energy for extracurricular pursuits, you simply didn't have the dedication necessary to be an officer.

For Gehrling, the situation was much worse. He'd been on fire-and-security watch at the time, and sleeping on watch was the unforgivable transgression. There was talk at first of a court-martial and hard time with a prison battalion, but he agreed instead to transfer to the leg infantry, and that was the last Dev heard of him.

Leg infantry. That quickly became the terror, the personal bugbear of each of the recruits in Company 645. Within the Guard there were two classes of infantry. At the top were the strider forces, highly mobile, heavily armed and armored, powerful units answering to the tank units or attack helicopters of twentieth- and twenty-first-century warfare.

Then there was the leg infantry, enlisted personnel considered unsuitable for link-jacked machinery. Most were men and women who, because of poverty or technophobia or religious conviction, had never received the interfaces that let them control full-sensory sockets. Too, the leggers had long since become a dumping ground for undesirables and untrainables from the other branches of the Guard. For a strider recruit to be sent to the leggers was considered the ultimate humiliation, a public acknowledgement that the man simply could not be trained to serve in any useful capacity on the modern battlefield.

Unofficially the average life expectancy of a leg trooper, wearing nothing but combat armor against the deadly environment of the modern battlefield, was measured in minutes.

Dev decided that he would have been terrified if they hadn't kept him and the other recruits so busy. It was Day Six before the enormity of what had happened to him actually struck home. That was the day that two men and three women were cut from the company for no better reason than that they were the last to complete a running ten-times circuit of the grinder. The leg infantry, Maxwell told them, might be able to find a place for them, but the warstriders needed sterner stuff. An hour later they were gone.

Dev later learned they'd ended up as techies, but the dread of transfer to the leggers continued to hang like a shadow over the seito-recruits. The incident escalated Dev's disappointment to an impotent rage. For no better reason than a blown psych test result, his life had been rewritten by someone else. It wasn't fair!

His survival seemed to depend on remaining unnoticed in the ranks of seito-recruits. "You might get another crack at the navy," Lieutenant Commander Fisher had said. "After you qualify as a cadet." Dev clung to those words with an unreasoning hope that bordered on desperation. Six weeks! He could endure anything for six weeks, even this. All he needed to do was follow directions and stay out of trouble.

He would stick it out, then put in for transfer to the navy. Things couldn't get much worse than they were by Day Six.

On Day Seven the company began simulator training, painfully simplistic, basic stuff at first for someone who'd jacked thousand-ton freighters into Orbital Dock, but quickly growing more detailed . . . and more difficult. Dev began to think he might be in his element.

But they still had to run everywhere.

"God!" he panted, late on the afternoon of the eighth day. They'd just finished running four kilometers, twelve times around the grinder, and he was stooped over, hands braced on knees, trying to beat down the fire consuming his lungs. Suresh Gupta panted next to him. "God," he said again. "I thought they were training us for warstriders. What does running have t'do with jacking?"

"Quite . . . a bit," Gupta replied, catching his breath. The air was chilly, but both were coated with sweat. "We have to be ready physically before they start working on our minds."

"I'm not sure I want them goking around with my mind." A part of Dev realized that his language had become rougher during this past week, rougher and more bitter. "Kuso, what do they expect us to do, carry the goking striders into battle on our backs?"

"If we have to. Haven't you noticed? We're getting stronger."

"After only a week? No way!"

"Remember those shots on Day One?"

Dev straightened and rubbed his left arm, which was still a bit sore. Most of the recruits still bore traces of bruises on arms and buttocks from those injections. "The antigenics, yeah. How could I forget?"

"Some of them weren't antigenics. Meteffectors, man. They're rebuilding us. Haven't you noticed? You're putting on mass."

The information was part of a data feed from several days earlier, but Dev somehow hadn't applied it to himself. Meteffectors, though, were the only way that HEMILCOM Training Command could hope to turn over- and underweight, understrengthed civilians into soldiers in a scant six weeks. Rather than hunting down bacteria like the antigenics, nanotechnic metabolic effectors increased the efficiency of his metabolism, turning fat to energy and food into muscle. Since muscle tissue, gram for gram, was denser than fat, he'd put on some weight as muscle replaced fat. It was the same for the others in the company. The fat ones were slimming down, the skinny ones building up.

"What," he said, still gulping for air. "They want us to live forever?"

"Hardly that, Dev." Gupta's white teeth flashed against his dark skin. "Haven't you heard? Life extension's just for us Japanese."

"Wouldn't want to live forever," Dev said. "Not if it means running around this grinder again!"

"All right, you two scuzzbutts!" Maxwell's voice rasped across the panting, sweating mob of recruits. "If you can still work your mouths, you haven't had enough yet. You've just bought another twelve circuits for the whole company!"

A chorus of groans rose from the yellow-clad recruits as they started to hit the track again in ragged formation. Someone punched Dev hard enough on his sore shoulder to make him curse through clenched teeth.

Company 645, down now to twenty-five recruits, began circling the field again.


Chapter 7

     When an army is being trained to fight, it must begin by weeding out those whose character or temperament makes them incapable of fighting.

—The Anatomy of Courage

Lord Moran

mid-twentieth century

The line of war machines worked its way up the slope. The landscape was barren and uninviting, a sameness of gravel, rock, and sand beneath a burning, featureless sky; the only terrain feature visible was the hill itself, a cone-shaped peak with the triangular silhouette of an atmosphere generator one hundred meters high, flattened at the top.

That was where the second line of warstriders awaited the first.

The defending line atop the hill consisted of four two-man LaG-42 Ghostriders and four RLN-90 Scoutstrider one-man recon machines, their nanofilm colors glowing a dazzling red. Opposing them were five Ghostriders and two Scoutstriders, all showing blue colors, carrying more firepower but disadvantaged by being forced to attack uphill. Each step kicked more dust into the crystal air, dust that blurred the striders' legs and clung to bare metal like mud.

Laser light flared from the hilltop, striking a blue LaG-42. Armor splattered like water as the left weapons pack was blown away. Smoke boiled from exposed circuitry, but the Ghostrider, taking a backward step to steady itself, shrugged off the blow, then kept advancing, the massive flanges of its feet scrabbling for purchase on the loose gravel.

"Smoke!" came the shouted command. Canisters arced from the advancing blue line, bursting on impact. Cottony blossoms of white smoke expanded in smothering clouds, blocking visibility for both sides. Lasers continued to flash and snap, visible now as dazzling traceries in the fog and attenuated by the drifting aerosol. Another blue strider was hit, but the armor on one slender leg merely glowed briefly.

"Blue Leader to Blue Scouts!" The voice was Suresh Gupta's, pitched a bit high with excitement but otherwise steady and clear. "Break left and right! Flank 'em! Blue Ghosts, follow me, up the center!"

The Scoutstriders, looking like squat men in bulky, headless full-armor suits standing three and a half meters tall, angled to either side through the fog, cutting across the slope to get on the enemy's flanks. The Ghostriders, over four meters tall and looking more like enormous, flightless birds with their long legs and strutting gait, moved in a ragged V straight up the hill. The defenders, unable to halt the attackers with laser fire, switched to machine guns, grenades, and rockets, fired in staccato bursts from the Kv-70 weapons packs that served as arms for the Ghostriders.

Katya watched the battle unfold through a godview, looking down unseen from the air just above the blue formation with a gaze that penetrated fog and dust alike. "A frontal assault on a prepared position?" she asked in her mind.

"They haven't been fed much in the way of formal tactics yet," Shosa Karl Rassmussen's voice replied. She couldn't see the training battalion commander but knew he shared her aerial viewpoint. "All we're looking for now is initiative, quick thinking, and raw guts. This is a rough simulation for both sides. No cover, poor footing, and limited weapons. Red's got some cover with the hillcrest, of course, but he's got to stay put to cover the flag. Blue's completely exposed but has room to maneuver."

Abruptly the blue Ghostriders emerged from the drifting smoke, twenty meters below the Red line. Red immediately shifted to laser fire from the turrets mounted beneath their blunt torsos. Unguided rockets and laser-guided missiles scratched white trails across the hilltop, and the thunder of explosions drowned the squeak and clank of machinery. The thud-thud-thud of a heavy machine gun hammered away at advancing armor. Rocket grenades arced high into the sky, then fell, detonating with sharp bangs and actinic flashes of light.

"Who's the Blue team leader?" Katya asked as a blue strider's right leg was blasted from its body. The machine toppled, its left leg clawing at the hillside as it struggled to right itself.

"Gupta. Earth kid."

Another blue strider took a hit, a near-miss that gouged armor from its back in a long, jagged furrow. "Looks like he's learning about frontal attacks from experience."

But the rush had carried the Blue wedge to the crest of the hill, and now there was no advantage for either side. Smoke canisters popped, adding to the confusion. A red LaG-42 was down, both legs burned away by laser fire. Magically the color faded to steel grey, indicating that both pilots aboard had been tagged "dead" by the AI running the simulation. Smoke continued to pour from the crater that had peeled open the pilot's module like the unfolding petals of a flower.

It was, Katya reflected, a fair simulation of combat. The entire battle existed only in the mind of the AI creating it—and in the linked brains of the twenty-five seitorecruits taking part and the dozen-odd instructors, monitors, and observers. The warstriders were a bit too clean to be mistaken for the real thing, too gleaming, too lacking in dents, nicks, grime, and patched-over hits to be believable.

Like the landscape—too perfect, too neat, too clean. A battle in virtual reality, with none of the blood or agony.

But the recruits were conducting themselves as though the fight were a real one, a battle to the death between two halves of Company 645.

One of the blue RLN-90 recon Scouts, identified by a white number twelve on its upper left chest, came in from the flank. It carried a 100-megawatt laser mounted on its right arm. It fired, sending a flash of coherent light into the back of a red Scoutstrider, melting steel and duralloy and dropping the machine to its knees.

The blue Scout panned the weapon to the right, sending bolt after bolt of laser light into the red Ghostriders. Blue and red striders were mingling now, a colorful melee, smashing at one another with rockets at point-blank range. The Scout sidestepped as a red LaG-42 opened fire with a rocket barrage, sending a trio of laser bolts snapping into the Ghostrider's torso in return.

One hundred megawatts was enough to crack a Ghostrider's armor, but it took several hits to pierce the duralloy shell and cause any real damage. The RLN-90 fired with deadly accuracy, aiming not for the LaG's main hull, but for the joints that mounted legs and weapons pods to the hull.

"Who's in the blue Scout?" Katya asked. "Number twelve."

"Name's Cameron," Rassmussen said. "Another Earth kid."

Katya remembered him well, the tall, bitter-sounding young man, one of the new batch of recruits she'd met in Fisher's office three weeks earlier. The one so determined to join the navy, whose father had been some kind of hero. She watched him maneuver with approval. The guy was good, surprisingly good for a kid in his third week of Basic.

The Scoutstrider stepped in close, inside the reach of the Ghostrider's chin laser, and fired a quick succession of bolts into the same spot in the bigger machine's armor, eliciting a flash and a curl of black smoke from its left hip. The LaG took another step, hydraulics straining to keep it balanced as the left leg sagged. Then the joint gave way, pitching the twenty-five-ton combat machine nose-first into the gravel. Swiftly the RLN crouched behind the wreckage, as another red Ghostrider, aiming for the Scout, slammed four bolts into the downed LaG instead. The Scoutstrider returned fire with a cool deliberation that made Katya want to sing.

"He looks good," she said.

"I'm not sure he's going to make it," Rassmussen said. "He's a loner. I think he's nursing a grudge."

"What about?"

"Here. Scan his records."

With half her mind, Katya absorbed the flow of data from the training command's data stores. With the rest, she continued to watch the number-twelve Scoutstrider.

The melee on the hilltop had claimed more casualties. The second blue Scoutstrider was down, the gray color of the wreckage showing that the pilot had been declared KIA. One blue Ghostrider—Gupta's machine, battered and missing its right weapons pod—remained on its feet, squared off against two red striders almost as badly damaged as it was. The last remaining red RLN-90 struck number twelve with a burst of laser fire, and the light recon strider toppled, its torso armor gashed and torn. Another red LaG-42 went down, savaged by Gupta's hammering rocket fire. The surviving red LaG and RLN closed in on the Blue leader's mangled strider. At their backs, the red flag snapped in a nonexistent breeze.

Katya took in Cameron's bio. She'd gone through his records once before, in Fisher's office, but she scanned them again now. BosWash . . . yeah. Unusual for a kid from one of old North America's crowded metroplexes to get the socket and link hardware that would take him off planet. Gupta was from Earth, too, she remembered, but he'd come from a province of Dai Nihon. There were advantages to being a citizen of Greater Japan, even a second-class citizen, and one of them was easier access to Japanese nanotechnology.

She came to the notation about Admiral Cameron . . . the Admiral Cameron. So that was how a metroplex kid had gotten a nano-grown implant. And Dev Cameron's father wasn't a hero, as she'd half remembered. That tended to explain what the son was doing out here on the frontier.

Most inhabitants of the outworlds tended to ignore the political tug-of-war between Japanese Empire and Terran Hegemony. In general, the farther away a colony world was from Earth, the less meaningful Solar politics were. Katya's own New America, 26 Draconis IV, was a case in point. Her home system was thirty-five light-years from Loki, but over forty-eight lights from Sol, one of the most distant of all the human-colonized worlds. A Colonial Authority governor kept his office and residence in the capital at Jefferson, and the Hegemony seal appeared on the world flag, but few of the Terran Hegemony's pronouncements, debates, or laws had much bearing on the day-to-day lives of the colonists, not when the travel time, Earth to New America, was over seven weeks.

Everyone on New America knew about Lung Chi, and most knew about the young Imperial admiral who had destroyed the Manchurian colony's sky-el rather than risking the evacuation fleet parked at synchorbit. Life on the frontier, making an inhospitable world habitable, was a daily parade of tough decisions; in New American ViRdrama, the hero was often the person faced with disaster who tried to do something, even if that something ended in failure.

Admiral Michal Cameron would have been ideal cast as a New American ViRdrama hero.

Katya was realist enough to know that there was another factor in her distinctly New American feelings about Michal Cameron. Chien, Lung Chi's sun, was less than twenty light-years from 26 Draconis. The reality of Xenophobe attacks on human colony worlds was far sharper in most New Americans' minds than the rather remote theory of Hegemony legislation and Shichiju frontiers.

She wondered if young Dev Cameron's determination to join the Hegemony Navy had anything to do with his father. It had to, she reasoned. She wondered if Dev Cameron himself knew why he'd sought to follow in his father's footsteps.

Perhaps more to the point, though, was what he thought about ending up in the strider infantry.

"Ah," Rassmussen said suddenly, interrupting her thoughts. "Looks like we have two Reds ganging up on that last blue. I'd say Red's got this one sewed up."

"Cameron's strider is still showing color," Katya said. She called up a window overlaying the scene in her mind. The display let her tap into the blue RLN's system controller. "Damage doesn't look too bad, actually," she said. "He could be . . . yes! There!"

On the hilltop, Cameron's Scoutstrider stirred, then rose unsteadily to its feet. It appeared to hesitate, staring at the backs of the two surviving red machines, then broke into a ground-eating lope away from the showdown between Red and Blue.

Gupta's strider was down now, its torso torn open and its internal wiring spilling onto the ground like ghastly intestinal coils. Alerted by their all-round scanners, the red LaG and RLN both spun, weapons tracking, but it took a precious second to acquire the rapidly moving target. The blue Scoutstrider vaulted a crumpled pile of wreckage, whipped around, then hoisted the limp ruin of the second Blue Team RLN-90, holding it in front of its body like a shield.

The second Scoutstrider had been declared a kill, its blue coloring dissolved to gray. Red Ghostrider and Scoutstrider opened fire together, but their laser bolts struck the wrecked RLN, burning off chunks of armor and one of the limp-dangling arms. Cameron's Scoutstrider began moving backward step by step, edging toward the fluttering Red flag and dragging the dead RLN with him. The two Red machines advanced, splitting up to hit him from opposite flanks, but they were too late. Still supporting the wrecked Scoutstrider in front of him with one arm, Cameron reached behind him and brought down the Red flag.

A warning klaxon sounded, and the simulation ended. Katya found herself lying in a comfortable recliner, temporal feeds in place. She broke contact with the palm 'face and unjacked. Across the room, Rassmussen unplugged as well and sat up. He was a tall man, a native of Loki with yellow hair and intensely blue eyes.

"You see?" he said. "A loner. Faked critical damage while his teammates were getting mopped up. Then he used one of them as a shield while he sprinted for the flag."

"What were the op orders?"

"To seize the flag—"

"And the other blue RLN was already dead. He showed initiative."

"In a real battle he wouldn't have known that Jacobsen was dead. Damn it, she might have been trapped inside the wreckage, wounded or unconscious. His action would have killed her. You don't do that to squad mates."

"But he fulfilled the conditions of the op. Sometimes you have to make tough decisions."

Rassmussen spread his hands. "Hey. I just call 'em as I see 'em. I think he's going to be trouble."

"With a TM of point four, he could be a hell of a problem," she conceded. "He could also be the hottest damned striderjack we've seen in a while. Put a tag on him, Major. He's mine."

"As you say, Katya. Your company. Anybody else?"

"That Blue leader, certainly. What was his name? Gupta. He's got some things to learn about strategy, but he was steady right to the end. Now, I need eight people—"

"But so do three other companies, Katya, and we only have this one crop of recruits at the moment. I can promise you those two guys, at least. Maybe one or two more."

"I'll be back in two, three weeks and see how they're getting on."

"If they're still here."

If any of us are still here, Katya thought. There'd been no more sightings or breakthroughs since the Battle of Schluter, but HEMILCOM had been picking up strange noises and seismic disturbances ever since, most of them within a couple of hundred klicks of Midgard and Bifrost. Something was happening out there in those methane-lashed wastes, that was for damned sure. Nobody knew how the Xenos perceived humans or their cities, but it was a sure bet that they knew the city and the sky-el were there. It couldn't be much longer before they made some kind of move against them.

Katya just hoped her people would be ready for them when they did.


Chapter 8

     Cephlinkage was the great nanomedical breakthrough opening the science of the mind. With teleopsychology and neopsychometrics, the mind, at last, became quantifiable. Though critics deny that numeric values quantify the man, it is upon this rock that all modern psychological research is founded.

—Man and His Works

Dr. Karl Gunther Fielding

C.E. 2488

From his steel-caged vantage point four meters above the deck, Dev stared from an access gantry platform across the cluttered expanse of the company's maintenance bay. The dome, adjacent to the Tristankuppel and joined to it by a pressurized, hundred-meter walkway, was called Mjolnirkuppel, and it was home and workplace to the three platoons that comprised A Company, First Battalion of the Fifth Loki Thorhammer Regiment.

Cacophony assaulted his ears. The maintenance bay, a domed-over expanse the size of a sports arena, was a rattling, clanking, booming confusion of men, women, and machines, of towering gantries, massive carryalls, and heavy equipment, and everywhere the hulking steel and carbocomposite armor of warstriders. Sun-bright flares dazzled and showered sparks where teleop welders touched plasma arcs to metal. Elsewhere, white fog roiled from cryo-H storage tanks, and a massive sheet of armor released from a carryall's meter-long duralloy grippers struck the dome's deck with a ringing crash of durasheath plate on steel.

The fog boiling off cryo-H tanks added a chill to the air that reminded Dev of the minus-eighty temperatures and sleeting, poisonous winds outside. The sharp bite of ammonia—some of the stuff crept inside the pressure dome every time the big, ten-meter airlock doors at one end of the bay were opened, no matter how thorough the decon wash afterward—still brought tears to Dev's eyes, though he'd been told he'd get used to it after a while. He palmed the smartpatch on his coveralls, turning up the garment's heat.

Four days earlier, Dev and twelve other survivors of Company 645 had completed their final recruit exercises, and four of them had been assigned to field training slots with Company A of the 1/5. Recruit trainees no longer, they were now full-fledged seitos, officer cadets, entitled to wear brown coveralls instead of yellow during their day-to-day duties, and dress gray uniforms bearing the cadet's one slender gold stripe on sleeve and shoulder board. But the architecture designed for giants rather than humans, the massive shapes of the warstriders themselves embraced by their service gantries and power feed cables, the noise, stink, and orderly confusion, were all still strange and a bit overwhelming.

For the past three days Cadets Dev Cameron, Erica Jacobsen, Suresh Gupta, and a young, blond Lokan named Torolf Bondevik had been discovering that the real training started now, as they sought to apply the data feeds of the past six weeks to the realities of operating, maintaining, and repairing the huge and complex link-operated machines called warstriders. Each had been assigned to a different machine, Jacobsen to Hagan's 'Phobe Eater, Bondevik to Nicholsson's Battlewraith Pacifier, and Gupta to the Company Commander's Warlord Assassin's Blade.

Dev's assignment was with Sho-i Tami Lanier's Ghost-rider, a two-slot recon strider named High Stepper.

Warstriders were large and complex machines, virtually solid masses of wiring, pumps, circuits, hydraulic systems, and the myotensor bundles that imitated the muscular action of a living organism, all encased in durasheath armor shells and layered nanotechnic films. Lots could go wrong with them, as Dev was beginning to find out. He'd spent most of the last three days submerged in the wiring and dry-slick silicarb used as a strider internal lubricant, learning mechanical systems, diagnostics, and repair with a thoroughness that his training feeds in boot camp hadn't even attempted.

"Cameron!" Lanier's voice snapped at him from above.

Clinging to the gantry platform's guardrail alongside one massive leg actuator, he turned, suppressing the burned-in instinct to respond with a shouted "Linked, Sir!" That recruit nonsense, he'd been told several times already, was no longer required. Spit and polish in the field was virtually nonexistent.

"Yes, sir!"

A chunky, heavy-set woman with sandy hair peeking from beneath her vehicle link helmet appeared, squeezing her head and shoulders from the narrow commander's access hatch. "Git yourself up here, newbie. It's about time we got you and Stepper formally acquainted."

"On my way." He'd been working at the acetabular myocircuitry, and his hands and arms were slick with black silicarb. Pausing only to wipe off what he could on an already blackened rag, Dev grasped a rung welded to the warstrider's curved hull, then stepped off the gantry and started pulling himself toward the pilot's access.

High Stepper was armed with a 100-megawatt chin laser and a pair of Kv-70 weapons pods on either side of the fuselage, like stubby, handless arms. Stepper's hull was currently a glossy black but patchy, showing scars where combat had blasted away some of the nanoflage film, inactive now, that covered all exposed surfaces. The access hatches were on the dorsal hull, one on each side of the centerline, the commander module to the right, the pilot module to the left.

Squeezing through the pod hatch, he dropped into the embrace of a padded, horizontal couch that all but filled the cramped pilot's module. Normally, as soon as he entered the strider, his first task would be to hook a web of control and monitor cables into his vehicle skinsuit, which took care of such pedestrian necessities as monitoring his heart rate and breathing, eliminating body wastes, and controlling bleeding. Since this linkage would only be for a few minutes, he didn't bother.

Instead, he pulled a VCH, the Vehicle Cephlink Helmet, from a recess in the bulkhead to his right and settled it over his head. Reaching up beneath the helmet's rim, he snapped the interior jack cables home in each of his three sockets, then locked the unit in place.

"Okay, newbie," Lanier's voice said over the VCH speaker. "Let's get 'er revved up. Switch on."

The manual control panel was a small console set above Dev's face next to the access hatch. "Power on," he said, as he touched a series of contact pads. Beneath him, the warstrider's massive Ishikawajima-Harima Y-70A fusorpak came to life with a low hum that built slowly to a muted whine. The strider's on-board computer, a series 7-K manufactured by IBM-Toshiba, signaled readiness to link with the steady pulse of a green indicator light. Another touch pad closed the access hatch. He was alone now, cloaked by darkness save for the glow of pinhead-sized indicators on the manual console.

Wiggling in the seat so that he could reach above and behind his head, Dev extracted his three cephlink leads and snapped them home, one after another, into his VCH external sockets.

"Make sure the link setting's on neutral," Lanier warned.

"Neutral," he repeated, checking the light display. "Got it."

He pressed his palm implant against the interface contact to the left of his couch. Something like light flashed behind his eyes, accompanied by a hissing ache between his ears. The strider's Artificial Intelligence had to be tuned to his cerebral patterns, a process that would take several moments.

Carefully he thought the alphanumeric sequence that unlocked the AI access codes stored in his cephlink RAM. Numbers and letters flickered against the static. A sense of inner completion, of rightness, indicated that he was linked.

"Pilot replacement," he thought, concentrating on the words. "Reconfiguration, Code Three-Green-One."

"Think of the color blue," the strider's voice said in his mind. It was a bland, neutral voice, recognizable as neither male nor female. "Picture a red sunset, viewed from a beach on the shore of an ocean. . . ."

Dev had never seen an ocean, but part of his training had included downloaded images keyed to generate the appropriate responses in his mind as he brought them again to mind. The AI continued asking for specific thoughts—numbers, colors, simple mental images. The process was largely automatic, and Dev performed effortlessly, just as he had dozens of times before in simulation. Next time, High Stepper would have his cerebral patterns stored in memory, and this break-in process would not be necessary.

"Reconfiguration is complete," the AI said several minutes and many questions later. "Enabling cephlink, full control to Module Two."

The familiar flash of linkage, a tiny explosion of light and static, filled his brain, and the narrow confines of the pilot module, the lights, and the primitive, hard-wired board vanished. He was standing in the company maintenance bay, braced by the zigzagging struts and braces of the gantry, surrounded by the dangling power cables and cryo-H pipes and electronic data feeds that wired him to the base complex like the strings on a puppet.

He was aware of another presence, a watcher sharing a small, bright part of his mind. Power flow brought a second pod in the strider to life.

"Well done, Cameron," Lanier's voice said in his mind. "Now that Stepper knows you, I'm sure you'll be the best of friends."

Dev scarcely heard her. He was tingling now to the familiar thrill of full linkage.

Though he could never have explained the difference, linking with a jack-bossed machine, whether it was a warstrider or a starship, felt different, more real, more solid than a ViR communications or entertainment feed, even a feed with full sensory feedback. He felt large, powerful, and more alive than he ever had before. This was reality, and no matter what the engineers and designers said, it was not the same as a ViRsimulation. You weren't supposed to be able to tell the difference; sensation, after all—whether it was the feel of the metal deck beneath his feet, the sound of hissing steam and shouted commands, or the sight of Victor Hagan's squat, black KR-9 Manta shrouded in the maintenance gantry opposite his—manifested itself in the brain and ought to be the same whether the incoming nerve impulses carrying that sensation were from the body's organs of touch, sound, and sight, or generated by an AI and fed through sockets and cephlink.

Power. A movement of his left foot would topple the fragile crisscrossings of his own gantry, would send him striding out across the maintenance bay deck. A battery of weapons—100-megawatt laser, Kv-70 weapons pods, chemical flamer—were his to command.

Not the same as swimming the Kamisamano Taiyo, the godsea of the K-T Plenum, perhaps. Still, Dev felt purpose, order, and strength, just as he did when he was linked to a starship's AI.

"Hey, newbie!" Lanier's voice cut through his thoughts, knife-edged. "Wake up in there! I said let's begin the weapons system check."

"Uh . . . right." Pulling new access codes from his RAM, Dev engaged the Ghostrider's left and right Kv-70 weapons pods. Those mounts could accommodate rockets, a variety of tube-launched 30-mm grenades, heavy machine guns, or a combination of the three, though neither was loaded yet. Dev read the data scrolling past his mind's eye, however, as he'd done countless times in ViRsim. "Both Kv-70s show full function," he said. "Acquisition, tracking, and firing systems are go."

"Chin laser."

"Check."

"Wait one." There was a moment's hesitation. "Cameron, you have an outside call. Channel one."

He accessed the communications code, felt the click of a completed circuit. "Cameron here. Go ahead."

"Cameron, this is Captain Alessandro. I need to see you ASAP, my office."

Now what?

"On my way, sir. Five minutes."

"What did you do now, newbie?" Lanier asked.

"I don't know. I've been doing my best to stay clear of trouble. I'll be back soon as I can."

"You do that. We still need to go through the on-board stores."

Calling up the codes to break link, he felt again the slickness of the interface plate beneath his left palm. Lifting his hand sharply, he broke the connection. He lay again inside the narrow confines of the pilot's module.

He stabbed at the touch pad, and his access hatch hissed open. Wiggling back into the light, he squeezed out of the module, dropped to the gantry deck, and started down. The captain's office was at the back of the dome, past the gantries shrouding a line of strider hulks, corpses kept for spares. The damage evident in those shattered, half-melted frames—and the mild depression that always set in when he emerged from full-sense link—always made Dev feel a little cold.

But he didn't turn up his coveralls' heat again.

He touched the door annunciator. "Enter," Alessandro's voice called from inside.

"You wanted to see me, sir," he said, stepping into her office. It was small and utilitarian, rather spartan save for a framed holoview on one wall, a tropical-looking landscape of feathery trees and white buildings under a golden sun.

"Yes, Cameron." She gestured to the room's only other chair. "Come in and dock yourself. How are you getting settled in?"

"Fine, I guess. There's a lot to learn they never fed us in boot camp."

She smiled at that. "Welcome to reality. Always a shock." She hesitated, as though wondering how to put what she had to say into words. "I guess the best way to do this is to give it to you straight. I'm turning down your request for a retest."

He felt the anger rising, the protest at the blind unfairness of it all, but bit it back.

When he said nothing, Alessandro continued. "I was impressed with what I saw of your simulations in Basic. You have the makings of a terrific striderjack. Now, I know Mr. Fisher said you could retest and put in for a transfer as soon as you were out of basic training, but our reasoning still stands. The numbers on your MSE still say the navy won't want you."

"I guess I wasn't expecting any different."

That was true enough. He'd put in the request the day he'd checked in with the 1/5, but with no hope that he'd get what he wanted. He extracted a memory from his implant RAM. A tiny window opened in his mind, Castellano's arrogant face grinning at him. You think anybody gives a rusty jack about you? The bastards upstairs'll stick you wherever they've got a slot. . . .

Castellano was right. They—the ubiquitous and all-powerful They of HEMILCOM Training Command, and Alessandro herself—would all do as they damn pleased to make their numbers balance.

"I want you to give us a try for a while. In, say, six months we'll talk about it again. Who knows? Maybe with some experience, your MSE scores will change."

She didn't sound as though she believed that. "Will that be all, Captain?"

"No. I want the straight hont from you. I want to know how you feel, right now, about winding up here instead of in a navy slot."

"The truth? I'm not happy about it. I'm beginning to think I made the wrong choice when I palmed up." He shrugged. "I'll do what I'm told, take it a day at a time, and try to stay out of trouble." He stopped. He wasn't sure what the woman wanted from him.

"Why were you so set on the navy, anyway?" When he didn't answer right away, she added, "Was it your father?"

"I guess so. You know about him?"

"I don't think there's a New American who doesn't. If it's any help, I think he did exactly the right thing at Lung Chi. He had a couple of seconds to make a decision no man should ever have to face. He made it, and I for one think it was the right one."

Dev nodded. "You know, I always thought I could . . . I don't know, prove something, I guess, if I could join the navy."

"What? That he knew what he was doing? How could you prove something like that?"

"Sounds pretty silly when you put it that way. I know. Maybe I just wanted to prove something to myself." He leaned back in the chair, crossing his legs. "For as far back as I can remember, I wanted to be a starship. First helm. Once I got a taste of it with the Orion Lines—"

"Swimming the godsea."

He caught the look in her eye, the note of . . . wistfulness? And wonder. "You . . . know?"

"I used to link starships too, Dev. Back in my youth, I jacked a little fifty-meter racing yacht. So later, of course, when I palmed for Hegemony service, they slotted me in an I-4000."

Dev whistled. Ishikawajima 4Ks were the largest interstellar carriers in human space, kilometer-long monsters usually used as colonization transports. The military used them for moving whole regiments and their equipment from system to system.

"I'm impressed," Dev said. Memory clicked. "Hey, you said you had a high TM rating. How—"

"Boring story," she replied. "Tell me what you would do if you had a chance at starships."

"I don't know anymore. Maybe nothing. Once I thought I'd be, I don't know, able to set the record straight, somehow. Now . . . well, I'm not so sure."

"What's changed?"

"That goking TM rating," Dev said. His fists, resting on his legs, clenched hard. "Captain, I always thought that a man was something more than just numbers. But there are damned numbers on everything today. Psychotechnic disorders." He worked his mouth around the phrase as though it tasted bad. "It's like they have us programmed. Download our RAM and they know everything about us, right down to when we use our finger to pick food from our teeth." He stopped, then looked up at Katya. "Captain, do you think my father could have screwed up because of his TM rating? That he, I don't know, miscalculated, maybe tried to cowboy things and made a bad call?"

Katya shook her head. "I told you I thought he made the right choice. More than that, I can't tell you. Look, I've seen Xenophobes in action. You haven't, not for real. Once the Xenos were in the sky-el, nothing could have saved the colonists still on Lung Chi. You have my promise on that."

"I keep wondering if I would have done things any differently if I'd been on the Hatakaze. Hell, who am I kidding? I've seen Xenos in training sims, and . . . I'll tell you the truth, Captain, I'm scared. I don't know how I'll do out there, realworld." His mouth pulled back in a rueful grin. "It's not quite the same as jacking star freighters."

"You're good, Dev. I've watched you."

"In sims—"

"They're as real as reality. I think what you need to do is stop being so damned introspective."

"Huh? What—"

"Stop worrying about it so much. If you stop to think about it in combat, you're dead. Believe me, I know."

Dev saw pain in her dark eyes. "You're not going to leave me hanging there, are you, Captain? What's the story?"

She appeared to consider it, then shrugged. "Let's just say that my first time under stress, I screwed up, okay? And it was because I was thinking too much. I damn near bought it, too."

"What happened?"

"I fought it. I'm still fighting it, every day." She paused for a moment, quietly studying her hands folded on her desk. "Dev, you told me you think you're more than a number. If that's true, you won't let the numbers back you into a corner. When I lost it as a starship, everybody figured I'd quit and go home. I could have, too." She tapped the side of her head. "I was pretty badly dinged up in here. I think maybe the fact that I knew they expected me to quit was what made me keep going."

"Are you telling me to fight your decision to keep me in the Assassins?" He managed a smile. "Wouldn't that be mutiny?"

"No. I'm telling you to make the best of it, don't dump program over the MSEs, and try again in six months. I think you' re more than a number, too, Dev. And that means you can be whatever you want to be."

More than a number.

Ever since his father's promotion to admiral, Dev realized, he'd been fighting the impersonal and faceless system that transformed humans into ciphers, statistics to evaluate, numbers to shuffle, equations to balance.

Funny. He'd been furious at Alessandro, furious with the whole system, but the anger was gone now. And all because this captain with the brush-cut hair had actually treated him like an individual.

It was an unusual feeling.


Chapter 9

     In combat, man and machine must become one, the machine taking on the man's life and vitality, the man assuming a machine's emotionless and unwavering purpose. There can be no thought of fear.

—Kokorodo: Discipline of Warriors

Ieyasu Sutsumi

C.E. 2529

"C-Three, this is Gold Seven," Dev reported. "We're at the crater and moving into position."

"Roger that, Seven. Stand by to copy new orders."

"We're ready, C-Three."

"Transmitting, Seven." Data flickered across Dev's awareness, an illegible muddle of alphanumerics without the necessary decryption codes. He shunted it into the strider's AI.

It was snowing heavily, the wind swirling flakes of mingled ice and frozen CO2 past the Ghostrider as it moved along the crater rim. It was midmorning, but the thick and leaden overcast kept the tortured landscape under a gloomy, gray-green dusk. Several times Dev had considered switching on the LaG-42's external lights but settled instead on increasing the sensitivity of his optical scanners. There was no need to call any more attention to High Stepper than was necessary. The strider's surface nanoflage mimicked the gray-white-brown gloom of the Lokan surroundings. In the snow, at ranges of more than a few tens of meters, the strider was quite difficult to see, a fuzzy, gray ghost.

He wondered if the camouflage made any difference to the Xenos.

"Okay, newbie," Tami Lanier told him. "I'll take it now."

The Ghostrider's commander had been running her own check of the strider's weapons, leaving him to communicate with HEMILCOM C3 and navigate the strider up the crater slope. Now, though, she was relegating him again to passenger status. He wondered if that was because she didn't trust him.

"Orders just in from C-Three," he said. "I parked them in Stepper's RAM."

"I saw 'em. HEMILCOM probably wants another inspection, full kit, just to impress the Imps." She brought the strider to a halt, overlooking the twenty-meter expanse of snow-covered crater floor. "Keep watch while I see what they want."

"Right, Lieutenant."

Dev panned the twin stereoptic cameras mounted in the chin laser turret housing, scanning his surroundings. To his left, the dome of the Schluter mining facility emerged from its hillside, barely visible through the blowing snow. C3—militarese for command, control, and communications—was watching over the deployment from there. Straight ahead, well beyond the crater and present only as a shadow behind a curtain of snow, the pyramid of the atmospheric plant rose above the more distant mountains. To his right, a kilometer away, stripping and fractionating towers vanished into the low, churning overcast of the sky.

Few signs of the Xenophobe attack at the Schluter facility remained, except for the crater itself, the tunnel mouth through which the attackers had emerged seven weeks earlier. The facility dome had been repaired, and constructors had cleared away most of the blast-shattered wreckage. Line soldiers, crunchies in gray and black combat armor, were helping to position huge Rogan molds slung from the bellies of lumbering four-legged constructors. Inside the molds, engineering nano was converting rock and dirt into fabricrete, growing defensive walls in position.

The rest of the company's striders were gathered near the dome, but the two recon machines—High Stepper and Rudi Carlsson's LaG-42 Snake Stomper—had been deployed to the crater rim, where a half dozen Rogan-grown gun towers thrust like teeth from the broken rock, maintaining their robotic vigilance.

The Imperial Marine unit that had relieved the Assassins at the Schluter facility was still at the site, but fresh signs of Xenophobe activity—the ground-transmitted rumblings of movements deep beneath the ground—had been detected, and HEMILCOM had ordered the Assassins to redeploy back to the crater at Schluter to reinforce the marines against the possibility of another Xeno attack.

Dev focused on a squad of Imperial Marines, six hulking Daimyo striders protecting the facility's small landing strip two kilometers away, their surface films jet black even through distance and snow. Those, Dev thought, were the real machine-warriors, men trained in the martial art called kokorodo—the Way of the Mind—to control their striders with an almost inhuman speed and efficiency. There weren't many of them available, but it was said that their presence alone had turned the tide against a Xeno assault more than once.

He knew he should feel better seeing the Impie Marines close by, but watching the motionless Imperial squad, he could only wonder why, if the Impies were so good, the Assassins had been deployed to Schluter at all.

Dev had joined a few of the late night talk sessions in the Assassins' barracks, even though he was still a newbie and an outsider. The Imperials thought of the Hegemony units as cannon fodder, some of the other 1/5 pilots were saying. After all, why risk highly trained marines and their pretty black machines when the locals were available to blunt the enemy's attack? Strangely, such comments didn't appear to carry any bitterness or anger. Their nature was closer to the inter-service rivalry between navy and army, joking and almost good-natured. Dev was willing to admit that, in his current frame of mind, he couldn't really appreciate the banter.

Why the hell weren't they as scared as he was?

"Right, newbie," Lanier said, interrupting dark thoughts. "Stay alert. HEMILCOM Asgard's called a Class-Two alert. They've tracked a solid DSA, right beneath our feet."

"A Deep Seismic Anomaly? Here?"

"Yup. Looks like the Xenies're coming back for seconds."

It was an eerie sensation, knowing that the Xenos were there, swimming through solid rock a few hundred meters beneath the crater floor, but unreachable, untouchable. Dev and the other newbies had been shown recordings of the Xenophobe attack at the site seven weeks earlier—at just about the same time, he knew now, as the alert that had paralyzed communications during his first day on Loki.

Like so much else about the Xenophobes, exactly how they performed their subsurface movement trick was unknown. It was assumed that they were able to turn rock plastic or even fluid by manipulating it somehow with intense, focused magnetic fields and clouds of nanotechnic tunnelers. In sims, Dev had watched streamlined Xenophobe snake-shapes emerge from the ground, nosing their way up through solid rock turned plastic by a technology humans didn't understand and could not copy.

The rock did not remain plastic after a Xenophobe passed through it, nor was an actual tunnel excavated. However, the rock was certainly weakened by the machine's passage, creating what was known as an SDT, or Subsurface Deformation Track. HEMILCOM theorized that the Xenophobe forces might well use existing SDTs as underground highways. Possibly it took less power to force a path through rock that had been deformed once before. If HEMILCOM was tracking a Deep Seismic Anomaly here, now, it meant the Xenos could be rising toward the surface.

"What are we supposed to be doing out here, Lieutenant?" Dev asked.

"We're a recon strider, newbie. We recon."

"Why the hell don't they just nuke the tunnel mouth and be done with it?"

"Maybe someone's sentimental about Schluter and doesn't want the place incinerated."

"If they know the Xenophobes are coming back, they ought to evacuate it," Dev said. "How many people are here, anyway?"

"Five, maybe six thousand. It's Mitsubishi's biggest ore-processing plant on Loki. I don't think they're going to let it go without a fight."

The argument made no sense to Dev. In seven weeks, surely they could have evacuated six thousand people to Asgard. Which was more important, the people or Mitsubishi's investment?

Numbers again.

"Gold Seven, Gold Seven," Katya Alessandro's voice called over the tacnet. "This is Gold Leader."

"Gold Leader, Gold Seven," Lanier replied. "Go ahead."

"Looks like this might be it. Sensors have a hot spot triangulated at Bravo three-seven, Hotel one-niner. That puts them smack under your feet, Tami. Back off and let the towers take the first rush."

"Don't see anything happening yet," Lanier replied. "It looks dead."

Which is what we'll be if you don't do what Alessandro says and get us out of here, Dev thought. He kept the thought off the ICS, however, and focused his optics on the crater floor. He could almost imagine that he was sensing a deep-down vibration, transmitting itself through the ground and the Ghostrider's legs. He tried lowering his audio range. In Basic he'd learned that it was sometimes possible to detect a Xeno approach through infrasonics—the low-pitched grumble of rocks yielding far below the surface.

"Gold Seven, we've got a plus five on IR at your coordinates," another voice said. "Local magnetic now at point three gauss, with a flux of point two five. Data feed on Channel Five."

The data from C-Three began scrolling down one side of Dev's visual display. He shifted his own vision to infrared and overlaid it with computer graphics representing the local magnetic field. The ground was warmer inside the crater, glowing now in shades of green that contrasted with the blues and purples of the surrounding rock and snow, and there was a vague node of magnetic force in the crater's center.

"Gold Seven, Gold Leader. Suggest you pull back. Now!"

"Sounds like a good idea to me, Lieutenant," Dev added. He hoped that his voice didn't sound as scared as he felt. Sometimes cephlinked transmissions could carry a lot more emotion than the sender intended.

"Copy, Gold Leader. There's no danger yet. Maybe I can get off a shot or two when the bastard rears its ugly head."

Damn it, Dev thought. That's what the gun towers are for! I don't want to be a hero!

"All units, go to combat alert!" Alessandro's voice barked. "Weapons free!"

"IR at plus six," the emotionless voice of C-Three added. "Centered on Schluter Crater. Mag now at point three-two, flux point three-seven."

"Back off the crater rim, Gold Seven. That's an order!"

"Roger, Gold Leader." Lanier actually sounded disappointed. The Ghostrider turned and, gingerly on the uneven footing, began picking its way back down the crater slope. Dev was certain that he could feel a trembling now underfoot. The gun towers appeared to have come to life, their movements urgent as the muzzles of paired heavy lasers twitched back and forth. "Let us have a visual feed from one of the towers."

"You got it, Gold Seven. Patched in."

A window opened on Dev's field of view, an inset of the crater floor from the vantage point of one of the robot sentry towers.

Something was happening there, but it was becoming harder to see. The snow was melting, vanishing into a swirl of fog obscuring the ground. The continuing data feed from C-Three showed that the crater floor temperature had risen ten degrees Celsius in the last fifteen seconds.

And then something burst through the cloaking fog.

Gravel sprayed into the overcast, like cinders from a volcanic eruption. The fog billowed into the sky as something struck Dev's legs from behind, a savage blow that nearly toppled him. He cursed as he tried to balance himself . . . then realized that his reactions were still out of the circuit. Tami Lanier was in control of the strider, and all he could do was watch as the crater interior exploded in hurtling fragments of rock. Gravel pelted the Ghostrider like hailstones, and the ground continued to lurch underfoot. On the inset picture from the sentry tower, a blunt-nosed worm or snake five meters thick was squeezing out of the ground and into full view.

All six laser towers fired at the same instant, and the clouds above the crater lit blue-white with their reflected glare. Other warstriders were advancing across the valley now, a staggered line rushing to put themselves between the dome and the emerging Xenophobes. Stepper and Snake Stomper, the other LaG-42, were closest to the eruption. Dev glimpsed Carlsson's strider, blurred and indistinct by its nano film, dropped into a gunfighter's crouch atop the ridge, loosing a salvo of rockets. Explosions masked the crater's center for a thunderous moment. Dev caught a glimpse of a silvery fragment spinning end over end as it arced through the dirty air.

More elongated shapes were forcing their way up through the ground now. Shock waves rippled through the fog, and across those patches of bare rock and gravel Dev could see. It looked as though the ground was writhing.

Then the visibility grew worse. Heavy, white smoke was boiling from the ground, a mist that could have been mistaken for fog except that it had a milky texture that made it seem almost liquid. Almost immediately the outside nano count began to soar.

"Lieutenant!" Dev yelled. "We're picking up nano-D on our hull! Point three-one . . . no, three-two, and rising!"

"I see it." Lanier cut loose with a rocket salvo of her own, sending a rippling barrage of M-22s searing into the crater. Dev saw something like a huge, silver worm shuddering as the LaG-42's volley smashed into it, the detonations flashing and snapping and hurling smoke and dirt into the air. With startling suddenness the Xeno machine's sinuous body changed, lengthening, extruding silvery whiplash tentacles. Dev had seen recordings of Xenos morphing during Basic, but seeing it this way was different. This was no AI-simulated graphic, but the real thing, transforming itself from traveler to killer. Dev recognized the new shape—a flattened sphere studded with slender spines and tentacles, a Fer-de-Lance in combat mode. The thing was jet black until a beam from one of the gun towers touched it, and then it flashed silver, scattering light in a rainbow cascade.

"Cameron!" Lanier shouted over the ICS. "Take the chin laser!"

Dev felt the inner chunk of relays slamming home, saw the target reticle for the 100-megawatt laser drop onto his field of view. The lieutenant was now handling both the strider's movement and its left and right weapons pods; Dev had control of the heavy Toshiba Arms laser mounted beneath the Ghostrider's blunt prow.

For several seconds, all was chaos and raw, thundering noise. Dev saw pieces of Xenophobe machine on the ground, most of them inching forward with a horrible, blindly searching life of their own. On either side, other Assassin striders were coming up the ridge in support. Something roughly the size and shape of a beach towel leaped through the air and hit Carlsson's Ghostrider, clinging wetly to the right leg. Dev stared in horror as the strider's leg began to dissolve, streams of white smoke gushing from visibly enlarging holes in the armor. Large patches of surface film had eroded away as nano disassemblers attacked it. No longer reflecting the colors of the strider's surroundings, the affected areas looked like crumbling patches of rust.

"Damn it, Cameron!" his partner yelled against the muddled background of his thoughts. "Shoot! Shoot!"

He stared, unable to find the coded thoughts that would let him engage the Ghostrider's laser. Things seemed to be happening around him in slow motion. Directly in front of him, ten meters away, a disk-shaped head balanced on a slender snake of a neck rose from the smoke.

"Cobra!" Lanier shouted, naming the Xeno machine. "Lase it, Cameron!"

He tried, but the codes, the numbers, would not come. Helplessly Dev watched as the flat head opened lengthwise, exposing a deep groove extending from a hole that gave the machine a sinister, one-eyed look. The opening glowed red, and a stream of high-velocity slugs howled into the Ghostrider's left weapons pod with a sound like tearing sheet metal.

Something slammed into Dev with pile-driver force. The shock surprised him; despite training sessions, feeds, and lectures, he hadn't realized that he would feel the impact of enemy rounds when he was not actually in control of the strider. A second blow struck his side, spinning him partway around. Glancing down, he could see the left Kv-70 pod dangling from the wreckage of its ball-and-socket mount. The pod's upper surface had been opened from front to back, and loops of interior wiring were spilling from the tear, smoking and sparking in the cold air.

"Left arm's gone, Dev!" Lanier called. "Fire, damn you, fire!"

Shifting the focus of his eyes, he brought the targeting reticle into line with that flat, deadly head, willing the main laser to fire, desperate now, still unable to make the thing work. Tami was still firing with the right arm pod, sending a long burst of high-velocity rounds into the rapidly descending horror that appeared to be coming apart even as he watched.

Then the Cobra's main hull slammed into the Ghostrider, sending him toppling over backward in a spray of sand, gravel, and glittering fragments. A three-meter tentacle slashed across the cameras transmitting his visual feed. There was a flash of static, and then his vision was gone.

Gone! Desperately he tried to switch to another camera group on the LaG-42's hull, but the entire visual feed network was down. He could still sense the warstrider's position; he was on his back, a heavy, squirming weight across his chest, but he couldn't see to fight back. A shrill scream filled his mind, going on and on and on for an eternity before he realized that the scream was his.

His hand came off the palm contact, and suddenly he was strapped to a narrow couch in a dark and fear-stinking space, surrounded by metal and feed cables and the lonely amber and green lights of the strider's manual power-up system. His breath came in short, shallow gasps that rasped in his ears through the confines of his helmet. The metal walls reverberated as something hit the strider outside and rocked it to one side. He grabbed for support, his fist striking cold steel.

He slapped his palm back on the contact panel, but nothing happened. Lights winked at him, baleful eyes in the darkness warning of system shutdowns and failing power. The strider shuddered again, with a shriek like that of a damned soul. Dimly, with his ears rather than his mind, he thought he heard a far-off, muffled scream, not his scream this time, but someone else. A woman's scream.

The lieutenant was sealed into the command pod, and he had no way of reaching her. He was trapped, and a Xeno Cobra had them in its deadly embrace.

He had to get out! Out!

Dev tried to interface with the strider AI again, and this time succeeded. The feeling of pressure on his chest and legs was terrible, suffocating, and he still couldn't see. Words flowed across the emptiness: power was down to twenty-seven percent, left leg hydraulics were gone, massive damage to imaging and control systems, command module dead . . .

Dead! He tried to get more information, tried to open the ICS link, and failed. Either Tami Lanier was dead or the strider's internal communications were completely shot. A red square flashed insistently at the corner of his vision. The Ghostrider's AI was trying to pass control to him.

The darkness enveloping him was more terrifying than the sight of the oncoming Cobra. "Eject sequence!" he commanded. "Code . . . uh . . . red, seven, three . . . Eject! Eject! Eject!"

Nothing! Dev didn't know whether the failure was in the eject sequence or in him. Breaking the linkage, he woke again to the darkness of the pilot's module. Groping above his head, he found the manual controls, flipped up a guard shield, and grasped the ejection handle inside its recess.

He twisted it to the right. A thunderclap of sound and pressure battered Dev into unconsciousness.


Chapter 10

     . . . it is left to war itself to strip the mask from the man of straw, which it will do with a quite ruthless precision of its own.

—The Anatomy of Courage

Lord Moran
mid-twentieth century

Katya spoke up for Dev at the inquest, but there was very little that she could do. The young Terran was doomed from the very start.

The review board included her, as Dev's company commander; her own 1st Platoon Leader, Chu-i Victor Hagan; the Thorhammers' CO, Taisa Gustav Varney; commanding officer of the Midgard Training Command, Shosa Karl Rassmussen; and an Imperial, the Adept Ieyasu Sutsumi. They sat behind a long table covered by a green cloth, while Cameron, still looking somewhat dazed, stood before them and answered their questions.

Sutsumi was not, strictly speaking, a military man, nor was the inquest a court-martial. The Imperial Adept—he was addressed by the title Sensei—was a master of the mind-control art called kokorodo. He'd designed several of the AI routines that oversaw the training of Hegemony recruits in managing implanted links. Rather than trying to punish Devis Cameron, it was the board's duty to review his case and determine whether or not he could be of any further use to the Hegemony strider forces, and Sensei Sutsumi was present as an expert in neopsychometrics. He'd been asked to come down from Asgard and attend the inquest because the young striderjack's problems appeared to be primarily psychological.

"Did you ever have trouble accessing weapons codes during your training?" Karl Rassmussen asked.

"No, sir," Dev replied. His voice was, not cold, exactly, but distant, almost as though he didn't care what was happening to him anymore.

As the questioning continued, Katya remembered the look on his face when she'd told him that once, years before, she'd been a starpilot, too.

New America was a raw frontier world, so new that it didn't even have a sky-el yet. Like Lung Chi, 26 Draconis IV had already developed an ecosystem of its own when human explorers first discovered it in the early 2400s. All that it had needed was a slight decrease in the atmospheric CO2 and the genetic tailoring of several microbion species to help the native life adjust to the change.

Life in the young colony was hard; modern equipment and industrial nanomolds were hard to come by, the costs of shipping, say, farm machinery from Earth prohibitive.

Katya, the third daughter of a Greek-American father and a Ukrainian mother, had grown up hating that farm. Attending New America's only technic university, at Jefferson, she'd mortgaged her expected income over the next eight years for a three-socket implant; her first job had been as a panel rigger aboard New America's single tiny space station.

From there, however, she'd managed to get better slots, first as shuttle transport pilot, then crewing aboard the Golden Aphrodite, the fifty-meter interstellar yacht belonging to Prestis Chadwick, one of the major shareholders in the New American Corporation, and a vice-president of the colony's local branch of Bank Nakasone-America.

She hadn't cared for life among the New American elite, not when keeping that job demanded hours and activities not listed in her job description. At her first opportunity, she'd tendered her resignation and visited the Hegemony service recruiter in Jefferson. With her experience jacking the Aphrodite, she'd been immediately slotted into interstellar transports.

Starting as reserve helm aboard the 12,000-ton Kosen Maru, she'd swiftly worked her way up to first pilot on a monster I-4K, the 1,900,000-ton Kaibutsu Maru. She'd paid off her socket loan in two years, after just one New-America-to-Earth-and-back run.

During that whole time, there'd been no indication at all that she had a TM rating of point three.

Much later, she figured out what must have happened. Working conditions aboard the Aphrodite had been unsettling enough, unpleasant enough, that her emotions had overshadowed some of her MSE responses.

In fact, she'd been very nearly emotionally dead when she tested for her slot with the service. Maybe someone in the evaluations section had been sloppy. Maybe the scores themselves didn't matter as much as the way they were interpreted. But Katya was glorying in the raw power and wonder of the godsea, guiding her lumbering charge through the swirling blue currents that ViRsimulated the interface between normal four-space and the Quantum Sea, the K-T Plenum.

Katya knew exactly what Devis Cameron had experienced there, where energy came into existence from nothing, free for the taking, where the reality of fourspace became a fragile bubble adrift on an unimagined, unimaginable flux of quantum energy. It was so easy to ride that feeling of invincibility, to stretch the odds and take that extra chance, riding on the edge of the godsea tide. . . .

A quantum flux shunt circuit had burned out as the Kaibutsu Maru rode the blue currents between Sol and 26 Draconis. She'd felt the power levels fluctuating, felt her control slipping, but had known she could ride the crest and maintain control.

An entire damper rack had burned out, and Kaibutsu's AI had jettisoned the starboard engine seconds before a power cascade had transformed five thousand tons of complex technology into starcore-hot plasma. The Kaibutsu had dropped out of the K-T Plenum, power systems dead, drives fused, the freighter ten light-years from home.

Still linked, Katya had stared into a star-dusted immensity, Blackness Absolute, an emptiness that she'd never had to cope with before. She'd viewed space directly, of course, aboard the space station and every time she'd maneuvered Aphrodite or one of her cargo haulers into or out of orbit. Always before, though, there'd been sun and planet filling part of the sky, convenient anchors that gave her particular location in space an identity, an address, with light enough to keep those lonely stars at bay.

This, however, was something completely different. Through the starship's senses, she'd seen nothing but stars and the faint frost-dusting of the Milky Way describing an unimaginably vast circle about the sky. For a horrible moment—it might have been seconds or hours or days—she'd felt as if she were falling into that horror of emptiness, and all the while the Dark was closing in. . . .

Their rescue had been a million-to-one shot. Ships could be detected within the godsea by the pulse-regular interference patterns their passage left against the random noise of the quantum energy fluctuations, a kind of orderly wake against chaos. The watchstanders of another ship, the free trader Andrew St. James, noticed when the Kaibutsu's wake vanished. They logged the incident and reported it to New American space traffic control when they arrived at 26 Draconis ten days later. The Imperial destroyer Asagiri dropped into fourspace and picked up Kaibutsu's distress beacon two weeks after that, while quartering the area with a small fleet of search and rescue vessels.

Katya had spent another week in the hospital. There'd been talk about psychoreconstruction and deliberate, selective amnesia. She'd been subjected to a hell of a shock, and dumping some of those memories might be the only way she'd be able to face the world again.

But she'd fought back.

She'd told Dev the truth that day in her office. Everyone had expected her to quit the service and go back to the farm.

Katya had refused, choosing instead to transfer to the infantry. With three sockets and experience jacking starships, she'd been accepted into the 2nd New American Minutemen.

Six months later, the Minutemen had been transferred. The Hegemony had a policy—one encouraged by the Imperials—of not letting a military unit remain too long attached to one world, a way of preventing too great an attachment between soldiers and civilians. Besides, Xenophobes had appeared on 36 Ophiuchi C II—Loki—and the Empire wanted to reinforce the local forces. The 2nd New American Minutemen became the 5th Loki Thorhammers, arriving just in time to take part in the campaign at Jotunheim.

Katya had been happy since, working up through the ranks, first to platoon leader, then to company commander just six months earlier. But she still remembered her unshielded look at the stars, enough that she was glad the nights on Loki were always cloudy.

And she still hated the dark.

She became aware that someone had spoken her name.

"I beg your pardon?"

Varney looked at Katya, one eyebrow creeping higher on his forehead. "I asked if there was anything you had to add in this case, Captain Alessandro."

She paused, gathering her thoughts, retracing her memories of the proceedings so far. "Yes, Colonel. I'd like to remind the board that even if Cadet Cameron had been able to lock and fire, the outcome would not have been different. As you know very well, LaG-42 Ghostriders are no match for Cobras in combat mode. If anything, the fault was mine. Those two light striders should not have been so close to the tunnel mouth."

"According to the action debriefs," Varney said, "you had already twice ordered Lieutenant Lanier's strider back off the crater rim. The other Ghostrider, commanded by Lieutenant Carlsson, did manage to escape, did it not?"

"Stomper sustained considerable damage, sir. But yes. Rudi managed to get clear. The rest of the company came up in support and destroyed both the Cobra and the Gamma attacking Rudi's machine."

"Cadet Cameron?" Varney said. "Is there anything you'd like to add to the record?"

"I have no excuse, sir." His eyes locked with Katya's. His voice sounded dead. "I screwed up. I'm sorry."

"I remind you, Cadet, that we're not here to judge you. I tend to agree with Captain Alessandro that the outcome would have been the same in regard to Lieutenant Lanier's death even if you'd been able to access your weapons. In fact, you would almost certainly have died as well if you'd tried to fight the Cobra, rather than ejecting as you did. Once you discovered that you could not control your warstrider's systems, you acted correctly.

"But it is not the correctness of your actions that we are discussing here. Sensei? Can you add anything?"

"Yes," the Japanese Adept said. He was an old man, though the age resided more in and around his eyes than in wrinkled skin or sagging features. "If you would each palm your interface?" Katya laid her palm on the 'face panel in the table in front of her. Data began scrolling past her mind's eye, as Sutsumi discussed the findings point by point.

"I have reviewed Cadet Cameron's latest battery of tests. Rather than the technomegalomania rating that he exhibited before, he now seems to show a distinct tendency toward technophobia, point one, up from point zero two. His insecurity index is up three points, and that is coupled with a growing sense of persecution and an innate distrust of those in authority. I would guess that he feels as though his life is no longer his, that those in authority over him are arbitrarily interfering with it. Note, particularly, ambivalent feelings toward his father, pride and admiration on one hand, disappointment and a sense of being manipulated on the other. . . ."

Katya listened with growing embarrassment as the psychometrician continued to list his findings with a bluntness that seemed to assume that the subject of his analysis was not even in the room.

"It seems apparent," Sutsumi concluded, "that Cadet Cameron has extreme difficulty concentrating under stress, that while he operates well under simulated conditions of reality, he may always, ah, 'freeze up,' in the vernacular, when faced with severe stress and the need to access data through his implanted linkage. He may now fear cephlinkage. He certainly feels alienation, persecution, and mistrust for authority figures. I, for one, would hesitate to allow him to link again, in any capacity."

"Cadet Cameron? What do you have to say to that?"

Dev looked tired, so tired it seemed he might sway forward and collapse on the floor before them. Though his chair had a 'face pad on one arm, he'd not bothered palming it when Sutsumi had reviewed his test results.

"I have nothing else to say, Colonel," he said. "I guess this pretty much finishes me, huh?"

"That remains to be seen." But Varney did not sound confident.

The final vote was three to two, with Katya and Senior Lieutenant Hagan in the minority. The decision was to transfer Dev to the leg infantry rather than risk another incident with him linked to a warstrider. He would be assigned to the Second Regiment of the Ulvenvakt, the Wolfguard, stationed at Midgard. If possible, a noncombat position would be found for him. Varney suggested the regimental motor pool. He'd been good working on the silicarb-slicked guts of warstriders.

Dev Cameron accepted the verdict without expression, though his face was very pale. What's he thinking? Katya wondered.

She was confused by her own reaction, her hurt and her sense of loss. Tami Lanier had been a friend, and she'd died a nightmare death when the Xenophobe had eaten through the armor surrounding her module and gotten to her before she could eject. Katya had been furiously angry with the man who'd panicked and ejected and left her to die alone.

Now, though, her anger had drained away. It was, she supposed, one of her failings, this concern for the strays and the orphans. Maybe Dev Cameron had nudged her mother's instinct; maybe it was the shared memory of the godsea, the blue light that held the Dark at arm's length.

Or maybe—she forced herself to look at the possibility—maybe she genuinely liked the guy and wanted him to succeed.

She caught him in the passageway outside, shortly after the inquiry was closed. "Dev? Are you okay?"

He looked at her without expression.

"Look, Dev. It's not over yet. I can still—"

"Forget it, Captain. I don't want your help."

"But—"

"I said forget it!" She glimpsed for a moment something behind his eyes, something dark and a little frightening. "I'm tired of fighting. Whatever you people want to do with me, that's fine."

You people. Suddenly he seemed so very much alone. "What will you do? What do you want to do?"

The word grated. "Survive."


Chapter 11

The sergeant came right down the line, he looked at us and swore,

A sorrier bunch of rag-assed scuts he'd never seen before.

He said we'd never make it and he said it was a shame,

But at the fight at Morgan's Hold, by God we won our name.

—"The Ballad of Morgan's Hold"

Popular military folk song

C.E. 2518

Dev sat on the thinly padded seat in the low-ceilinged, red-lit chamber, surrounded by other combat-armored troops. The chamber lurched and swayed with a gentle, rhythmic motion set in time to the muffled hiss, creak, and thump of enormous leg drivers.

"Man oh man, you hear the latest who-was?" Leading Private Hadley clung to the barrel of the Interdynamics PCR-28 wedged between his knees, a 4-mm high-velocity rifle with a stock magazine holding two hundred caseless, armor-piercing rounds. "The Xenies popped up today a hundred klicks from Midgard!"

"Suck methane, Had." A hard-looking woman opposite Hadley grinned. "Ain't no Xenos within a thousand klicks of the place. Unless we count your brain."

Dev leaned back in his seat and joined the answering chorus of chuckles and catcalls. Who-was—a corruption of the Nihongo word for rumor—was, as ever, among the enlisted man's favorite pastimes, the topics monotonously predictable. Where are we going? When are we leaving? What's happening in the world beyond our own tight circle?

There were twelve of them, Third Squad, First Platoon, Bravo Company of the Second Ulvenvakt Regiment. The platoon's first, second, and fourth squads were packed away in separate chambers within the huge VbH Zo Armored Personnel Walker's belly. The Zo—the word was Nihongo for elephant—had a swaying, four-legged gait, uncomfortable, but far smoother than those of any wheeled or tracked vehicle covering rough terrain at fifty kilometers per hour.

His transfer to the Ulvenvakt's motor pool as a techie had lasted for just one week. He'd requested the assignment to a combat unit, for reasons that were only now becoming clear. Bravo Company had been only too glad to get him. Few of the men and women in the leg infantry had three-socket hardware, and C-sockets were necessary for jacking plasma guns.

Dev clung to his helmet and the long, complex bulk of his plasma gun and looked from face to face, studying his new companions, his kamerats as the native Lokans in the group called it. Fully armored except for helmets that they cradled in their laps, they sat in two rows of six facing one another, each trooper pressed against the legs and shoulders of the soldier to either side. Their faces showed a gamut of emotions, from fear to excitement to boredom to outright unconsciousness; two of his new squad mates were taking advantage of the experienced soldier's ability to sleep anywhere and anytime to catch up on some sack time.

The most common expression, Dev decided, visible on six of the eleven faces around him, was boredom, feigned or real, he couldn't tell. Two, Kulovskovic and Dahlke, looked excited, while one young man, Willis Falk, looked genuinely frightened.

Dev tried to analyze his own feelings. Fear, certainly, but excitement as well. And boredom. Mostly he wished they could get on with what had to be done. This tiny, steel-lined compartment would have been hell for a claustrophobe.

He took a deep breath of air tasting of oil, sweat, metal, and fear. It was strange. After four weeks, he felt more at ease, more at home, with the Wolf guard than he'd felt at any of his previous duty assignments. He'd been quickly accepted by the others in Bravo Company, by browns and greens alike. Browns were combat veterans, so-called for their khaki uniforms. The greens, who also wore khaki but were "green" by virtue of their lack of experience, were the trainees assigned to the company to complete their training and military indoctrination, newbies who would stay newbies until their first combat.

His position in this regard was unique; he'd been in combat—once—but he hadn't been in combat with the members of Bravo Company. As a result, he would be a green until he proved himself, but he already enjoyed a greater degree of acceptance among the company's old hands. The fact that he'd goked his one and only firefight seemed to matter not at all. Everybody screwed up their first time in combat, or so the old hands told him. He'd been there, and that was what counted.

For his part, Dev found the transfer carried with it a sense of profound relief. For two months, every part of his awareness had been focused on two primary concerns: Could he somehow manage to wangle a transfer to the navy, and could he survive the regimentation of Basic and avoid ending up as a legger?

He would never get his slot aboard a ship. He knew that now. Not only was his TM rating a problem, but the way he'd failed in harness when that Cobra had attacked had convinced him, once and for all, that he did not have what it took—call it discipline, the right stuff, grit, whatever—to jack a mobile canteen from Towerdown to Tristankuppel, much less a starship through the godsea.

And now he was a legger—though he'd quickly learned that his new comrades never referred to themselves by that name. Now that the raw and panicky edge of anticipation was gone, he was finding that life in the infantry was not nearly so bad as he'd imagined it. The striving for perfection, mental and physical, was over. He was a nito hei, a second-class private, and he was content. For the most part, Dev's daily routine had fallen into the eternally grumbling hurry-and-wait and make-work routines of the combat infantryman, a constant at least since the time of Sargon the Great. If he wasn't happy, at least Dev was at peace for the first time since his arrival on Loki.

Fear remained, of course, and guilt. He'd watched as they'd pulled Tami Lanier's body from the wreckage of the High Stepper. Not much had been left—her upper torso, some scraps of clothing and bone, part of one leg fused with the padding of her couch; a piece of the Xeno had eaten its way into her compartment and turned most of her into smoke.

The shock of what had happened had so numbed him that he'd not even been able to speak in his own defense at the inquest. The facts—and the data downloaded from his own RAM—had spoken for themselves. Even after three weeks, it was still hard to remember the sight and the smell without gagging.

He'd reached a point where, intellectually at least, he did not blame himself for Lanier's death, but the knowledge that he'd panicked and abandoned her to a hideous death, then ended up safe and secure in a stridertink techie platoon, was simply too much to face. Even knowing that he couldn't have done a thing to save her didn't help.

Only after volunteering for combat had the guilt been appeased somewhat. Somehow, accepting his worst fears had helped exorcise Lanier's ghost.

Someone forward was humming something, a familiar tune. Dev tried to remember the words.

The who-was had been flying about the barracks for two days. A major Xeno breakout had occurred, it was said, somewhere to the north of Midgard. An attempt to stop them by another Lokan strider regiment, the Odinspears, had been brushed aside. The Xenos were said to be heading for Midgard and the sky-el, and attempts to hit them with heavily armed ascraft and hastily assembled strider teams had all failed. A series of defensive positions was being thrown up in the Xenophobes' path. Farthest north, twenty kilometers from Asgard, was the Norway Line, supported by an airfield and nano manufacturing center called Norway Base. Ten klicks south of that was the Sweden Line. And behind that were the defenses at Midgard itself.

The big question, of course, was why foot soldiers were being thrown into it. So far, there'd been little use for leg infantry in a war that required the strength, speed, and firepower of warstriders.

Superior Private Lipinsky, a pretty, dark-haired girl, started singing the song aloud. By the second line, half of the men and women in the compartment had joined her.

     The Xenos came from underground, they swarmed toward Argos town.

     By God the plain was black with them, and Nagai had withdrawn.

     But Morgan called us to his side, Hegemon infantry

     And let us choose to stand and die, or choose instead to flee.

"The Ballad of Morgan's Hold." That was the name of it. He'd heard it a time or two before during Basic, though no striderjack would ever have sung the thing. Dev noticed that Falk, wide-eyed and with sweat beading his forehead, was singing along.

Morgan's Hold was a battle fought against the Xenos years before, on Herakles. The third planet of Mu Herculis had been the site of a terraforming colony for three centuries. A Xenophobe incursion in 2515 had wiped out several outlying settlements and a nearby atmosphere plant. At that time, the Xenophobe menace was still new, and few worlds of the Shichiju had the troops or equipment to make a serious attempt at stopping them. The only military forces on Herakles were an Imperial Marine battalion and two companies of the 62nd Hegemony Infantry, foot soldiers from Earth tasked with keeping order in the panicked planetary capital of Argos.

As the song told it, the warstriders withdrew before the battle, loading their heavy equipment onto the sky-el and shuttling up to synchorbit, leaving the colony on its own. Their commander, a Colonel Nagai, had ordered the foot soldiers under Captain David Morgan to withdraw as well.

But Morgan and most of his men had refused the order, electing instead to stand and fight.

     We disobeyed our orders when they said to sound retreat

     And Morgan laughed and said "My God, we'll see who's the elite!"

     For fighting steel had broken faith, the samurai had fled.

     But Morgan's men defied Nagai, they stood and fought and bled.

Argos was a classic infantry holding action against superior numbers. Three hundred eighty-eight infantrymen had dug in on Mount Athos at the peninsula's base and waited for the enemy to come to them.

     Warstriders did not make that stand, it was the infantry

     Who stood and fought and died and paid the price of mutiny.

     We took our stand on Argos Hill, four hundred fighting men.

     And when the smoke had cleared away, sixteen walked down again.

Morgan's Hold had taken its place in the annals of military history next to Thermopylae and the Alamo. For two bloody weeks the men and women of the 62nd held out against wave upon wave of Xenophobe Alphas and Gammas surging toward Argos. Though a few Xenophobes did break out inside the capital toward the end, the defenders bought precious time for the city to complete its evacuation. At the end of the siege, the last sixteen of Morgan's unwounded men departed up the sky-el, the last humans to leave Herakles. An hour later, the 500-megaton thermonuclear device they'd left behind vaporized Argos and kept the Xenophobes from following them to synchorbit.

Morgan had died on the third day.

     At golden Tenno Kyuden they cannot begin to see

     That honor's price is paid in full while glory can be free.

     So give a cheer for Morgan's crew, the God-damned infantry,

     The men who fought the Xenophobes, the grunts like you and me.

Hegemony Command did not approve of the "Ballad of Morgan's Hold." It rubbed the Japanese the wrong way, reminding them of their part at Herakles. There were plenty of horror stories floating around of men and whole Hegemony units disciplined for singing it, or even for possessing a recording in their personal RAM.

But soldiers from the beginning of history considered it a God-given right to grumble at those higher up the ladder. Perhaps because they knew that troops needed to have some outlet for their frustrations, most small unit commanders turned a deaf ear. Twenty-five years after the battle it recalled, "Morgan's Hold" continued to enjoy an underground popularity quite out of proportion to any musical virtue it might have had.

The deck of the APW jolted with a rapid-fire string of concussions. "That's thirty mike-mike AC," a dirty-looking private said from the rear of the compartment. He looked up toward the compartment's low ceiling. "Dorsal turret's got a target."

The APW was a boxy, headless beast with a flat turret mounted on its dorsal surface. If the turret's 30-mm autocannon was firing, the enemy must be damned close. For a long moment, every person in the squad sat deathly still, straining to hear past the thud of the cannon. Dev desperately wished he could see. The lack of jack connections in this primitive vehicle was going to drive him crazy yet.

There was a clatter from the front of the compartment, and Socho Gunnar Anderson, the platoon sergeant, dropped down the ladder, bulky in his armor and combat harness. "Listen up, people!" He had to yell to be heard above the thunder of the cannon. "We've reached our assigned area on the Norway Line. Prepared positions have been established along the crest of a ridge. When the ramp goes down, you will move to those positions, take cover, and engage the enemy on your front. Take time now to check your weapons and gear." He then repeated his instructions in Norsk-Lokan.

Dev lifted his Mark XIV plasma gun and slipped the pintle into the steadimount socket at his right hip and locked it home. The heavy weapon floated in front of him, muzzle up, its weight taken up by the complex harness Dev wore over his armor.

"Hey, Strider-man," Superior Private Rosen said from the seat opposite his. "Hope you're better jacking that thing than you were striders!"

The others laughed, and Dev managed a good-natured grin. Anyone with three sockets was assumed to have failed with either striders or the navy. Three-jackers, as they were known, were usually assigned the squad's heavy, link-adapted weapons like the Mark XIV.

"Don't forget to keep monitoring your nano count," Anderson told them. He held up a small gray canister in one gauntleted hand. "If you get hit, remember your AND canisters. They contain a counter-nano agent. Use it fast enough and you'll save yourself the muss and fuss of a breached suit."

There was another, heavier jolt, then silence. "We've stopped moving," Falk said, staring at the ceiling. "We've stopped moving, guys!"

"Easy, kid," Lipinsky said. "There's plenty of 'Phobes to go around."

"Okay, people," Anderson continued. "Welcome to Norway Base. Helmets on!"

With a clattering sound, the troopers donned their helmets, sliding them over their heads, sealing the gorget assemblies to their cuirass locking rings. Dev made sure the helmet's internal jack was snapped home into his right T-socket.

"Communications check," Anderson said, his voice even louder now inside Dev's helmet. "Squad, by the numbers, sound off!"

One by one, each trooper called off his number.

Then, "Stand up!"

As he rose, Dev felt a peculiar sinking feeling, as though he were descending in an elevator. The APW was lowering its body to the ground. He adjusted his Mark XIV's harness; even in Loki's .8 g gravity, the weapon weighed over eight and a half kilos, and his armor added another fifteen. He felt awkward and clumsy.

"Every man, check your neighbor!"

Dev studied the readouts on Rosen's chest panel, as Rosen studied his. Combat Armor served as a full environmental suit, with life support for up to eight hours. The readouts showed suit systems readiness and the condition of the wearer. All green. He gave Rosen a thumbs up and received one in return. He could see Rosen grinning at him through his helmet visor. "You'll do okay, Strider," the brown said over the squad net.

Two troopers clashed gauntlets, a noisy high-five. "Let's odie!" someone else called. Odie was soldier's slang, twisted from the Nihongo word for "dance." Morale was high, the troops ready to go.

Movement stopped, and a warning light on the ceiling winked red. A section of the deck split open, admitting a swirl of cold and dusty air. Dev caught a glimpse of snow-covered ground below as the ramp lowered itself from the walker's belly.

"Squad!" Anderson called. "Let's hit it!"

In a rush, the two men in the rear of the compartment pounded down the ramp and into the dusty light. The rest followed after, two tight columns filing down the ramp and into the light.

It seemed bright outside, though the sky was the usual dirty gray overcast of Loki. Norway Base was little more than a newly grown landing pad and a few RoProcess huts and storage buildings. Directly in front of him, the Norway Line stretched along the crest of the ridge like the walls and towers of some medieval fortress. The Rogan process allowed combat nangineers to grow fabricrete structures in a matter of hours wherever there was a plentiful supply of stone and dirt. Jogging across uneven ground toward the wall, Dev had a blurred impression of men, of vehicles and heavy machinery, of swirling confusion.

Crack-thud!

The ground lurched beneath his feet, nearly throwing him. Smoke boiled into the sky from the far side of the ridge. The squad reached the shelter of a two-meter-tall Rogan wall near the crest of the ridge and dropped to the ground. Behind them, their hulking APW rose on tree-trunk legs, its turret sweeping back and forth in quick, nervous jerks. A laser tower twenty meters to their right shifted, then fired at some unseen enemy toward the north with an eye-searing flash.

Crack-thud!

"Steady, people," Anderson's voice said, cool and unhurried. "Those're ours. They're calling in railgun packages on 'em from orbit."

That was reassuring . . . and frightening. With Loki's cloud cover, lasers and most other orbital weapons were useless, but spotter drones could call in railgun fire with pinpoint accuracy. The crack he'd heard was the sonic boom of a high-velocity artificial meteor piercing the atmosphere from almost straight overhead; the thud was the concussion as the meteor liberated its considerable payload of kinetic energy into the planet's crust.

But the barrage sounded awfully close.

Crack-thud!

"God damn!" an unidentified voice said over the tactical frequency. "Where are the goking striders?"

"Morgan's Hold!" another voice called. "The bastards're pulling a Morgan's Hold on us!"

"Okay, okay, people," Anderson snapped. "Can the comments. Lock and load."

Dev's external mike picked up the harsh clatter and snick of weapons as full magazines were snapped home, as charging levers were pulled, chambering rounds. He checked the play of his weapon in the steadimount, then pulled a cable from the weapon's side and jacked it into his helmet's external socket. Static flickered in his brain, then cleared, leaving red-glowing cross hairs superimposed on his vision.

Suddenly the ground struck him and he was on his back. He didn't hear an explosion, though he assumed there must have been one, because he was half-buried by dirt and gravel and shattered chunks of fabricrete.

"Xenos!" someone screamed over the tacnet. "Xenos! They're coming through the wall!"


Chapter 12

     Squad Support Plasma Guns, SSPGs, fire slivers of cobalt, vaporized, stripped of electrons, and ejected by an intense magfield as finger-sized bolts of plasma, hot as the core of a sun. Cyclic rates are variable, ranging up to five hundred rounds per minute. Unfortunately, the gun is bulky enough that a level-two linkage is necessary to handle the targeting feedback, limiting its use to gunners with appropriate hardware.

—Modern Military Hardware

HEMILCOM Military ViRdocumentary

C.E. 2537

Dev lay on his back, half-buried in mud and rubble. A black, churning pillar of smoke mushroomed from the far side of the wall, the crown unfolding toward the overcast zenith like the mushroom of a nuclear detonation. His first thought was that the Xenos were using nukes, something they'd never done before. His second was that something had gone wrong, that Asgard had accidentally dropped a railgun load too close to the Wolfguard position.

Friendly fire or hostile, it didn't matter much. Something was pushing through the wall three meters in front of him, something with a surface like quicksilver, flowing over the splintered remnants of the RoPro wall, dissolving solid fabricrete in currents of milky white fog. It slapped a flattened pseudopod across Hadley's back, and Dev heard the man scream in sudden, wild panic.

Dev dragged his plasma gun around, swinging the muzzle until the glowing reticle in his vision centered on what seemed to be the silvershifter's center of mass as it bulked its way through the hole in the wall. His right hand squeezed the trigger grip, sending white fire blazing into the Xeno.

Each burst of plasma flame left a dancing trail of purple spots on Dev's retinas, despite the automatic polarization of his visor. Under that deadly barrage, the Xeno machine twisted, form morphing into monstrous form as it tried to escape that searing hellfire.

It was an awkward shot from a sprawled, seated position, but the stream of fire convulsed the Gamma's body, splattering droplets of molten metal. The pseudopod released the struggling trooper, lashing the air. Then the life seemed to drain from the thing and it literally fell apart, pieces of smoking slag hitting the snow and mud with a sputtering hiss.

"Nice shooting, Cameron!" Dahlke said.

"Way to go, Strider-man!" Rosen added.

The thing's surface was blackening, dissolving as he watched, its edges curling away in streamers of heavy white smoke. Someone sprayed the back of Hadley's armor with an AND aerosol canister, hosing down the crinkled scar on the ceramic surface with anti-nano; the nano-D count was high, point twenty-eight, and seemed to be coming from the disintegrating Gamma.

"C'mon, c'mon, people!" Anderson bellowed. "Clear the hot spot!"

The squad shifted right, following the wall in single file, moving away from the nano-D-contaminated area at a slow jog. The wall was too high for Dev to see beyond it to the north, but elsewhere, the landscape was a crawling confusion of men and machines.

There was furious activity everywhere. Troops manned weapons behind RoPro walls, moved about Norway Base in platoon-sized bands, or spilled down the ramps of four-legged APWs. Lightly armored hovercraft shrieked along on wakes of splattering mud and snow. On the towers, the twin barrels of heavy robotic lasers dipped and turned and flashed. It looked as if the whole Wolfguard regiment—eighteen hundred men in all—had been deployed along this section of wall.

"Gok, Sarge, where are the striders?" Lipinsky called. "What're they thinking of, throwing light infantry against Xenos?"

"Can it, Lipinsky," Anderson replied. "You got your flamer. Use it."

"Yeah, and if we run into a stalker?"

"Striders're on the way," Anderson replied. "If you want to live long enough to see 'em, keep the damned Xenos off this hill!"

Lipinsky had a point. The squad was armed with a collection of light weapons, from combat rifles to the barely man-portable SSPGs carried by Dev and a big-shouldered trooper named Bronson. Lipinsky and Rosen had been issued Taimatsu Type-21s, squat, large-bored weapons that the troops called flamers.

Mark XIVs and flamers might be able to damage a Xenophobe Alpha—with luck and concentrated fire—but throwing infantry against stalkers made as much sense as throwing them against warstriders, an exchange of many men for a few machines, a shocking waste of good infantry.

Dev flinched from the thought. The idea of meeting a Xeno Alpha face-to-face without the relative safety of forty centimeters of nanofilmed durasheath and ceramic armor surrounding him was horrific, conjuring the memory of Tami Lanier's body in the pilot's module of her half-eaten Ghostrider. It conjured, too, Phil Castellano's bitterness, his insistence that the brass simply didn't care for the enlisted men and combat-rank officers.

"Spread out, people!" Anderson yelled, gesturing with an armored hand. "Take your positions!"

They'd reached a low point along the wall. Swiftly they fanned out, leaning their weapons across the gray-white parapets. For the first time, Dev had a clear look at the terrain to the north, across a stretch of flat valley to another snow-patched ridgeline two kilometers away. Black pillars of smoke churned skyward from hundred-meter craters scattered across the landscape, and everywhere, everywhere, the ground was crawling, as though it had taken on a life of its own. Lasers and plasma gun bolts were striking and flashing at hundreds of Xenophobe Gammas, raising gouts of earth and vaporizing snow in swirling puffs of steam. Dev saw no Alphas or Betas anywhere, only the small and slithering Gammas, fragments of quicksilver and tar. The orbital bombardment and the steady barrage from the robot laser towers, Dev reasoned, must have shattered all of the Alphas.

Good. Gammas were deadly up close and they attacked in huge numbers, but infantry, which also relied on numbers, stood a better chance against them than did warstriders. He locked on to a meter-long crumpled-rag shape crawling up the ridge twenty meters downslope and loosed a burst of plasma flame. Gleaming metal exploded in quicksilver gobbets that steamed when they hit the mud.

Fire swept the slope from the entire length of the Norway Line wall, burning down the advancing Xenos. Dev tracked left, acquired another target, then loosed a stream of bolts that tore the Gamma into hurtling flecks of liquid metal.

The valley flashed and glowed in the actinic glare of manmade lightnings. Fires were impossible in the oxygen-poor atmosphere, but wrecked and half-melted Gammas lay smoldering everywhere on the ground.

Dev glimpsed movement on the far ridge. A touch of a button set into his left forearm dropped foam-padded eyepieces over his eyes. Leaning into the helmet optics, he engaged the telescopic zoom. Movement became distinct shapes moving across the crest of the ridge on amorphous, shapeshifting legs.

He recognized the combat mode of a Mamba, a Fer-de-Lance, a Copperhead, the weaving neck of a King Cobra.

Alpha stalkers. But it would take some time for them to cross the two-kilometer valley. Dev raised his optics out of the way. The Gammas close at hand were a more urgent problem.

"The striders!" someone yelled. Dev thought the voice was Falk's. "Here come the striders!"

Four ascraft were drifting out of the sky above Norway Base, blunt-nosed Stormwinds with stubby wings and Y-tail stabilizers. His external mikes caught the shrill whine of approaching fusion jet intakes. God, HEMILCOM couldn't have cut things much closer than that. The Alphas were well into the valley now, and more hulking shapes were silhouetted against the far skyline. Dev dropped his attention back to the killing ground to the north, frying a meter-long fragment that was humping toward him like a demented inchworm.

Somebody was shouting over Dev's helmet phones, but he couldn't make out the words. Static induced by the Xenophobe magnetics was so bad, Dev could scarcely hear the hiss and thunderclap of the big tower lasers, or the volleyed clatter of automatic rifle fire. Bolts of living flame keened overhead, deafening, filling the air with mind-numbing thunder, a sheer, elemental violence so raw that movement, that thought itself, was all but impossible.

Most of the Gammas were dead. The human forces were winning! The line was holding! If the striders could deal with the advancing Alphas . . .

Behind him, all four Stormwinds were on the base landing pad, each releasing its cargo of warstriders, then lifting again in a swirl of dust and steam. Dev wondered which unit it was. The striders were anonymous in their reflective nanoflage, but the blue and white markings on the ascraft looked like those of the Thorhammers. Dev wondered if Katya was down there.

"Attention, First Platoon!" Anderson snapped, his voice carried over the laser tacnet. "By squads, fall back to Norway Base! One and Three, lay down cover! Two and Four, move out!"

Dev had never heard such warm and welcome words. When the big boys arrived, leg infantry was best pulled back and kept out of the way. Dev stayed where he was as half of the platoon moved back from the wall and started slipping and sliding back down the south slope of the ridge toward the base and the waiting APWs.

A Gamma as large as a groundcar was gliding up the north face of the ridge faster than a man could walk, flowing like a rippling, living blanket. Sergeant Anderson raised his laser rifle and fired into the shape, and Dev brought his SSPG up to assist.

An orange line of fire pierced the clouds and struck in the valley, a piece of star suddenly released. Dev stared into the expanding fireball, then realized he could see nothing at all as his helmet visor's polarizers cut in. A heartbeat later there was a shock like a full-speed collision with a RoPro wall, and he was lying on his face in the mud ten meters down the slope, blinking away light-dazzled blotches of visual purple that were dancing before his tearing eyes. Again, he'd heard nothing. His armor's speakers had cut out, a safety measure to keep him from being deafened. As his vision returned, he could make out the red-lit underbelly of a new cloud mushrooming above him.

He rose, stunned and dizzy but otherwise unhurt. That railgun package had been entirely too close!

At the top of the ridge, the Gamma he'd been aiming at had flowed over the shattered ruin of the wall, had knocked Sergeant Anderson down and was pinning him to the ground. Dev heard Anderson's scream in spite of the static.

Frantically Dev reached for his plasma gun, but his gloved hands groped empty air. Looking down, he saw that the steadimount had been sheared off as cleanly as if sliced through by a laser. Anderson screamed again, not in fear but in mind-tearing agony.

Nearby, a body lay sprawled on its back, a flamer still clutched in gauntlet-clad hands. Stooping, Dev retrieved the flamer, trying to avoid seeing Lipinsky's bloody, staring-eyed face behind the shattered helmet visor. He aimed the stubby weapon and loosed a burst of incendiary rounds that blossomed into a golden stream of chemical flame washing across the Gamma, which writhed and twisted and cycled from black to silver in pulsing waves.

Suddenly it released its prey and turned, slithering down the ridge toward Dev in a suicidal rush. Dev clamped down on the trigger until the flamer was empty and the Gamma lay two meters from his feet, a blackened, smoking corpse.

Platoon Sergeant Anderson was dead. His armor had been opened up the front as though cut by a knife. What remained inside did not look human anymore. Skin and muscle, bone and teeth, had melted into the inside of the armor, which smoked as though it had been sprayed with hot acid. Biting back his rising gorge, Dev stumbled back a step, then looked around helplessly. Where was the rest of his squad? Lipinsky's body lay a few meters away . . . and farther along the slope, Falk sprawled like a broken doll, white smoke steaming from corroded patches on his armor. That railgun load had landed squarely on the ridge less than a hundred meters away, shattering the Norway Line wall and spilling troops about in every direction.

Spotting movement farther down the slope, Dev hurried forward. It was Bronson, lying on his back, half of his SSPG beside him on the ground. The plasma gunner was clawing wildly at his helmet, and as Dev stepped closer, he could see the man's visor turning opaque as the transplas crazed in myriad tiny cracks. A viscous white smoke curled off the helmet, as fluid as a lighter-than-air liquid. Bronson's gloved fingertips began smoking as he scrabbled wildly at his invisible attackers.

Dev's knees almost gave way as he fought to control a paralyzing fear. The Xeno that had killed Anderson had released a cloud of nano disassemblers that was attacking every piece of artificial material within reach.

The only way to fight a nanotechnic weapon was with nanotechnics. Dev fumbled at his belt for his aerosol, aimed it at Bronson, and pressed the trigger. One burst should have released enough N-tech hunter-killers to neutralize the Xeno nano-Ds, if Dev had gotten there in time. Dev's external speakers could pick up Bronson's helmet-muffled screams.

God, part of Bronson's suit was softening into swirls of white mist. His chest armor was crumbling away into black char as the nano-D ate through ceramic and durasheath. Twinkles of light played across his chest armor, energy released by snapping chemical bonds.

Dev heard the pop-hiss of escaping air and dropped to his knees, digging into a side pouch for a nano sealpad, but it was too late. Through the visor, the man's eyes bulged, his mouth gaped and filled with blood, and his screams turned to ghastly, drawn-out shrieks as his air mix became contaminated with the lung-searing flame of ammonia. An instant later, Bronson's helmet visor blew in a spray of glass and blood.

Dev's helmet buzzed warning, as words appeared on his HUD. His right arm had been contaminated, and both legs. The count stood at point six-three. Nano disassemblers were eating their way through his suit.

Desperate now, Dev stumbled back out of the contaminated area, tripped on something unseen, and fell heavily to the ground. Frantically he used the aerosol to dust his arm and legs and the front of his armor, praying all the while that he hadn't picked up such a heavy dose of Xeno nano-Ds that countermeasures wouldn't work. A dozen meters away, he saw a manlike shape struggling to free itself from ground gone suddenly soft. One gloved hand clawed at the air, then froze into immobility.

They were dead, all of them. Dev was still alive, so the aerosol must have worked in time for him. He thought about going back to look for more survivors, but couldn't bring himself to move toward the sprawled horrors of Anderson, Bronson, and the others. Besides, the area was completely contaminated now and would remain deadly until the nano-Ds' internal clocks ran out and they started to break down.

Rising, replacing the aerosol canister in its pouch, he started running, a heavy-footed slog, actually, moving down the slope and away from those mangled, motionless forms. Smoke filled the air, reducing visibility to a few tens of meters. He couldn't see the APWs, but he knew they were not far from Norway Base. He switched on his radio. "Bravo Company! Bravo Company! Can anybody hear me?"

Static was his only answer. All radio channels were out. He stopped for a moment, checking the compass reading in his HUD to get his bearings. The horror and confusion of the last few moments had really twisted him around. Which way was south?

That way.

Panic grew, a throbbing urgency beneath his chestplate, a heavy rasp of his suit respirator as he dragged at each breath. Damn it, where was the base? His boot hit something hard and he glanced down. A piece of Gamma lay there, a blackened twist of dead metal. Nearby was another . . . and another. . . .

Then Dev knew a fresh horror. Somehow he had gotten turned around. The railgun blast had flung him onto the north side of the ridge; he was in the valley north of the Norway Line, with the ridge between him and the base and the rest of Bravo Company.

Alone . . . except for those advancing Xenophobe stalkers.


Chapter 13

     Our lack of understanding of Xenophobe tactics and strategy, the fact that we didn't even know if they did think, lost us some major battles that we should have won. At Norway Ridge, for instance, our warstrider units were kept back because certain Hegemony senior commanders thought the main Xeno wave was a diversion.

—Testimony before the Imperial Staff

Shosho Minoru Nagumo

C.E. 2540

Katya was not thinking of Dev Cameron as she guided the Assassin's Blade up the ridge toward the Norway Line. She was thinking that whoever was directing this null-headed hema of a battle at HEMILCOM Command ought to be shot for gross stupidity. For three hours, an eternity in modern battle, she'd been waiting with rising fury for the orders releasing the Thorhammers from their Midgard barracks. A battle was being fought within twenty kilometers of Midgard, a battle that could well mark the beginning of a major assault on Loki's capital city and sky-el, but the Thorhammers, put on alert the day before, had been left hanging at Midgard's airfield.

Colonel Varney had told her the reason. A new DSA had been detected very close to the chain of fortifications called the Norway Line, evidence, possibly, of a new Xenophobe breakthrough. Was this evidence of a new Xenophobe strategy, a frontal attack on human defenses followed by a swift strike in the rear or flank from underground? Or was it coincidence in the seemingly blind probings of Xenophobe forces? Where and when would the new Xeno force surface?

No one on or off Loki was even willing to take a guess, and HEMILCOM was waffling, unwilling to commit the warstriders until the situation had been clarified.

The problem was that nearly two thousand foot soldiers had already been committed. The Second Loki Infantry, the Wolfguard, was fighting a desperate delaying action against an advancing wave of Xenophobes that had surfaced earlier that morning nearly one hundred kilometers to the north.

Katya had never thought much one way or the other about the leg infantry. Certainly she didn't share the disdain some of her brother striderjacks had for the "crunchies." They were useful for patrols and for standing guard duty, for house-to-house searches and in-dome security and other tasks that warstriders were simply too bulky or clumsy to handle. In most combat, however, striders were so clearly superior to line infantry that it seemed silly to think of the two as separate branches of the same infantry.

But they were people, and flinging them against Xenophobes without adequate weapons or armor or strider support was nothing short of murder.

The orders had come through at last, but even then, the commitment had been piecemeal. The Thorhammers' First Battalion would be deployed to the Norway Line, while Second Battalion reinforced the Sweden Line. The two remaining Loki warstrider regiments, the Heimdal Guard and the Odinspears, prepared the last-ditch defense of Midgard itself.

On a three-D holomap the deployment might look good, but Katya's own company, now numbering sixteen operational warstriders, would have to cover twelve kilometers of the Norway Line defenses. Her First Platoon, six striders on two ascraft, had set down at Norway Base, at the point where the Xenophobes were pushing hardest.

Disaster had struck only moments after their arrival.

Asgard had been bombarding the advancing Xenos for hours, pounding the enemy until few of their Alphas remained intact. Unfortunately, the communications between ground and Asgard Orbital were ragged and on the point of breaking down. Several railgun projectiles had fallen close enough to the human lines to cause casualties. As Katya guided her Warlord up the slope, another artificial meteor had thundered out of the sky, striking the ridge a few hundred meters to the west.

The concussion flung her strider off its feet. The legger infantry manning the line had been in the process of falling back from the RoPro fortifications. The sudden detonation almost on top of the ridge had thrown an orderly retreat into complete chaos.

Carefully Katya levered the Blade upright. Armored soldiers ran past her down the hill, sliding and falling in the well-churned ice and mud. To her left, mud-covered soldiers were filing up the ramp of a big APW, which was squatting between folded legs like a large and improbable-looking spider.

"Close one," Chris Kingfield said over the net. "I think Asgard Orbital forgot to allow for the wind on that last one."

"Maybe so. Let's see if we can cover these people."

"How can we do that without burning them, too?" her pilot asked. "The Xenos are already coming through the wall."

Suresh Gupta was one of the newbies fresh from the Training Command. He was eager, but inexperienced.

"We help by getting behind the Xeno lines and making a pain of ourselves. The Xenos might act crazy sometimes, but they do respond to threats. If we kill enough of them, they'll slow their advance while they take care of us."

"I love the way this woman thinks," Kingfield said. "Don't you, Suresh? A laugh a minute."

"Quiet, Junior," she replied. "You take the hivel and the belly pod. Leave the arms to me." Shifting her optics for a three-sixty scan of her surroundings, she spotted another strider at her five-o'clock position, two hundred meters off, shimmering and fuzzy in its nanoflage as it slogged up the hill. Tagging it with her communications laser, she opened a static-free channel. "Guiterrez!"

"I hear you, Captain," Sho-i Raul Guiterrez replied. His strider was a big fifty-four-ton Battlewraith, the Deus Irae.

"Stay with me," she ordered. "Extended formation."

Footing was treacherous. Mud clung to the strider's feet with each step, and Katya found herself leaning hard into the balancing gyros to keep them from skidding on the hillside. At the top of the ridge, the RoPro wall was a temporary obstacle, too high to step across. Delivering three quick kicks, she reduced a three-meter section to rubble. The works, she noticed, were deserted. The last defenders had pulled back within moments of that last railgun bolt from the sky.

Scanning the terrain to the north, she picked up numerous targets with motion sensors and infrared. Heat sources were everywhere, picked out, framed in glowing reticles, and IDed by the Warlord's AI; the brightest were the fresh-blasted craters, courtesy of Asgard Orbital, but other sources smoldered, unmoving, or advanced across the open plain singly or in small groups. Less than a kilometer away, Katya saw a trio of large heat sources, almost certainly Xenophobe Alphas . . . and they were moving toward her at a steady pace.

"Three targets," she said, alerting Kingfield. "Bearing three-five-one, range nine hundred and closing."

"Got them," the weapons tech replied. "Striker missiles, firing one! And two! And three!"

One after the other, the three Mitsubishi DkV laser-guided missiles hissed from their dorsal launch tubes, then arrowed toward the north on white contrails. Explosions strobed and flashed in the valley.

"More stalkers on the way," Suresh warned. "I have six bandits, bearing zero-one-five, range fifteen hundred."

"I've got four bandits at zero-two-five, range two thousand," Guiterrez added. "Engaging . . ."

Data from Blade's AI scrolled past her visual display. The nano count in the valley was fierce, up to point sixty or seventy in some hot spots, and nowhere less than point fifteen. Worse, her motion sensors were picking up movement all around the Warlord, and close. The ground was alive with Gammas, and they were closing in on the lumbering Warlord from all directions. "Guiterrez!" she called. "Watch the Gammas!"

Before Guiterrez could respond, something large and black detached itself from the ground and struck the Battlewraith's legs. He turned a point-defense flamer on it, and it dropped away, but the Battlewraith's lower left leg was smoking, the armor under attack by invisible clouds of nano disassemblers.

A second Gamma rippled across the ground, as quick as thought, and heading for the Blade . . . followed by a third. The hivel cannon on her back spat brief buzzsaw shrieks, tearing the Gammas to shreds in rapid succession. Gammas were everywhere. Twice she fired her CPGs, shriveling attackers in searing bolts of electric flame. Twisting her torso left and right, she began picking off the Gammas with precisely targeted bursts of coherent light from her bow lasers.

Movement was a slow agony of step—wrench—step. Hours of combat and orbital bombardment had melted water ice and churned the ground to mud half a meter deep. Many of the Gammas were actually hidden under the mud, alerted to the warstrider's passing by vibration or heat or some unknown Xeno sense. Slogging forward, she kept her attention on the Gammas and the ground within ten meters of the Blade, leaving Gupta and Kingfield to watch the approaching Alpha stalkers. More missiles slashed from the Blade's dorsal tubes. The flash of their detonations seemed unnaturally dark under the pall of smoke and soot that stained the darkening sky.

Something moved. . . .

She swiveled the Warlord's torso, locking on the target, then bit off a savage curse as she recognized the clumsy humanoid shape of a soldier in combat armor. That armor, gray and black and splattered boots to helmet with mud, was hard to see in hunorm vision; under IR, he glowed with the heat of overworked servomotors and power pack.

Under the cold double stare of her lasers, the figure stood for a moment as though transfixed, then lifted one arm and waved. Angry at the distraction, she kept the strider moving forward, ignoring the lonely figure.

God, what was he doing out here? In this mud, with so many Gammas about, the poor bastard wouldn't last another five minutes.

Well, there was nothing she could do for him. Two Alphas, a Copperhead and a Cobra, were less than five hundred meters off. She increased the strider's gait, closing the range.

The Copperhead was in the lead, moving so quickly now that each step threw a spray of freezing mud to either side as it galloped ahead on shifting silver legs. Katya stopped, bracing herself, then opened fire with both CPGs and her lasers. The Copperhead crumpled under the assault, great slashes torn in its body, its charge stopped, but the Xeno was morphing as Katya watched, filling in the molten holes. Katya fired again, missed. . . . The Xeno unfolded a gleaming pseudopod, and she sensed the gathering of an intense magnetic field. Too late, she tried to shift her aiming point, then staggered under the impact of five hard-driven blows against her chest that slammed her back a step.

Warnings shrilled in her mind. Nanotech projectiles had pierced her armor in three places, damaging her right arm, tearing away her belly weapons pod, smashing armor on leg and torso. Nano-contaminated hot spots glowed against her hull. She was initiating anti-nano-D countermeasures when the Copperhead splashed toward her out of the gathering smoke, a vaguely octopuslike shape, though without the body, a rubbery sprawl of broad tentacles that engulfed Katya in black and silver coils.

With a sharp slashing motion, Katya knocked the Xeno down and fired both CPGs at point-blank range. Lightning arced, blue-white and dazzling, carving through the Copperhead's core in a splatter of molten droplets. Two tentacles fell away, followed by three more, the pieces huge and smoking on the ground. Lightning flared again, and what was left of the Copperhead fell away, shriveling.

"Suresh!" she called. She felt uncertain of the strider's balance, as though she were teetering, about to fall. The landscape wobbled around her. "Chris!"

Data from the Warlord's AI indicated that Chris Kingfield was dead. One of those nano shells had torn through the Warlord's lateral armor and exploded inside his module. Internal nano-D countermeasures had been released. Would they be enough?

Suresh Gupta wasn't answering either, but she couldn't tell if he was dead or simply knocked out of the circuit. She was having trouble with her own link, too. Static crashed in her brain, blinding her. The interference cleared, briefly, giving her a glimpse of tortured ground and the smoking hulk of the Copperhead, and then her link failed and she was back in her body, her human body, lying inside the dark and stinking coffin of the strider's command module.

She felt herself falling. When the Warlord's body hit the ground, the concussion exploded like a galaxy of stars in Katya's mind, a dazzling light that engulfed her, then carried her into blackness. . . .


Chapter 14

     If you are in a tight place and feel fear, recognize it. Then get control over it and make it work for you. Fear stimulates the body processes. You can actually fight harder, and for a longer time, when you are scared. . . .

—Guidebook for Marines

Fifteenth revised edition

late twentieth century

Alone on a battlefield of giants.

Dev stood in shin-deep mud that was already starting to refreeze around his feet, staring after the towering apparition. The Warlord had advanced ponderously out of the gloom, its surfaces distorted by nanoflage, each step a measured concussion, a titan's footfall. He'd held his breath as it paused, so close he could hear the hiss of its hydraulics and pressure bearings, the grating chirp of metal on metal in a worn articulator. It was an RS-64D, powerful, magnificent, a storm god astride the wind of the battle's storm. He could see the name picked out on the hull against the reflective nano, Assassin's Blade.

Katya Alessandro's Warlord.

Had Katya seen him? Or Suresh? Idiot, he told himself. Of course they had. Little happened within range of a warstrider's senses that the commander and crew weren't aware of, and as if in answer, the machine's blunt nose angled sharply with a whine of servos, bringing the twin bow lasers to bear on him. He waved, but the big machine's torso angled up almost disdainfully, the right leg swept past, and the Blade moved on, ignoring him.

He let his arm drop, feeling foolish. Hell, the only thought striderjacks gave to infantry was their nickname for them—crunchies—and they certainly wouldn't have recognized a lone grunt in combat armor. Dev had been lucky the Blade hadn't walked him down.

One thing the strider had done was confirm his guess that he'd gotten turned around, that he was north of the Norway Line. His helmet, he realized, was only lightly shielded, and the powerful Xeno magfields had hopelessly scrambled his field sensors. Trusting to intuition, then, he started to move up the slope in the direction from which the Warlord had come. He just hoped the APWs hadn't already packed up and left.

Thunder crashed, and lightning painted the smoke clouds and billowing dust with savage hues of blue and green. Turning, Dev saw the Warlord clashing with something huge, a Copperhead, he thought, bolt following crashing bolt. Feeling small and alone and terribly naked on this no-man's-land of giants, he started running up the ridge, his boots slipping and scrabbling in the mud. He stopped when his HUD warned of N-tech disassemblers, a count of point thirty-two and rising. Eight meters away, the ground was writhing and changing as he watched, stones dissolving into steam.

Dev stepped back, lost his balance, and began sliding down the hill. At the bottom the nano count stood at point twenty-one. Better, but his helmet electronics identified hot spots on his gloves and arms. He used the AND spray on them, wondering how much longer the canister would last.

The clash of metal, the thunderous discharge of lightning and a flash that lit up the sky, grabbed his attention. Through drifting smoke and the deepening gloom, he could see the Warlord, lying on its side fifty meters away.

Dev started running then, straining to reach the fallen strider. The mud was quickly freezing, and with each step he had to struggle to pull his foot free as the slop steadily assumed a nightmare's consistency of thickening tar. He wasn't sure what he could do, but he knew the Blade's crew was in trouble. They might have ejected, or they might still be trapped inside. Either way, he had to get down there fast.

Smoke curled from a gash in the armored flank. His helmet warned of a nano count of point fifty, and everywhere he looked, pieces of the shattered Copperhead lay twitching on the ground. He grabbed a handhold and pulled himself up the curving side of the Warlord's hull . . . then another, then two more. No one had ejected. The explosive hatches were still sealed and intact.

In moments, Dev found what he was looking for, a maintenance panel set into the external hull near the commander's hatch, with a readout for techs who needed to check the machine's systems when it was powered up and in the field. He slapped the release, and the cover slid back. A constellation of green, red, and amber lights winked at him, and he frowned, puzzling out their meaning.

The commander's module showed definite life signs. Captain Alessandro was alive but unconscious, possibly hurt, and there was class-three damage to her control circuitry, a nano burn-through, it looked like, in the primary computer link node. The Warlord's AI had cut her out of the circuit to isolate the damage, shifting primary control to the pilot.

But the pilot's module showed a mix of red and green, and Dev winced. Suresh—if he was the guy in the pilot's compartment—was dead, though his systems were still powered up and operational. The weapons tech was dead as well.

Clinging to the rough, nano-pitted hull of the Warlord, Dev considered his options. He wouldn't last long alone on this hellfield, and Katya Alessandro would be easy meat for the first Xeno to come along. He tried to push away the image that came too easily to mind, as a Xeno absorbed her Warlord and she became a screaming, living part of the horror closing around her.

He couldn't let that happen . . . he couldn't. She'd tried to help him, had spoken up for him at the inquiry. Dev couldn't leave her to face the nightmare of Xeno assimilation.

Scrambling up the handholds, avoiding the worst of the nano hot spots, Dev worked his way to the primary core maintenance access hatch, a circular plate set into what had been the upper surface of the main hull, just in front of the hivel cannon mount, but which now, with the Warlord on its side, was sunken into a vertical wall. Flipping open a cover marked in red and white stripes, he reached into the recess and grabbed a handle marked EMERGENCY RELEASE, and twisted hard. There was a sharp hiss of equalizing pressures and the round hatch slid aside, exposing the coffin-tight interior.

The narrow tube served as internal access for pilot, commander, and weapons tech, as well as a way to reach the strider's AI core and primary circuitry. It also served as airlock, a way to get in and out of the strider without opening the operating modules to a hostile outside environment. Lights glimmered in the darkness. His shoulders hunched to avoid snagging his backpack, he wiggled around until he could stab at the pressure plates on the small control board, sealing the hatch and flooding the compartment with anti-nano-D. The local count dropped to zero, and he keyed in the sequence that would replace the chamber's air with something breathable.

Come on . . . come on! Impatiently he counted off the seconds, waiting for the atmosphere indicator to change from red to green. He was completely blind in here, and he didn't like to think about what might be moving around outside the crippled warstrider. Green!

Awkwardly in the tight compartment, Dev removed his helmet and shrugged out of his life support pack. The air burned with the acrid taint of ammonia, making his eyes water, but it was breathable. He found the pilot's module hatch—with the Warlord on its side, it was beneath him—and unsealed it.

The chamber beyond was tight and cramped and dark; Suresh lay on his side, at right angles to the airlock tube. He hung in his restraint harness like a puppet, the jackfeeds still plugged into his helmet. The helmet was twisted back, almost beneath the body. It looked to Dev as though Suresh had been slammed against one end of the module, and the impact had snapped his neck. A quick inspection of Gupta's medisensor on his chest confirmed that he was dead.

If Dev could get him to a medical station, there was a chance. Nanosurgical techniques could reconnect or regrow severed spinal cords as easily as they could reattach a severed arm, but if his brain went many more minutes without a blood supply, so many cerebral connections would decay that nothing would bring the Earther back.

At the moment, Dev had to worry about getting the Warlord on its feet again. Suresh would have to wait.

With unsteady fingers he unsealed Gupta's cephlink helmet and slipped it off, then struggled for several moments more to release the harness straps and drag the body out of the module. What followed was a contortionist's nightmare. Gupta's body was a dead weight, the effort like wrestling with a bag of sand while lying on his side in a steel pipe as wide as the reach of his arm. He tried to be gentle—the less he damaged the already broken body, the more likely Suresh might be brought back later—but at the moment, speed was more important than finesse. For now, at least, Dev and Katya were both definitely alive, while Gupta was not. Any second now a Xeno would sense them, and then they all would be dead for certain.

At last Dev dropped into the narrow space occupied by Gupta moments earlier and, bracing the body above him with one hand, hit the hatch close switch. He was sealed off from the access tube now; lights, red, amber, and green, glowed eerily at him in the darkness, and he sensed the warm hum of the Warlord's systems all around him.

He studied the controls, finding he'd forgotten nothing. Had it only been a month since he'd jacked one of these armored monsters? He removed his glove to reveal the left palm implant, then donned Gupta's helmet, reaching up beneath his chin to snap the jacks into his sockets, one—two—three. His palm sought the interface board. Light exploded behind his closed eyes . . . and pain.

Groggily Dev fought the confused cascade of sensations surging through his brain. The Warlord's AI was configured to Suresh Gupta's cerebral patterns, not his, and it would take moments more to reset the system.

Concentrating, he unlocked the AI access codes still stored in his cephlink RAM. "Pilot replacement," he thought. "Reconfiguration, Code Three-Green-One."

"Think of a field of yellow grain," the strider's voice said in the back of his mind. "Concentrate on a flock of birds flying overhead, left to right."

He did so. Urgency gnawed at him. The mental image wavered, and he thought for a moment he was going to lose it.

No!

"Red," the AI voice told him, and he pictured the color. "Orange . . . blue . . . white . . . square . . . triangle . . . "

The list of words droned on, each a stimulus triggering an image received and recorded by the Warlord's artificial intelligence. Distantly he felt a shudder pass through his body, a heavy, rolling sensation as though the Warlord had been struck by something very large, very massive. Fear rose, a clawing darkness behind the clarity of his thoughts, urging him to reach for the manual eject key . . . but he fought it down.

" . . . the number fourteen . . . Picture a wild and rocky seacoast beneath a gray sky, with waves crashing against the rocks. . . .

"Reconfiguration is complete. Enabling cephlink, full control to Module Two."

Pause, and then, with a satisfying inner snap, light flared again in Dev's eyes, but this time it was like waking from a sound sleep. He was lying on his side, his face close to a gel of ice and mud. Something large and shaggy stood above him on silver pseudopods, its bulk obscenely distended and alive with the twist and wiggle of snakelike appendages. Dev recognized the amorphous shape, a King Cobra, slow and a bit clumsy, but one of the largest and most deadly of all the Xenophobe killer machines.

The cascade of data through Dev's senses was numbing in its length and in its complexity. He'd not handled a direct sensory link for a month, and the shock was like stepping into the thunder of a waterfall. The Warlord's AI confirmed what he already knew: Katya was alive but unable to link, Jun-i Kingfield was dead; the strider itself had sustained damage—the list of failed or failing systems was the bulk of the data cascade—but it could still move and it could still fight.

Nanotechnic disassemblers were storming at the Warlord's outer hull, degrading the armor in an invisible molecular storm. The exterior nano count was approaching point eight-four. The behemoth standing above the fallen Warlord extended one broad pseudopod like a rippling black tongue, and where it touched the strider's left weapons pod, the nano-D count shrieked into the point-nineties, approaching the one-point-oh that marked complete molecular breakdown.

Lifting a fallen strider to its feet was difficult at the best of times, especially when it had weapons instead of true arms and hands. While under attack, it was nearly impossible. Dev thrust his left arm out, levering the hull far enough off the ground that he could tuck his left leg beneath his body. At the same time, he swiveled his torso and snapped his right arm up, bringing the right-hand CPG into line with the looming King Cobra.

Lightning flashed, and the amorphous hull of the Cobra flattened beneath the assault. Dev triggered a second blast, and a pair of ropy, lancet-tipped appendages as thick as elephants' trunks broke free in a splatter of silver droplets. The King Cobra drifted back a step, and Dev used the pause to straighten his left leg, raising the bulk of the damaged warstrider shakily erect.

The nano count on his right pod registered point six-two, point six-one on his right leg. With a thought, he triggered a countermeasures release. Smoke, like a fire extinguisher's blast, enveloped the strider, cooling the hot spots before his armor began dissolving.

Twisting right, he triggered his twin bow lasers. Red warnings flashed across his visual field. The laser circuits were out, mud-clogged and shock-damaged, and so was his left-arm CPG. The fall had broken a power feed. With peripheral vision, he saw the blue-white snap and flash of an electrical discharge at the elbow connector, and he could feel the slow but steady drain on his power reserves.

The King Cobra drifted forward with a curious rolling motion that slid the damaged areas out of the warstrider's line of fire. A black pseudopod grew like a slender head from obscenely bunched and writhing shoulders. Dev started to fire his right CPG, noted temperature warnings and a threat of power shutdown to his right pod, and reset the fire command before he'd completed it. Shifting control instead to his dorsal hivel cannon, he loosed a point-blank stream of depleted uranium, hosing the Cobra with the hammering impact of fifty rounds per second.

The King Cobra, its mantle spread to enclose the Warlord in a deadly embrace, was caught, vulnerable and exposed. The flattened pseudopod shredded in a whirling storm of fragments.

Another tentacle groped toward him from the left. Sensing its approach, Dev twisted, bringing the arcing flare of the damaged power lead between him and the enemy, then lunging sideways. The Xeno machine flinched under the sputtering crackle of Dev's impromptu electric stun gun, part of its surface sloughing off as internal magfields were disrupted. Dev fired another hivel burst, then, noting that the right CPG bore temperature had dropped almost into safe levels, he loosed another burst of protons.

The Cobra's surface crackled and sparked, part of its mass smoking into vapor as the Xeno lost control of its N-tech surface. An explosion strobed at the thing's core, sleeting Dev with Xeno fragments and tearing the alien machine into molten pieces. The largest fragments twisted and snaked across the smoking ground until, one by one, Dev fried them in bursts of nuclear flame.

Power levels at seventy-four percent . . .

Patches of armor on left side and leg depleted by twenty-seven percent . . .

Temperature warning, right CPG, nine hundred degrees . . .

New warnings flashed, and the line breakers in his right arm tripped out again. Smoke was pouring from the right Mark III—not the viscous white smoke of nano-Ds dissolving armor, but a sputtering, greasy black cloud from melting plastic and burning lubricants, mingled with green fumes from a ruptured coolant line somewhere. He tried to move his right arm and felt the mechanism grind and seize, rigidly locked and probably ruined.

Dev was rapidly running out of weapons. His systems readout indicated he could still fire the CPG, but he would have to aim it by turning his whole body, a slow and clumsy way to fight an enemy that was already quicker and more maneuverable than he was.

A wink of light on his visual display caught his attention, the electronic equivalent of his Warlord's AI tapping his shoulder and pointing. Swiveling his primary optics toward the black and ominous sky, he glimpsed a fast-moving speck skimming just beneath the overcast, crossing the ridge from south to north.

Dev engaged his telescopics, enlarging the image until he could recognize the lean-tailed shape of a VK-141 Stormwind at a range of eight kilometers.

Relief flooded Dev's mind. A Stormwind! He wasn't alone after all! He triggered the Warlord's communications laser before the ascraft could vanish into the overcast. "Stormwind, this is Assassin Leader!" It felt strange identifying himself with a company commander's call sign, but he was in the command strider, and there was no time to explain things.

"This is Stormwind Thor-Two," a woman's voice replied over the laser comm. "Tai-i Anders. Who the hell is this? What happened to Captain Alessandro?"

"I think she's okay," Dev replied. "Her link with the AI is down. I've taken over."

"I have you in sight, Assassin Leader." Anders probably assumed that he was Gupta or the Warlord's weapons tech. There was a moment's hesitation. "And someone else does, too. Bandits at your four o'clock, range three hundred!"

Dev turned, his optics zeroing in on the black and silver shapes flowing toward him across the ground. A Fer-de-Lance, an Adder, and a Mamba, all swift and deadly, were closing in for the kill.


Chapter 15

     The science of information—the storage, retrieval, transmission, and exchange of data—has done more to broaden the scope and reach of Man's mastery of both his physical universe and the dark mystery of his own soul than all previous discoveries, technologies, and philosophies combined. Knowledge, as ever, is power; ignorance is damnation. Perhaps this is why we still dread that which we don't know.

—The Golden Apples of the Stars

Shelly Westegren

C.E. 2457

"Stormwind, I need ground support!" Dev yelled. "Now!"

"Get clear, Assassin Leader! I'm on them!"

Dev was already in motion as the Stormwind dipped toward the battle-torn ground, sending the Warlord lunging up the ridge with long, scissoring steps. The Fer-de-Lance put a trio of nano disassembler projectiles into his back, but he fired his nano countermeasures and kept moving. An instant later, the Xeno turned away, focusing on the approaching Stormwind.

Ascraft could not risk close passes over Xeno units. Their airspeed made AND clouds useless, and though most had layers of anti-nano-D sandwiched between sheets of armor, a hit by Threat nano could usually bring the ascraft down. For that reason, ascraft like the Stormwind relied on standoff weapons for ground support.

Dev's telescopic vision tracked the projectile as it detached from the Stormwind's hull. Then rocket engines kicked in and sent the pod arrowing toward the Xeno. He recognized it, an SK3-7E Skyray air-to-ground missile. The fat, elongated snout was a Cluster Munitions Package.

Anders hadn't been kidding when she'd told Dev to get clear.

Dev kept climbing, feeling the slushy yield of dirt and loose gravel beneath the flanges of his feet. Halfway up the slope, he turned, positioning his body so that he could bring his CPG to bear on the Fer-de-Lance, which was firing nano weapons at the approaching Skyray. Dev fired, the bolt staggering the hovering Xeno, bringing its attention back toward the escaping Warlord.

Then the Skyray was overhead, flashing eighteen meters above the Mamba and Death Adder as its dim-witted brain computed that it was now as close to the target as it would get on this trajectory.

The warhead detonated.

To Dev, it seemed that there were two simultaneous explosions, one a fireball in the sky, the second a volcanic eruption on the ground. The Skyray's micronuke warhead vaporized ten thousand cobalt slugs sealed in rhenium-tungstide cartridges; the same detonation powered a brief-lived magnetic field that stripped the cobalt of electrons and hurled the resulting plasma bolts on precisely aligned paths, filling a ten-by-one-hundred-meter footprint with white-hot bolts from the sky.

The ground beneath the fireball shuddered in a thunderous eruption of flame and pulverized rock. Caught in the center of that deadly footprint, the Mamba and the Adder were shredded; the Fer-de-Lance was holed thirty times by searing lances of starcore heat; writhing fragments twisted in white heat and died.

Dev felt the throb of the micronuke's electromagnetic pulse. A tenth second later, a hailstorm of molten fragments slashed across his back, and the twin concussions—one from the explosions, and the second caused by the thunderclap of air blasting into the vacuum left by the fireball—hurled the sixty-ton strider facedown against the hillside. Dust sucked into that hellfury boiled skyward in a roiling mushroom cloud.

Slowly Dev brought the Warlord to its feet, checking the RS-64D's damage readouts. Power reserves were down to forty-eight percent, and there were holes in his armor where the nano-Ds had eaten clear through to the internal support struts. The CMP blast had peeled armor from the dorsal surface of the fuselage across an area one meter square. The left weapons pod was gone now, the broken joint still sparking fitfully from severed power leads.

But the Xenophobes were destroyed, their fragments smoldering in the CMP's charred and heat-blasted killzone.

He let his AI scan the sky and acquire again the distant, circling Stormwind. "Thanks, Thor-Two," Dev said. "Clean sweep. Targets destroyed."

"Copy, Assassin Leader. Listen, I don't know if Xenies talk to each other, but I'd say now would be a good time for you to hightail it out of there. I'm picking up a lot of activity in your area."

"Ay-firmative, Thor-Two. Can you link me up with other striders?" He'd not seen any other human combat machines since he'd climbed aboard the Assassin's Blade.

"They're pulling back to the second line. Didn't you get the word?"

"Negative. I was . . . ah . . . out of the circuit." He wondered what Anders would think if she knew a legger was jacking the stranded Warlord.

"Okay, no static. Here's the tacsit. The Xenos hit the Norway Line hard. The Thorhammers lost four striders in seven minutes . . . uh, make that three striders, now that you've been found. The rest boarded the transports and are falling back to the Sweden Line. The Xenos are still moving toward Midgard. They're between you and your friends now."

"Great. I don't suppose I could impose on you for a ride."

"Sorry, I can't," Anders replied. "My ship's configured for ground attack. But I'll put through a call and have a transport out here in ten minutes."

"Understood." Dev swiveled his primary optics skyward as the Stormwind passed a hundred meters overhead with a shriek of intake fans and plasma jets. He could see the strider slots beneath the stubby, canted wings, and the bulky cargo of snap-in weapons pods that occupied them. Stormwinds were designed as multiple-role ascraft, but they needed time on the ground with a maintenance crew to switch from one role to another.

He could manage ten more minutes, especially with a heavily armed ally circling overhead.

"Ah, Assassin Leader, I have to leave you for a second," Anders said.

"Why?" The thought of being left alone out here again was not pleasant. "Where are you going?"

"Just up above the cloud deck. Radio's still blanked by static. I need to establish a solid L-LOS if I'm going to call in that transport."

"Hurry back," Dev said. "It's kind of lonely down here."

"Copy that, Assassin. Back in thirty seconds." The shrieking engines throbbed to a roar, and the Stormwind was gone, swallowed in the overcast.

Thirty seconds. He could survive that, too.

Only then, as he stood on that flame-scorched hillside, did full realization hit Dev. For the past half hour, he'd been patched into a warstrider, accessing, aiming, and firing his weapons; coordinating link communications with a Stormwind; engaging in hand-to-hand combat with the strangest, most deadly enemies Man had ever faced . . . and not once had fear or uncertainty blocked his access to the strider AI. Stress. He'd handled it as smoothly and as effortlessly as he would have handled the downloading of a comm number from his RAM . . . or calling to mind his father's face.

The surprise, the sheer exultation numbed him for a moment. Whatever had stopped him from making full use of his linkages in his first battle was gone.

Maybe Katya had been right. For those past thirty minutes, he'd been too busy to think, responding on instinct and training alone.

Another crackle of static sizzled in Dev's brain, and he ordered the AI to trace the damage. If he lost his control link with the machine's computer, the strider would become a useless mountain of junk. His AI reported back almost at once, describing damage to the primary feed line. Backups were in place, and the AI was now programming internal repair nano to reroute the connections and restore a clean feed.

Good. Better still, the AI had finally tapped into Katya's medisensors. Dev still couldn't talk to her, but the medsystems indicated that she was awake. High pulse rate and respiration suggested that she was under considerable stress. That wasn't surprising. Dev could imagine what she was feeling, sealed inside a coffin-sized box, unable to see out or even to receive data. She would be able to feel the strider's movements, but that was about all.

At least she was alive. Dev ordered the AI to accelerate its attempts to repair Katya's link. He'd gotten this far on luck and by not thinking about what he was doing. He would much rather that someone experienced jack in and take over.

In the meantime, though, all he could do was find a good spot for pickup by the transport. The uneven ground blurred beneath his four-meter stride.

Minutes later, he'd reached the top of the ridge and found himself overlooking a horror of death and devastation. The Norway Line's battlements looked like they'd been assaulted by a hurricane. Walls had been torn down or pushed over; in places, solid RoPro constructions had melted like sugar in hot water.

Signs of the battle were scattered everywhere. The shell of a Battlewraith lay faceup, torso splintered, weapons skewed, greasy smoke streaming from its engine compartment. Dev recognized the name on the blackened hull: Deus Irae.

Across the ridgetop, human bodies and pieces of bodies were heaped about in twisted, hideous clumps where Xeno nano-D clouds had lingered. Many corpses had already partially merged with the ground or with the wreckage of vehicles or RoPro walls, grinning skulls and clutching hands straining from their fabricrete embrace, combat armor in mangled, twisted postures that spoke of agony and death.

Dev scanned the area carefully. A check of the radio bands proved that there were Xenos nearby. Every channel was blasted by white noise. But there was no sign of motion anywhere, no Alphas, no Gammas, nothing moving at all save the smoke streaming from scattered, burning wreckage. He picked his way past the shattered RoPro barrier until he could overlook the plain to the south.

Norway Base lay in the valley four hundred meters to the southeast. The infantry transporters were gone now, but the fabricrete landing pad remained, along with some quick-grown shelters and fuel storage spheres, all curiously intact despite the devastation along the top of the ridge. The temporary base looked lifeless and abandoned. Evidently the Xeno wave had swept on toward Midgard without pausing to destroy the facility. Dev started down the southern slope of the ridge, angling toward the landing pad. That would be as good a spot as any to await pickup by a strider transport.

Laser light pinged on his communication receptors. "Assassin Leader, this is Thor-Two."

Anders was back below the flight deck, circling five kilometers to the west. Three more Stormwinds and a pair of Lightning gunships were in the area as well, just arrived from Midgard.

"I hear you, Thor-Two. Good to see you again."

"Roger that. We have a transporter on the way. They say to hang on."

"No static. I'll be waiting at the Norway Base LZ. There's no sign of Threat activity here at all."

There was a hesitation from the other. "I'm afraid that's not entirely true, Assassin Leader. HEMILCOM reports a force five-one DSA centered at your location."

Dev had to call up data fed to his cephlink RAM over a month before. DSA . . . a Deep Seismic Anomaly, and force five-one was pretty hefty. The Xenos might be tunneling just beneath the surface.

Chilling thought. Dev felt a juvenile and completely instinctive twitch in the phantom soles of his feet, the remembered fear of a child dangling bare feet in the dark beside a bed that might harbor unseen monsters. These monsters were real, and only a few hundred meters from the bottoms of his Warlord's feet.

"What do you recommend, Thor-Two? I can move to another location if you want."

"Negative, Assassin. HEMILCOM thinks we have time, if we move fast. Stand by. Your ride out of there is now eight minutes out."

Eight minutes. Not long at all. He could wait that long, no static.

And then the bottom dropped out of the world.

To Dev, it looked as though a circular patch of ground nearly a hundred meters across was sinking at the base of the ridge. The fabricrete landing pad, too tough to break in half, balanced above the deepening pit for a moment, then toppled in as bedrock eroded away beneath it. One of the pressure storage tanks fell into the abyss, then another, trailing with it a spaghetti of broken struts and braces.

Swiftly Dev moved sideways along the ridge, seeking shelter behind the war-shattered shell of a section of the ridgetop battlements. White smoke was filling the crater, swirling up from a relatively small central core. More quick-grow buildings fell into the pit as the circle of destruction deepened and expanded.

Dev shifted to infrared optics, trying to probe the heavy white mist swirling in the crater's depths. The stuff was hot, the core from which it was issuing hotter still, a blazing patch of white heat against the cooler reds and oranges surrounding it.

Then an explosion smacked Dev across the bottoms of his feet and sent the Warlord crashing to the trembling ground. The noise, a deep-throated, full-voiced roar of outraged earth and stone, was deafening despite his Al's intervention to prevent overloading Dev's temporal lobes. Grit and shattered bits of rock began pattering across the Warlord's armor like hot sleet; the ground itself bucked and shivered beneath him, and as Dev rolled onto his side, he could see a tongue of glowing lava extruding itself from the crater floor, white-hot under IR, a dull, throbbing orange crusted with black and red glowing within the fog when he switched back to normal vision.

"Thor-Two!" Dev called. "Thor-Two, come in!" But the lasercom link was lost, his L-LOS cut off by smoke and billowing clouds of debris. The nano count was rising, too . . . point five-five and going up. The fog was lapping beyond the rim of the pit now, ground-hugging, streaming past and through the RoPro structures still standing, causing them to slump and melt, as though that alien alchemy were returning them to the rock and dirt from which they'd been grown.

Meanwhile, at the eye of the storm, things were beginning to emerge.

At first Dev thought that he was seeing some new kind of Xeno Alpha or other war machine; this was the way they typically emerged from underground, after all. But these jagged and sharp-edged structures rising from the fog on the crater floor looked more like living crystal. Some were black, others a translucent pearl gray or silver. They speared the murky sky above the pit, like the teeth and claws of some vast and still unseen horror lurking beneath the fog. Were they buildings of some sort . . . or a weapon? Flashes of light glared and shimmered in the white fog depths, reminding Dev of the radiance from a great open-pit smelter or industrial furnace.

He made a quick check. The strider's AI had already shifted the Warlord's surface nano to imitate the cracked and mottled color of what was left of the RoPro wall, but enough of his armor had been melted away that less than half of the machine's surface was still nanoflaged. Holding himself motionless, though, he might escape notice, at least for a while, another piece of inert wreckage on the battle-blasted ridge. The outside nano count was now at point six-seven. He guessed that his outer armor would survive another ten minutes under the assault of that molecular storm, and stood his ground.

Damn it, though, what was he seeing down there? A building complex of some sort was his best guess, but that guess could be wildly wrong. Given that nothing was known of Xeno motives or science or even the way they thought, the guess probably was wrong.

Whatever he was looking at, Dev thought, it was different from anything he'd ever seen before, and HEMILCOM Intelligence would want to have a close and detailed look. Automatically his AI was recording every sight and sound and sensation. If he could establish a comlink with a Stormwind for even half a second, he'd be able to dump that recording to the ascraft's AI. HEMILCOM Intelligence would be able to share this experience in virtual reality later, if Dev could avoid being melted down with every other piece of human-manufactured scrap on this hillside in the next few minutes.

The eruption was continuing, but fitfully now, the shriek and roar of tortured rock dwindling away. As the Warlord's AI readjusted the sensitivity of Dev's audio sensors, he could hear a rising susurration, like ocean surf, but throbbing as though to the beat of an unseen pump. The fog sea was thinning, revealing the crater floor. There solid rock had flowed like water, then frozen in weirdly carved, twisting pillars, arches, and towers. Strangest were the alien constructs rising in isolated clumps, eldritch shapes of nightmare, organic, surreal, and incomprehensible. Crystal-looking spires and pillars with geometric lines and topologies were still visibly growing minute by minute, their substance flowing up out of the earth itself. That fog was almost certainly Xenophobe nano, Dev thought, programmed to devour rock and sand and debris, and convert it into something else.

Dev felt the stirrings of awe. Human nanotechnology was still a slow and cumbersome thing compared to this. Except for isolated exceptions like AND aerosols, the human nanotech required growth vats and processing tanks, and large and complicated products—a warstrider, for example, or a laser rifle—still had to be assembled by macroengineering. Theoretically a cloud of programmed nano could go to work on a heap of earth, do their work, and leave behind a fully assembled, powered, and AI-programmed strider; in fact, even the most optimistic nanoengineers spoke of generations before that kind of technological magic could be realized.

The Xenophobes, obviously, possessed that magic now. They were growing their alien architecture before Dev's optics, using rock and wreckage as raw materials.

Dev could see the tunnel mouth clearly now, as the last of the fog dissipated in the crater's central core. The white sea continued to lap in a vast circle around the crater's perimeter, but the crater floor was exposed at the center. It looked like tar or liquid asphalt, jet black, liquid, but thick and viscous. IR showed that it was warmer than its surroundings, but not nearly as hot as the lava had been moments before. The lava itself seemed to have been converted into something else, the delicate tracery of crisscrossing spires and crystal shafts surrounding the core, perhaps.

A Death Adder emerged from the tar, blunt-nosed, sluglike, gleaming clean and gray-silver as if coated with liquid mercury. Sliding clear of the tunnel mouth, it began transforming into its combat mode, shapeshifting into a six-armed starfish armored in spines like black needles. Close behind it was the snake-shape of a Fer-de-Lance. Other shapes followed, a nightmare procession of alien geometries. They spread out around the crater perimeter, like sentries mounting guard.

Had he been seen? Apparently not. None of the invaders appeared to notice the lone, combat-savaged Warlord lying in the rubble of the fallen battlements three hundred meters from the tunnel mouth. Maybe the strider's protective coloration was camouflaging him after all, or maybe they'd dismissed him as another piece of wreckage, junk like that broken Battlewraith nearby.

He wouldn't be able to rely on their nearsightedness for long. If nothing else, there must be thousands of Gammas and hot-nano scraps all over the ridge, left over from the earlier fight. Sooner or later they would start gnawing on whatever they happened to find, and the Warlord would become a large and helpless hors d'oeuvre.

There was little more he could accomplish by staying where he was, and every second he remained increased the risk that he would be seen.

Dev started to turn away, then froze. Distinctly he could hear a heavy thump-thump-thump, a rhythmic pounding that was almost certainly coming from the Warlord's hull.

A Gamma, he thought. A Xeno Gamma had attached itself to his fuselage and was smashing its way inside!


Chapter 16

     No one who, like me, conjures up the most evil of those half-tamed demons that inhabit the human breast, and seeks to wrestle with them, can expect to come through the struggle unscathed.

—Complete Psychological Works

Sigmund Freud
 
early twentieth century

For Katya Alessandro, the blackness surrounding her had become an intolerable hell. She lay in the coffin-sized niche of the command module, swaying in her support web, feeling the ungainly lurch-swing-lurch of the Warlord's long-legged gait.

Her AI link was still completely dead, and even the module's manual controls appeared to have shorted out. She'd long since given up trying to eject. Not a single gleam of light came from the small console pad, which left her muffled in a terrifying, stifling cloak of darkness.

That darkness had brought her to the ragged edge of stark panic and held her there, held her as she battled the rising terror she'd felt once before, aboard the Kaibutsu Maru. She'd gone through a year of implant therapy before she could sleep without a light on at night, had come that close to submitting to voluntary amnesia. With a claustrophobe rating of point seven, she'd come within an ace of being rejected when she volunteered for warstrider training. During training, a simulated power failure had dropped her into a night much like this one, and she'd come damned close to washing out right then and there.

Somehow she'd managed to hang on, going through the rote procedure to restore link power manually and not giving in to panic. Those procedures hadn't worked this time, however—her fingers were bleeding from pounding at the control pad in the dark. She wanted to scream, and knew that if she did, she would lose all control, all reason, and possibly kill herself trying to batter through that hatch.

And what made it worse was the knowledge that they must be just outside her hatch.

They. The bogeyman, the horror in the dark, the monsters under the bed. She remembered what had happened to Mitch, and couldn't stop shaking. She could clearly remember the moments before the power failure during the fight with the Copperhead. Suresh Gupta and Chris Kingfield had both been dead, dead . . . and when she had recovered consciousness an unknown agony of minutes or hours later, she'd felt the Warlord moving and knew that Xenophobe Gammas must have infiltrated the machine, transforming it into a zombie.

Strange. She'd never seen a Xenozombie that still had its legs. Usually when the 'Phobes remade a human strider, they reworked the legs into a misshapen platform containing powerful magfield guides, letting it float a meter above the ground. She could definitely feel the thump of each foot as it hit the ground, could feel the swaying stop-and-go motion of the strider's birdlike walk.

But the Blade had to be a zombie. The AI couldn't run the strider by itself, and Gupta and Kingfield were both dead. That meant the monsters were all around her, inside the Warlord's armor, inside its power plant and weapons and hull, eating their way toward her compartment. And when they reached her . . .

Katya screamed, her fists pounding against the padded surface of the module's external hatch. The manual hatch release, like the eject handle, seemed to be jammed. She had to get out . . . out! . . .

Somehow Katya had managed to free herself from the support harness and unplug her helmet from the useless link feeds, then squirm about until she could double her legs above her body, knees to chest. Kicking hard, she thought she felt the hatch give slightly. She kicked again. Thump! And again. The manual release was still jammed, but she thought she'd felt the centimeter-thick sheet of nanomolecular armor give ever so slightly. A shock might free it, might force the locking mechanism open and unseal her prison.

She tried not to let herself think about what was going on in the Warlord around her. For a time, the strider's swaying motion had stopped, but then, over two minutes later by her internal clock, there'd been a savage explosion. The shock wave had made the walls of her metal coffin ring, there'd been the unmistakable stomach-twisting sensation of a fall, and then the Warlord had smashed into unyielding ground.

The crash slammed her against one end of the module and nearly returned her to unconsciousness, but though flashes of visual purple danced and sparked before her eyes, she clung to her awareness like a talisman, like a weapon, unwilling to lose it when the Xenos were eating their way through the darkness to reach her.

That thought bit, slick and panic-edged, like sharp ice twisting in her brain. Hysterical strength surged through her body, mingled with a throat-rasping scream of anger and defiance and stark terror. She kicked again, and this time she was sure she felt the hatch yield ever so slightly. Perhaps the shock of the fall had loosened the locking mechanism.

A thin, high whistle sounded in her ears, swelling quickly into the mindless shriek of escaping air. The pressure seal was broken!

Then the hatch snapped up and away from her coffin as a hurricane tugged and brawled against her skintight. In less than a second the pressures equalized. Cold bit the fingers of her ungloved hand as moisture turned to frost on her helmet visor. She groped in the darkness for her left glove, found it, and pulled it on. Her hands were shaking so badly, she had trouble pressing the wrist seal closed. Next she unhooked her helmet from the module's life support system and reconnected it to her skintight's PLSS. When she touched the test switch and got an answering green light gleaming in the dark, the relief was almost palpable. The pack was fully charged. How far would two hours get her? Not far enough, she suspected, but better than being trapped here in the dark, waiting to be eaten by Xenos.

Three final checks, all by touch: her laser pistol holstered to her right hip, a medikit strapped to her left, and, most important, an AND canister in a belt pouch. Her vehicle suit wasn't equipped to warn her of nano hot spots, so she would have to use the stuff as a prophylactic and pray it lasted until she got . . . where?

She didn't know and she didn't care. Bracing herself, she kicked up and out with both feet one last time. With no difference in atmospheric pressures to keep the hatch sealed, the outer hull access banged open, and light flooded her black prison cell.

Clinging to the rim of her hatch opening, she raised herself on trembling knees. Light, the eerie, shifting glare of fires banked behind thick clouds, gleamed through her helmet's visor. She saw . . . strangeness, and the movement of Xeno machines. Assassin's Blade was still on the ground, and the open hatch was less than two meters above the ground.

Where was she? What was this place? She was having trouble identifying the shapes looming from the swirling, light-charged fog, so alien were they, so far removed from anything familiar or recognizable.

The rasp of her indrawn breath sounded unnaturally loud in her helmet. She didn't know how long the skintight's PLSS would last her, and she didn't really care. She had to get out, to get away from this nightmare of black and crystal shapes and unearthly light and smoke boiling above a lake of smothered fires. Standing erect in the open module, she swung one leg over the side, clinging to the hatch for an easy slide to the ground.

Suddenly the Warlord stirred beneath her, a sleeping monster awakened to full awareness. The fuselage jerked up and back, throwing her forward. Katya screamed as the sharp motion catapulted her from the open hatch. Twisting, she grabbed the hatch combing, dangling by her arms as the combat machine rose on unsteady legs. The fuselage snapped forward with a piercing squeak of metal grating on metal, and her hands lost their grip. She fell, her gloved hand raking painfully across hull metal, grabbing at a foothold, then tearing free.

Katya was still screaming as she plunged five meters to the ground. She hit hard and awkwardly, bounced, then slithered down a loose scree of rock and gravel.

The pain when her right leg snapped was indescribable.


Chapter 17

     Why does a man fight? Not for country or leader or ideology, despite what the ViRdramatists might say. He fights for his brothers and sisters who fight at his side.

—A History of Human Warfare

HEMILCOM Military ViRdocumentary

C.E. 2533

Dev was first aware that Katya was the cause of the ominous thumping that had convinced him the Xenos were on the Warlord's hull when his AI sent a cascade of data across his visual field, warning of a pressure loss in the command module, that the commander's strider PLSS had been taken off-line, and that the commander's access hatch had been blown.

At that point Dev had already started to lever the strider erect, leaning against the strider's gyros to maintain his balance. He tried to abort the mental command, but too late. The brief mental conflict of order and counterorder jarred the strider to motionless indecision just as Dev felt something bump against his left side.

He shifted visuals, switching from the main optics on the Warlord's blunt snout to sensors mounted high on the strider's left shoulder. From that angle, he could look forward and down across the hull and see the gaping maw of the commander's access hatch and two black-suited arms clinging to the opening from the outside. His audio sensors caught Katya's scream as she lost her grip and fell. Shifting optics again, he saw her hit the ground next to the Warlord's left foot, then bounce and slide down the ridge until she came to rest on a pile of loose gravel and snow ten meters below the Warlord's position.

She was still alive, trying to sit up, cradling her right thigh and rocking side to side in pain. Damn! He couldn't leave her, but if he stayed put much longer, the images he'd been recording for the past minutes would be melted down with the rest of the combat debris on the ridge crest, just as soon as the Xenos worked their way up the slope.

Dev checked again for one of the circling Stormwinds, but the smoke and steam from the tunnel eruption were still too thick to even let him glimpse the ascraft, much less tag them with a communications laser.

He had only one real choice. He couldn't leave Katya to the Xenos, but he couldn't risk losing the recording either. Carefully he folded the Warlord's legs, lowering the fuselage once again to within a couple of meters of the ground.

"AI," he thought, concentrating. "Robot mode. Receive programming."

"Blade ready to accept programming," the AI's voice replied.

He considered firing an AND round to shield himself and Katya from the nano count outside, but decided that the detonation would almost certainly alert the nearby Xeno machines. He'd have to trust in speed . . . and the last few shots in his hand-held AND dispenser.

Dev gave the computer its instructions, received an acknowledgment, then disconnected from the link. In a way, Dev had just transformed the Warlord into a rather simple-minded robot. He'd ordered the Warlord to continue to scan for any of the circling ascraft, to initiate a lasercom link when atmospheric conditions permitted, and to transmit all of the recorded imagery in the Warlord's RAM as soon as that link was open. If the Warlord was attacked, it would be able to fire back with the hivel cannon, which had been slaved to the AI.

But those simple-minded orders, with no room for interpretation, would leave it easy prey to an attacking Alpha, especially since Dev had also ordered it to remain in place.

Sensation returned to Dev's body, and he pulled his left hand from the contact pad. The interior of the pilot's module was stuffy and hot, the padding around him slick with condensation. He unhooked harness, helmet jacks, and life support, checked his combat armor PLSS and glove seals, then cracked his access hatch with a squeal-whoosh of equalizing pressures. A ladder was stowed in an external compartment below his hatch. He extended and locked it, swung out of his compartment, and clambered down to the ground.

Dev was scared as his boots crunched again on bare gravel. Leaving the safety of the Warlord was one of the hardest things he'd ever had to do in his life. He could feel his heart hammering beneath his sternum, and his mouth had gone vacuum-dry. From behind the tumbledown of the RoPro wall, he had an excellent and unobstructed view down the slope and into the steaming pit.

With an almost morbid fascination, he found himself rooted to the spot, staring into the pit. Something new was emerging from the tunnel mouth, something unlike anything he'd seen before. It looked like a pearl, a glistening silver-white sphere half a meter across, rising from the pool of tar at the crater's center. Other pearls followed the first, more and more of them. They hung in the air, supported, Dev supposed, by some sort of magnetic field. Hovering anywhere from just above the uppermost wisps of fog to fifteen meters in the air, they dispersed in every direction, drifting slowly, traveling in straight lines that took them through the new-grown crystalline architecture as though according to some complex plan. One by one, like soap bubbles, the spheres sank to the ground and vanished. Since he no longer had access to the strider's telescopic optics or AI enhancement, Dev could see no details, but it looked like the top of each sphere simply vanished, while the bottoms came to rest on the ground.

Tearing his gaze away, he leaped across the wall and scrambled down the gravel slope to Alessandro's side, rocks and loose sand scattering in a tiny avalanche. "Captain!" he yelled, not sure if her helmet radio was tuned to the tactical frequency. "Captain Alessandro! Can you hear me?"

Her eyes opened behind her visor, showing both recognition and a sharp edge of pain. "My God, what are you doing here?"

It was like an accusation. "Never mind that." His voice cracked from the fear-dryness, and from relief. "Let's get you back aboard the Blade. Where's your AND?"

"Lost it." An arm gestured weakly down the slope. "When I fell."

Glancing down the slope, Dev saw movement there. The deadly fog was creeping slowly up the ridge, and shapes, small and slithery shapes, moved there, half-visible in the gloom.

"Medikit?"

Katya grimaced. "I think I landed on it. Felt it smash. But I still have this." She patted the holstered lasgun with something like affection. "They won't get me alive, anyway. . . ."

"That's enough of that kind of talk, Captain. We're going to get you out of here."

Dev already had his AND dispenser out. Alessandro's skintight was dusted with patches of silver, like a fine, metallic flour, sticking to her shoulders and wrists and against the swell of her left breast. Nano-Ds adrift in the air were gathering in patches large enough to see. Her suit would be holed in seconds.

He sprayed the parts of her body he could reach thoroughly, but he had to coax the last few squirts from a near-empty canister. Unless there were more counter-nano applicators stored aboard the strider, he'd just used the last there was. Discarding the empty can, he knelt beside her. He could see the kink in her leg where it had broken. There was already quite a bit of swelling.

"How bad does it hurt?"

A grimace was her answer. She would be working on an anodyne block through her implant, but she wouldn't be able to hold it for long.

A wet clink nearby, metal on rock, convinced him there was no time to attach a splint. He had to move her now. Pulling his own medapplicator from his pouch, he slapped it against her thigh above the break, firing a stream of medical nano into her leg. It was strictly rough-and-ready field first aid, designed to prevent further damage, stop bleeding, and, most important if he was going to carry her back up that hill, help anesthetize the break.

"Come on, Captain. We've seen all we want to here."

As gently as he could, Dev slipped one arm beneath her shoulders, the other under her thighs, then scooped her up. She yelped once when the movement broke her concentration, but she clung tightly to his neck as he carried her back up the slope toward the looming gray shadow of the Warlord. Dev heard a shrill whine and glanced up. The hivel turret spun to the right, the barrel tracking something behind them. When the cannon fired, the flash was bright enough to throw shadows, and the thunder was as shrill as tearing steel. The stuttering thuds of high-speed rounds striking ground, the clatter of something scraping rock, sounded at his back, meters down the slope.

Dev spun, searching the murk. One of the silver spheres lay a few meters down the slope, half of it melted away, and the hollow interior exposed to Loki's air.

Inside, something moved.

His stomach twisted. This was the first time he'd seen anything associated with the Xenophobes that actually looked and acted alive, but he still couldn't be sure of what he was seeing. A glistening wet, gray-black mass was sliding from the open sphere. It looked like an animate glob of grease . . . or a slug the size of his fist.

Had that been the hivel's target? No. He caught the fluttering movement of a Gamma farther down the slope as it rippled toward him across the uneven ground.

Slinging Katya over his shoulder to free one arm for balance, he jogged up the slope, cursing as loose gravel skittered from beneath his feet and nearly threw them both to the ground. As he reached the top and paused to pick his way across the fallen rubble of the RoPro battlement, something closed on his left ankle.

Lurching off balance, he slammed his shoulder against the strider's hull and groped for the ladder to keep from falling. A Gamma, an amorphous mass the size and shape of a crumpled bath towel, jet black shot through with iridescent silver, clung to his foot, was working its way up his leg.

He screamed and kicked against that sickening pressure, hard, his boot sinking into the thing's formless body. The Gamma was more massive than he'd imagined, and he kicked again. This time it broke free with a sucking sound and dropped to the ground a meter away. Dev vaulted the first three rungs of the ladder despite his burden. "Below you!" Katya yelled, her helmet banging against his as the ladder lurched and swayed. "It's coming up after us!"

With her help, he managed to roll Katya off his shoulder and into the narrow hatch. The medical nano had not yet had time to do its work, and she must have been in agony, but she leaned out of the hatch and grabbed Dev's shoulder with one hand, drawing her laser pistol with the other.

Dev tried to squeeze past her into the compartment, but the heavy thing hit him from behind, molding itself to his legs and the ladder, pinning him. Dev could imagine the machine-creature's nano already eating at his armor and boots, could imagine his legs beginning to dissolve like the bodies he'd seen. Then he felt the first real pain, a searing, burning sensation, like flames licking at his calves and the backs of his knees. Panic rose like a whirling nightmare, fire and storm in his mind, but he clung to the strider's hull and twisted, prying his feet free from the monster's grasp.

The pain was unbearable, a searing liquid fire now flowing up his thighs. In his mind's eye, his legs were shriveling in the heat, his feet reduced to charred tendons taut across blackened bone. He'd seen recordings of people savaged by Xeno Gammas, seen the agony in their faces, and thought he understood now the hell those poor wretches had faced. He was screaming, screaming, but still clinging to the warstrider and fighting back with a near-hysterical strength, kicking with whatever was left of fire-shriveled legs.

"Don't move!" Katya ordered, lunging her upper body past his, arm extended as she trained her laser on the black and silver amoebic horror enveloping his legs. She fired, the 30-MJ handgun's beam invisible, but its effect immediately apparent, as a dazzling point of red light appeared on the Gamma's surface centimeters from Dev's knee. It spasmed under the assault, oily black smoke boiling from that part of the slick black surface that suddenly crinkled like burning paper.

Dev kicked again. "Damn it, I said hold still!" she yelled, but it was impossible not to thrash as agony continued to eat through his brain. The Gamma slipped, still clinging to his calves and feet but releasing his knees. Looking down, Dev could see the remnants of his armor, smoking globs of melted plastic imbedded in flesh that had the mottled look of raw, bloody hamburger. White smoke streamed from his legs, Xeno nano-Ds carrying away molecule-sized pieces of him. The sight, the realization, assaulted his mind; the emotional shock was as sharp and as deadly as any physical damage.

Closing his eyes, Dev tried to bring his cerebral implant into play. The pain lessened now as Dev went through the mental processes necessary to switch off part of his own nervous system. Next he concentrated on contracting blood vessels already starting to pool blood deep within his abdomen, and he elevated his blood pressure slightly to keep his circulation going. Shock, both physical and psychological, could kill him now just as surely as a plasma bolt through his skull.

Subjectively, he hung there battling his own body's reactions for an agony of time, despite the fact that his inner clock recorded the passing of less than four seconds. Suddenly the weight and pressure were gone, though the fire remained, and Katya was pulling him the rest of the way into the open hatch. Dev opened his eyes and looked down as he swayed precariously on the strider's hull. At the foot of the ladder, two flopping, severed pieces of Xenophobe tried to find each another again.

He also saw the ruin of his legs, his bare and mangled feet, and the shock hit him like an electric current. Control! . . . His body sagged, limp, and Katya nearly lost him.

Then he was sliding into the embrace of the command module. A jacking slot aboard a warstrider was cramped for one; for two it was nearly impossible. He landed on top of her. They were face-to-face, with no room to move and scarcely room enough to breathe. Somehow Katya managed to reach past him and stab at the manual panel, cycling the access hatch closed. Neither of them could reach his legs, so she pressed his medical nano dispenser against his shoulder to inject him.

Part of his mind continued to work on his own survival. Each breath was painful now, bringing with it an acrid, biting rasp in his nose and throat and lungs. Blearily he realized that his suit had been breached, that he was breathing a rather unhealthy concentration of methane and ammonia at half an atmosphere, that his combat armor PLSS was feeding enough oxygen into the mix to keep him going but that its O2 charge must be nearly exhausted. Katya would need to hook into the Warlord's life support if she was going to jack them out of here; he damned sure couldn't do it, but he wondered if that meant he was going to suffocate.

There were worse ways to die. He remembered the horror outside the strider's hatch, shuddered, and nearly lost his anodyne block.

Katya must have already assumed that he couldn't pilot the strider. She'd grabbed the dangling jacks, plugged them into her helmet, then peeled off her glove to make contact with the interface plate.

She hesitated, though, before making contact, turning her helmet so that she could look into his face. The compartment's only light was from the tiny manual control board beside Dev's shoulder, and most of that was blocked by their bodies, but he could see her eyes, centimeters from his behind the two transplas layers of their visors.

"Thank you, Dev," she said. "You should have left me, though." He could hear both anger and gratitude in her voice.

"Hey, it could happen to anybody," he said. His own voice surprised him, thin, weak, and shaking. "I moved the Blade before I knew you were outside."

"Dev, I panicked." Bitterness edged her voice. He thought he could tell what the admission had cost her.

Her helmet-framed face blurred in his vision, leaving only startlingly green eyes in focus. Was the medical nano taking effect? He couldn't tell. "Hey, 's'okay," he said, his words slurring. Her eyes were starting to grow fuzzy now. "Couldn't leave a buddy out there . . . "

He didn't know if she'd heard him or not. Her hand was on the interface, and her eyes were closed. Her body twitched once beneath his, then went limp as her brain patched into the strider's AI.

Was the Xenophobe nano still eating his legs? He couldn't tell and was afraid to relax the pain block to find out. He concentrated instead on controlling heart and breathing, and on subduing the panic that had so very nearly destroyed him. After a moment, he was dimly aware of a heavy, rolling motion, like a boat caught in a storm at sea. They were moving. Once he heard what sounded like an explosion, dim and distant, and he wondered if Katya had made contact with the Stormwinds, wondered if the Warlord would make it clear to a dust-off site, wondered . . . wondered . . .

In the swaying darkness, exhaustion and the ministrations of the medical nano in his system finally gained the upper hand. Dev fell fast asleep.


Chapter 18

     Healing, like so much else of Man's endeavors, has been transformed by nanotechnics. Injuries once fatal can be erased in days, the body itself reshaped into new and more efficient vehicles of the spirit. It is when the spirit is wounded that even the god of nanotechnology may fail.

—Introspections

Ieyasu Sutsumi

C.E. 2538

The Hegemony Military Medical Center occupied most of a dome adjacent to the Tristankuppel. It was a doughnutshaped RoPro building, the hole roofed over with transplas to create a pressurized central courtyard with a circular patio and garden.

Katya stopped at the HMMC's main entrance long enough to check with the patient information 'face, then followed a glowing holographic guide to the courtyard. Dev was in the garden, she learned, practicing with his new walker brace.

It was amazing that Dev was alive. It had been touch and go getting him back from Norway Ridge.

She'd attached her suit's PLSS to his helmet in the Warlord after shooting him full of emergency medical nano. After that, she'd had no time to spare for him as she submerged herself in the Blade's linkage. There'd been a moment's terror there, when she realized Dev had recalibrated the pilot module's linkage to his own brain; her own calibrations were still stored in the AI's main access RAM, though, and a palm 'face command had set up the transfer and completed the linkage. She still remembered the dismay she'd felt as the data had flooded in, detailing the inventory of damage and systems failures the Warlord had already suffered. With energy weapons all but useless, with only fifty rounds remaining in the hivel cannon, all she'd been able to do was turn and run, Xeno Gammas writhing up the slope behind her like a living carpet.

Eight seconds later, she'd broken out from beneath the blanketing umbrella of ash and dust that had kept the Warlord from establishing a lasercom link with the Stormwinds and Lightnings circling the battle area. Dev had left the appropriate commands; as soon as a clear L-LOS appeared, the Warlord's AI established contact, transmitting all recorded data in a decisecond burst. Lara Anders's VK-141 had led the air-ground strike that shattered the pursuing column of Xenos, as a Stormwind with vacant striderslots had touched down and slotted her in. They'd unloaded Dev's mangled body at HMMC less than twelve minutes later.

They'd kept him unconscious while they worked on what was left of his legs. She'd glimpsed them as they pulled his body off of her; everything below his knees had been gone, and the rest was raw, bleeding tissue and white bone halfway up his thighs.

Katya had not seen him since then and wasn't sure what to expect.

She found Dev in the garden practicing with his personal walker, a lightweight frame of nanolayered alloys that did his walking for him. He was standing with his back to her, staring at the atrium's small Japanese garden.

"How are the new legs shaping up?" she asked.

Dev turned. A jack in his C-spine socket connected with the walker's tiny brain, mounted at the small of his back, translating his nervous system's commands and anticipating his movements. His legs, revealed by the hospital-issue briefs he was wearing, were full-grown, but still smooth-pink and hairless, like a child's. Try as she might, Katya could not detect a seam where new tissue had been woven into old.

"Hello, Captain!" he said. "I wasn't expecting you."

"Just making my rounds, Cadet," she said, watching his face closely. She caught the slight widening of his eyes, the tic of a muscle beneath his cheek. As she'd expected, he hadn't come to grips yet with what had happened to him in the last few days. "They told me you were trying out your new legs, so I thought I'd come down here and have a look. How are they?"

"A bit weak." One hand slapped the silver ribbon of his brace running down his thigh. "I can't stand up without this thing on." He looked down at her legs. "You seem to be getting around okay."

"Kuso," she said. "I didn't even need a brace. They had medical nano in me knitting the bone before they'd even finished cutting your legs off. I was walking on it again in twenty-four hours. But gods, you were a mess!" The words were calculated to shock, to probe for raw, hidden wounds.

"Yeah, that's what they told me." He looked away, shaking his head. "Did you hear about Suresh?"

She nodded. Suresh Gupta had lived, his spinal cord spliced together by HMMC's nanosomatic engineers. Unfortunately, large parts of his brain had been damaged during the twenty minutes or so when it had been deprived of a blood flow by his dead heart. It had been possible to repair the actual damage . . . but the neuronic pathways that defined memories, personality, even self-awareness, were gone. Traumatic amentia could not be corrected by nanotechnic surgery. Even with RAM feeds to reeducate him, it would be years before Suresh regained what he'd lost.

He would recover. Every newborn child went through the same process. But the new Suresh—or whatever name he eventually chose for himself—would never remember the old, identical to him genetically but with nothing in common with his original personality. It was as though he'd been reborn, with a twenty-four-year-old's body and a blank slate for a mind.

"I heard," she said. Was that what was gnawing at him? Gupta and Cameron had been friends in Basic. She decided to change the subject. "Did you hear the Xenos were beaten off? It took two days, but the Sweden Line held. Special team hit that tunnel you found. The word is, they picked up some damned useful stuff before they sealed it off. After that, it was just a mop-up."

He nodded. "I'm glad."

"So . . . how long you gonna be in that thing? Are the legs still growing?"

"They tell me they're full-grown. The nanosomes say I'll be in this thing for another week, until the muscles are strong enough to hold me up."

"You'll never know the difference." She held up her left hand and flexed it. "They grew this back on me two years ago."

"Really?" His eyes had a haunted look.

"They'll feel just like the old ones. They just won't have the same scars and blemishes."

"That's what they told me." He looked away. "I've been awfully hungry these last couple of days."

The medical nano Katya had injected into Dev in the strider had done little but keep him unconscious, stop the bleeding, and scour his body for any trace of invading Xeno nano. At HMMC the surgeons had amputated both legs, replacing them with force-grown, neutral tissue buds grafted in place by HMMC's best nanosomatic engineers. Full-grown in four days, the new legs were identical to the old, but they were still painfully weak, so weak, in fact, that he could not even stand or walk without the skeletal framework of the walker brace. Dev's system had been loaded with meteffectors busily converting raw materials to fresh muscle, which was why he always felt hungry. Soon he'd be on an exercise program that would leave him too tired to think about much else.

If his mind hadn't been damaged by what he'd gone through on that ridge. That was what Katya was trying to learn now.

"Glad to hear it." Katya smiled. "If you're hungry, it means you're on the mend. You know, when they pulled you out of the Blade, I thought they were going to have to take you out with a scraper and cutting torch."

Katya watched one corner of his mouth tug upward at that deliberately brutal probe. How would he respond? If his psychtechs knew what I was doing, she thought, amused, they'd toss me out of this dome without a suit.

But she had to know how he would react.

"I don't think I would have gone very well with her pilot's mod decor," Dev replied. "Late Army Spartan. Not my style at all."

"And what is your style, Lieutenant? Early Navy Romantic?"

"Definitely Romantic. Centuries out-of-date."

She laughed. "By God, Dev, I think you're going to be all right!"

He gave her a wry grin. "What, you thought I was going to null out?"

"It's been known to happen. Your mind can screw you over better than your body any day. And you got hit pretty bad."

Medical engineers could rebuild the body. In war, however, the most serious wounds often were those inflicted on the mind: shock at being wounded, shock at seeing friends die, the raw, destructive savagery of fear. Direct link counseling, psychiatric simulations, and sub-C therapy could all begin the healing, but the patient himself had to complete it.

Dev rubbed one leg thoughtfully. "Yeah. Maybe they got me patched up so fast, I never realized I'd lost anything. I'm okay, Captain. Really okay."

Katya agreed. She'd seen his preliminary psych studies but hadn't known how to pull the numbers together into a meaningful picture. His TM rating, for instance, was lower—down to point two—which might mean he'd lost some of his cockiness. There was some depression, of course. Claustrophobia was a bit higher, his suspicion of authority about the same. All in all, his attitude appeared to have improved.

"So how do you feel about coming back to work, Cadet?"

She caught the subtle twitch of facial muscles again. "I'd . . . like that, Captain. If you guys'll have me back."

"Like I said, you've got the makings of a great striderjack. I just have to know that what happened out there didn't permanently scramble your brains."

"They're no more scrambled than usual, Captain. I'm just . . . well, I don't know if I'll be able to handle it. It might be a better idea to bounce me back to the infantry."

She shook her head. "I played back the recorder, going through your fight with the Cobra after I got knocked off-line. You're good, a natural linker. You'd be wasted with the leggers."

"Infantry," he said, correcting her. "The trouble is that everybody's making out like I was some kind of hero. I wasn't. I was scared. When we were outside the Blade, trying to get up the ladder, I think I was more scared than I've ever been in my life."

So that was it. Burned once, he didn't know if he could face it again. He'd be reliving the nightmare for quite a while to come, despite everything the psychtechs could feed him.

"Kuso, Dev. The only people on a battlefield who aren't scared are dead or unconscious. You think you're something special?"

He gave her a lopsided grin. "Not me."

"You weren't the only one scared on that ridge."

"You, Captain?"

"Tell another living soul and I'll hang your brain out to dry. But the only reason I fell was the fact that I panicked. Blind, sick, run-away-and-hide panic. If I hadn't broken my leg, I'd still be running."

"That's a bit hard to believe. Sir."

"Don't jerk my strings, Cadet. I'm no different than you." She watched him for a moment, aware of the succession of emotions mingling with her thoughts. She, too, was lucky to be alive, and she had this unusual young striderjack to thank for that. She still couldn't remember her fall, worse, the fear, without a sharp inward wince.

There was guilt, too. During her debriefing, she'd realized that the lone trooper she'd encountered had been Dev. She'd passed him by, leaving him for the Gammas; he'd left the Blade and braved those Gammas to come after her.

She was realist enough to know that the two cases weren't parallel. There was nothing she could have done, nothing she could have been expected to do, to save him, but the realization could not diminish her gratitude.

Alive . . .

Aware of the flush rising in her face, she changed the subject again. "I, ah, noticed you weren't having trouble accessing codes up on that ridge."

"You noticed, huh?"

"Looks to me like you were trying too hard before. Or maybe you were letting your fear tangle your wires. Either way, you've got it licked now. You know it."

But just the same, I think I'll still put you in a one-slotter, she told herself. Just in case. There's stuff going on inside your head that'll never come out on a psych screening, and it might be better to let you find out about it on your own instead of teaming you with someone else. You certainly performed well on your own at Norway Ridge. "So you'll come back to the Assassins?"

"I guess so. Thanks." He seemed embarrassed. "I'll try not to let you down again."

"You ever do any horseback riding, Cadet?"

He shook his head. "I've heard about horses," he said. "On Earth. Never seen one, though."

"Some colonies still use them for transportation in the outback. They do on New America, where I come from. Big brutes. You can get hurt if you fall off."

The embarrassment was gone, replaced by a subtle, humorous twinkle. "Like falling off a strider?"

"Like falling off a strider. The number one rule, though, is to get back on as soon as you fall off. Before you have a chance to think about it."

"Makes sense. I think I'd like to, ah, get back on."

"It's still not the navy," she said, sticking out her hand. "But welcome aboard. Again."

Grinning, he shook her hand, and she felt the inner surge of something she'd promised herself she would not feel again. I don't want to get close to anybody, she thought. Not again!

She dismissed the thought almost at once. Staticjack! You just get back on again!


Chapter 19

     Therefore I say: Know the enemy and know yourself; in a hundred battles you will never be in peril.

     When you are ignorant of the enemy but know yourself, your chances of winning or losing are equal.

     If ignorant of both the enemy and of yourself, you are certain in every battle to be in peril.

—The Art of War

Sun Tsu

fourth century B.C.

They floated in golden light, three men, with Loki a cloud-wreathed sphere swelling against the night above them. The office of Rear Admiral Kazuo Aiko was located on the Asgard Ring, one hundred kilometers east of the Bifrost Sky-el, but the AI that enhanced and projected the image had purged it of the clutter of the orbital ring, leaving only clean stars and space and the storm-wracked globe of Loki. The room had taken on the rose-warm hues of 36 Ophiuchi C, but the atmosphere seemed chilly.

None of the men in that room was happy.

General John Howard, immaculate in army grays, clung to a handline and regarded the two Nihonjin who had invited him to this conference with some apprehension. Technically Howard outranked Aiko, but the admiral was the shosho in command of all Imperial forces currently in Loki's system. Custom—and a healthy sense of career survival—dictated that even HEMILCOM lieutenant generals defer with respect and diplomatic courtesy to Imperial officers, whatever their rank.

And as for the third man, he held no military rank at all, but that would not help Howard's career if Shotaro Takahashi decided that a scapegoat was needed in the Loki affair. He was Daihyo, the Emperor's personal representative, and his word was the Emperor's command.

Appearances, Howard reflected, could be deceiving, for Takahashi did not look like an Imperial representative. He was obese, a sumo wrestler without the beef in legs and arms that hinted at strength beneath layers of fat. His clothing, little more than a white cloth wrapped around hips and loins, furthered the similarity to sumo, but his body adornment, nano-tailored feathers, baroque metallic inlays, and patchworks of jewel-like color winding across half of his exposed body, was like nothing Howard had ever seen.

The total effect was decadent . . . and threatening. Somehow the fabled human art of the Imperial Palace had crossed sixteen light-years to confront Howard here, in Aiko's office. The Daihyo floated cross-legged in the center of the room, ignoring the conventions of up and down imposed by the room's floor and meager furnishings. He seemed so at home in microgravity, and looked as if he would be so helpless on any world's surface, that Howard wondered if his body tailoring extended beyond the superficialities of feathering, skin color, and texture. Takahashi might well be more Freefaller than Earth-norm human, incapable of setting foot on Loki or Earth.

By contrast, Rear Admiral Aiko was completely human, as dour as ever in his severe Imperial Navy blacks, his bare feet slipped into footholds on the floor behind the silver-white console that served as comlink access and interface. Howard appreciated the gesture. He wasn't used to zero-g, and his vertigo was made worse by the room's rather unnerving background projection. Only floor, furniture, and Aiko's pretense at an upright posture existed to combat the disquieting illusion that the three of them were adrift in space. Howard, who left Loki's surface only when he had to, wondered if the projection was some kind of deliberate psychological ploy, a gimmick to keep groundpounder visitors like himself off balance.

"Your request is most irregular," Takahashi was saying, his voice a gentle and menacing rumble from beneath that massive chest. He spoke Nihongo, though Howard knew he always carried an excellent Inglic RAM feed. "And possibly illegal as well. You know the Imperial guidelines on this."

Howard's knuckles whitened as he gripped the handline. He was angry, but he didn't want his anger to turn this interview into a confrontation. He'd had experience enough with Imperial agents to know that he would never get what he needed through bluntness.

"Of course, Daihyo Takahashi," he replied evenly. "However, I feel compelled to point out that this new idea gives us our best chance to actually defeat the Xenophobes, rather than simply hold them at bay."

"We've not even been holding them," Aiko put in. "Norway Ridge was a victory, true, but the Xenophobes should never have gotten that close to Midgard in such numbers." He held up a thumb and forefinger, tips a centimeter apart. "We came that close to losing it all."

"Nuclear weaponry must remain the sole responsibility of Imperial forces," Takahashi said, reciting the old doctrinal line. "It's dangerous enough that Hegemony forces have access to tactical weapons in the fractional kiloton range. More powerful weapons require special training and handling. This new device your people have suggested has promise, but the Emperor will permit its deployment only under the control of his forces."

Special training, Howard thought. Right. A polite way of saying they don't trust us with the damned things . . . especially if the Hegemony gets restless under the Empire's thumb.

"We're fighting the same enemy," Howard said, pointing out the obvious. "Four days ago, we acquired new intelligence, stuff no one's ever seen before. From this data, we've evolved an idea, a weapon. But as I stated in my report, we need nuclear weapons for the idea to be viable. I would estimate fifty devices in the one-hundred-kiloton range, for a start. . . ."

"Impossible," Takahashi rumbled.

Aiko gave the Daihyo a sidelong glance, then turned expressionless eyes back on Howard. "There is, in fact, no doctrinal conflict here, General. Hegemony forces rely on Imperial expertise whenever a Threat tunnel must be sealed. I imagine we could work out a similar arrangement here. We could provide nuclear warheads, but their deployment and activation would be under Imperial control." He looked again at Takahashi. "Would that be satisfactory to the Emperor?"

Solemnly Takahashi inclined his head, as though granting absolution.

Howard had expected this battle. The Japanese had maintained strict control of all nuclear warheads for five centuries—since the Central Asian War, in fact, when they'd been the ones to go in and disarm both the Kazakhis and the Uighurs of the West China Republic. The Treaty of Karaganda had led to the Hegemony's founding and implied—in what Howard thought was a deliciously ironic twist of history—that the Japanese Empire alone had the right to deploy weapons in the kiloton-or-larger category.

Officially, unregulated use of fission or fusion warheads could interfere with the terraforming of the Shichiju's worlds. That was true enough, Howard reflected . . . except that the Xenos had interfered with the t-form schedule of eleven worlds already far more completely than nukes ever could.

He wondered if the Imperial staff thought that civil war, the Hegemony against the Empire, was inevitable. Plenty of Hegemony officers he knew felt it was, Howard among them. Between the Xenophobes and a restless Imperial Hegemony, the Emperor must be getting nervous.

"I'm sure that would be the best way to handle it," Howard said smoothly. "Of course, there is a lot of resentment in HEMILCOM already. They perceive . . . mistakenly, of course, but they perceive that we are carrying the brunt of the fight against the Xenos, that the Empire is standing in the background, out of harm's way—"

"Yoku iu-yo!" Takahashi spat. The Nihongo literally meant "How dare you say that," but in a culture where directness was insult, the phrase was as charged with anger as profanity. "You have no right to speak that way!"

"I merely report attitudes among the soldiers," Howard said, spreading his hands.

"A mutiny?" Aiko wanted to know. "A rebellion within the Hegemony forces?"

"Nothing so melodramatic, Admiral-san. But there are bad feelings. How many Imperials died at Schluter?"

"Imperial forces did not arrive until after the battle was over."

"Precisely my point."

"But we are on the same side!" Takahashi insisted. "Humans, together against these monsters! Earth is in as great a danger as is Loki, at least until we understand how the Xenophobes traverse space. We must cooperate together, your people and mine."

"Tell us about this new data you mentioned," Aiko prompted.

"One of our striders became stranded behind Xeno lines during the battle. It happened to be in the right place at the right time. Everything the pilot witnessed was recorded by his strider's AI, broad spectrum, full sensory range. One of our combat engineers, when he saw the data and recognized its significance, came up with the idea for . . . our weapon."

"I would like to see this data for myself."

Howard nodded. "I thought you might, Admiral. Our comjacks assembled the sensory data from the warstrider to create a detailed Virtual Reality." He gestured at Aiko's desktop com unit. "If I may, sir?"

"Of course."

Howard pulled himself over, placed his palm on the contact plate, and made a connection. "Gentlemen?"

Aiko opened a panel on the desk and extracted three jack leads. Takahashi appeared reluctant to plug himself in at first, as though direct electronic contact would somehow contaminate him, but at last he extended a blunt-fingered hand, took a lead, and snicked the jack into a T-socket masked by a spread of white and scarlet feathers. Howard plugged himself in and then, exchanging glances with the others, brought his palm down on the desktop interface.

Room, gold-orange sun, and cloud-wreathed world were gone. In their place was a desolate and war-swept landscape under oily, angry-looking clouds. A warstrider crouched atop a ridge edged with broken battlements, the ruins sharp-edged and ragged, like a predator's teeth. Three hundred meters away, a column of smoke boiled from a fog-filled valley, where an alien, crystalline architecture grew from nothing. Dust and ash trickled from the bleak sky like rain, and a sound, like tinkling chimes, could be heard above a low and grumbling thunder. It looked as though it ought to be bitterly cold, but in fact, the surroundings actually felt comfortable.

"What is this place?" Takahashi demanded. Howard noticed with mild surprise that the Daihyo's ViRpersona was different in the AI-moderated universe of virtual reality. Here he was stocky and muscular, but not fat, and he wore the armor of a feudal Japanese warrior, a samurai. The effect was as unnerving in its way as the feathers and skin art.

"A virtual simulation of the battlefield at Norway Ridge," Howard replied. "That's Cameron's warstrider up there on the ridge." Unlike a film recording, a ViRsim could be explored in three dimensions, with the AI filling in detail and hidden sides to create a simulated reality bounded only by the range and sensitivity of its senses.

"I gather that Cameron survived the action," Aiko said quietly. He looked the same as he had in the real world, stiff, erect, and immaculate. The ashfall stubbornly refused to touch his black uniform.

"Yes, Admiral-san. He was badly wounded, but both he and the company commander made it back. Cameron's still in the hospital undergoing nanosomatic reconstruction. He's become . . . quite the hero."

"So it would seem from the man's citation I received this morning," Aiko said. "The company commander put him in for the Imperial Star. I had to turn it down."

"May I ask why, Admiral-san?"

"There were . . . political considerations." Aiko paused, staring at a rounded shape lying nearby. "What is that?"

"This is what we found interesting, gentlemen," Howard said. He led them to the object, a pearl gray hemisphere, open at the flat side, lying on the gravel at the edge of a sea of fog. The smooth-surfaced hollow within was considerably smaller than the object's full volume.

"Empty," Takahashi said.

"This one is. Look. There's one coming up now."

He pointed. Thirty meters out in the fog-filled crater, another sphere was rising from the ground, shimmering, supported by the pale blue wings of a traveler magfield viewed through a warstrider's extended senses. It hesitated a moment, then began drifting toward the three watching men, hovering a meter above the mist.

"Did that just rise out of solid ground?" Aiko wanted to know.

"Essentially, Admiral-san, yes. We've known for a long time that the Xenos use powerful magnetic fields to warp rock."

" SDTs," Aiko put in.

"Yes, sir. They create paths where the rock has become plastic, almost fluid, and they can move along these paths the way a submarine moves through water." He nudged the empty shell with the toe of his boot. "Until we caught these babies in action, the only Xeno equipment we knew of that could perform that trick were Alphas—their equivalent of our warstriders—and Betas, which are human machines they've captured and reworked. But in all the battles fought on twelve worlds during the last forty-two years, we've never been able to capture a Xeno machine. Why? Because even pieces of them seem to have a life of their own. They change shape, move . . . and anything of ours they touch, they destroy, either by dissolving it with nano disassemblers, or by changing it into something else. None of our intelligence people, yours or mine, has ever had a close look at a genuine piece of Xeno technology."

As the floating bubble neared the edge of the crater, it slowed and descended. Touching solid ground, it rolled half over, then opened.

Half of the sphere vanished as completely as the bursting of a bubble. The other half lay inert on the ground, the squirming gray mass within exposed to Loki's chill air. Takahashi looked startled. Aiko's eyes narrowed as he watched the creatures begin to spill onto the ground.

"And this," Howard added, "may be our first close look at the Xenos themselves."

They were definitely creatures, organic life forms rather than machines. Each was the size of a man's hand, flattened slug shapes like large, shell-less snails or some of the free-swimming marine worms of Earth's ocean deeps. These were dark gray in color, but their surfaces glistened with prismatic displays of rainbow hues, like oil on water catching the light.

There must have been several hundred of them within the broken sphere. As soon as they were free, each began fanning out across the uneven ground with wet, pulsing movements of their bodies, half returning to the fog, the other half making their way across the rocks along geometrically perfect straight lines.

Aiko stooped, looking close. "They are connected."

"That's right. The detail at this range from the strider isn't sharp enough for us to be sure what's happening, but it looks like each slug is physically connected to those nearest to it by a slender strand."

"Are they separate creatures then?" Takahashi wanted to know. "Or a single organism?"

"Our bio people are still arguing that one." He nudged the empty shell again. "But this is what we found that was important."

Howard fed a command through his link to the AI controlling the simulation, and the landscape changed. The alien structures around the crater rim were more numerous now, competing with one another in jerky, angular thrusts into the lead gray sky. There were many more silvery hemispheres scattered about on the ground now. Some had the curiously melted look of objects being dissolved by nano disassemblers, but others were fresh and new. Spheres continued to rise from the crater floor like bubbles in an effervescent drink. The warstrider on the ridge was gone, but a dozen human ascraft circled the area at the very limits of visibility. An explosion thumped at the top of the ridge . . . then something streamed fire into the midst of the crater architecture and detonated with a shattering roar.

"This is four hours later," Howard said, raising his voice to be heard above the bombardment. "As soon as we saw what we had in the recording from Cameron's strider, we put together a special assault team. We're looking at a sim based on recordings made by a Stormwind in the area."

Shapes appeared along the ridge, the squat, deadly shapes of Hegemony warstriders. Answering shapes emerged from the crater, the dragonish uncoiling of a King Cobra, the spine-bristling threat of a combat mode Fer-de-Lance. Battle was joined. A plasma blast sheared whiplashing tentacles from the side of a drifting Copperhead, was answered by the rapid-fire thud-thud-thud of Xeno nano-D rounds hurled at the ridge. Drifting smoke obscured the battlefield.

Out of the haze, three armored, manlike shapes emerged, shepherded by a larger form. The shepherd was an LaG-42 Ghostrider. The humanoid forms were single-slot Scoutstriders, with arms instead of paired weapons pods.

The Ghostrider took a covering position, blazing away into the smoke cover with missiles and laser. The Scoutstriders moved down the slope toward the empty hemispheres. Howard could hear the hollow fire-extinguisher shoosh as nano-countermeasures were sprayed over the area, the whine of servomotors as the recon striders stooped, grasped the Xeno artifacts in durasheathed hands, and picked them up.

"One of them didn't reach the recovery point," Howard explained as the warstriders began lugging their trophies back up the ridge. "Countermeasures failed. The other two spheres were brought back to a special containment area outside of Midgard. We've been picking them apart almost atom by atom since."

The battlefield faded from view as Howard broke the linkage. The three men floated again in Aiko's office in Asgard.

"As a result," he continued, "we now have the molecular pattern of a Xeno magfield projector. We know how they perform their little trick of moving through rock, and we're beginning to understand how they can manipulate the planet's magnetic field to float above the ground. We're programming construction nano to build replicas, as many as we need."

"To what purpose?" Takahashi, his pudgy legs still lotus-folded, was rotating slowly in the center of the room. Somehow his mass and the eye-grabbing details of his personal ornamentation tended to support the illusion that the Daihyo was stationary, and that Howard, Aiko, and the room all were rotating around him.

Howard fixed his eyes on Aiko, shifting again to Inglic. "We can duplicate their trick of sending payloads through solid rock."

"So?"

"Don't you see? We could create nuclear depth charges!"

Takahashi looked blank.

"Depth charges," Howard repeated. "Bombs that would sink into the ground and detonate at a preset depth!"

"Interesting idea, though I fail to see how such a weapon could be effective," Takahashi said. He shook his head, jowls wobbling in the zero-g. "In any case, I doubt that it would be feasible politically. There are not enough qualified Imperial officers at Asgard to supervise the deployment of so many nuclear warheads. Perhaps in time, with reinforcements from Earth, something could be worked out. . . ."

Howard released the handline, spreading his arms. "Admiral-san, we need your help. The Empire's help. Look, the people on Loki don't give a damn for the politics of the Empire and Hegemony. What we do know is that every time the Xenos stick their noses above ground, outposts disappear, mining facilities are destroyed, cities are smashed, and our people die. The Xenos are pushing us off the planet, and so far the Empire hasn't been giving us a rat's ass worth of real help!

"Well, now we have a way to fight back. Stop them cold and win back our world. We can't wait for things to thread their way through eighteen light-years of red tape to Earth and back." His eyes flicked to Takahashi, then back to Aiko. "The Xenos are as dangerous to Earth as they are to us. We could stop them for you, right here, right now, before they get anywhere near Earth. Isn't that worth something? A little help with the red tape, maybe? Or do we get nothing from the Emperor but promises and platitudes?"

He stopped, breathing hard. He'd gone over the diplomatic line with that little speech, he knew, but found he didn't care anymore. Fighting with the Imperial bureaucracy could be like arguing with a Lokan methane storm: lots of noise, fury, and confusion, with little accomplished.

Perhaps, though, if he made enough noise . . .

Aiko was silent for a long moment, and Howard wondered if he had, indeed, gone too far. Simply by questioning the bureaucracy's efficiency, he could have just ended his career. The Hegemony governor would hire or fire anyone in his command whom the Imperials told him to, including the commander-in-chief of the local armed forces.

"Tell me," Aiko said at last, "about depth charges that sink through solid rock."

Enthusiastically, Howard began outlining the idea.


Chapter 20

     Decorations are for the purpose of raising the fighting value of troops; therefore they must be awarded promptly.

—Letter of Instruction

General George S. Patton, Jr.

mid-twentieth century

Tristankuppel was alive with the color and excitement of military pomp and ceremony. Tons of sand had been carted in from outside and RoProed into an elegantly curved and sunburst-graven reviewing stand set squarely in front of Scandia Hall. Bleachers had been grown to either side, forming silver wings that flanked stage and podium and masked the base's drab fabricrete barracks, classrooms, and equipment warehouses. Gayly colored banners representing each of Midgard's forty-one domes plus most of the outlying settlements hung from invisible struts crisscrossing the underside of the transplas sky.

As a very special touch, Asgard's lasers had gently nudged Loki's weather patterns the day before, creating a high-pressure zone that put all of the Midgard Plateau under a rare break in the perpetual cloud cover. Dagstjerne, Loki's orange Daystar set in a clear green sky, touched the dome's transplas with liquid ruby and bathed the parade ground in warm sunset colors.

The grinder had been kept clear, save for three ranks of warstriders, the First, Second, and Third Platoons of the Thorhammers' A Company, walked in through a specially grown airlock the evening before. Recoated with nano armor films in the Thorhammers' blue and white colors, they gleamed in the sunlight like brand-new machines. Only someone who knew combat striders and had a sharp eye could pick out the missing weapons or armor plates or sensor clusters that showed these machines had been in heavy fighting only days before.

Dev stood just inside a gold-decorated archway opening onto the parade ground. The ceremony was due to start in another few minutes, and the area inside the archway was crowded with the men and women of the Loki Fifth as they began to form up ranks for the processional march. Outside, the bleachers were nearly filled by those Midgarders with money or political rank or social pull enough to attend. Dev had heard that a fair-sized contingent from Asgard had descended Bifrost the day before. They would be in the special review stand seats, out of sight from his vantage point in the seats behind the speaker's podium.

He tugged at his collar with a forefinger. This was the first time he'd worn full dress army grays, and he was finding them damned uncomfortable despite the tailor-programmed fit. The crisply fashioned two-toned uniform had been fresh-grown in the base nanovats just that morning, and still it felt stiff, especially around the rigid collar. He didn't mind the formal discomfort in the least, though. His shoulder boards and collar both bore the thick gold stripe and single cherry blossom insignia of sho-i, sublieutenant.

Strangest of all, though, was his being accepted once again into the Fifth Loki Warstriders.

He checked his internal clock. Eight minutes to go. Yeah, no static. He could hold on another eight minutes. Outside, a crash of music announced the beginning of the festivities. The crowd cheered, creating the atmosphere of some mammoth sporting event.

Wryly, Dev shook his head. All this fuss. Victories against the Xenos were rare enough, so the Battle of Norway Ridge, as it was now being called, certainly deserved a celebration. The who-was, though, hinted at some sort of breakthrough, possibly a new discovery or weapon of some kind. Nobody knew any details, though, save that some mighty high-powered brass was coming down from Asgard for the awards ceremony today.

"Hello, Lieutenant."

Startled, he turned, still not used to the honorific that went with his new rank. Katya Alessandro stood there, slim and attractive in the female version of Hegemony dress grays, with a rack of medals and campaign ribbons above her left breast that made him do a double take. Above a rainbow collection of campaign ribbons and unit citations, she wore a silver star, three combat drop badges, a blood bar with one cluster . . . and the Yukan no Kisho, the Imperial Medal of Valor, fourth dan. His eyes widened. He'd not realized she carried that much show metal.

But then, he'd never seen her in full dress before. He saluted. "Good morning, Captain. You have this habit of sneaking up behind me."

"Stealth, Lieutenant. The secret of strider warfare. How are you feeling?"

He grimaced. "Sore. They've got me on the new exercise program. And the brace is hurting my legs worse than that damned Gamma. They say it's coming off tomorrow. I don't know if they mean the brace or one of my legs."

She laughed. Strange, he thought, how shared black humor could acknowledge yujo, the warriors' bond. He felt comfortable with Katya, despite the difference in rank and experience.

"So what do you think about all this?" The tilt of her head took in the arch and the stadium beyond, with its screaming thousands.

"Am I supposed to think something?"

"Well, it is in your honor, Dev. Your little exploit on Norway Ridge created quite a stir. Or hadn't you noticed?"

"I guess I did. I'm still trying to figure out why."

"Stop thinking. Give me your 'face."

He held out his palm, and she touched it with her own. Data passed from her RAM to his, a trickle of words and numbers. A place, a restaurant in Towerdown, and a time, that evening. "We're having a party. Be there."

"Why me?"

She grinned. "Because you're the guest of honor, newbie."

"Is that an order?"

"If it has to be."

"I'll be there," he said. "Hey, I hear you're getting some more show metal today to add to your collection. Congratulations."

She made a sour expression. "That and a sen-en will buy me lunch in Midgard."

"No big deal, eh?"

"Hey, I didn't mean to put yours down, Lieutenant. You did pretty good, first time up."

First time up. It was as though she'd forgotten his first ignominious experience under fire. Or was she telling him his first time didn't count?

He was about to ask, but her head cocked into a listening position. "They're calling me," she said. "Time to odie. Good luck, Lieutenant."

His own call came moments later, the official-sounding voice of the Ceremonies Master in his mind, relayed through the tiny radio/cephlink transceiver plugged into his right T-socket. He found his place in the waiting ranks of First Platoon, a solid block of men and women in two-toned grays, with full-dress epaulets and medals. A simulated band was blaring out the opening bars of "Earth's Hegemony" outside.

"Regiment, stand by!" the voice in his head called. "Ready . . . ten-hut! With the music, and left!. . . and left! . . . and left! . . ."

Dev had seen little use for drill during Basic, but he had to admit there was a martial thrill to the spectacle of over nine hundred men and women marching through the archway and into the center of that vast, circular coliseum. Perhaps it was nothing but showmanship, but for perhaps the first time since he'd volunteered for Hegemony service, he felt himself to be a part of something meaningful. Sho-i Devis Cameron might be a very small part of a vast and impersonal organization, but he did have a place, a slot that he'd made his own.

He belonged.

The Ceremonies Master continued to call cadence for the regimental formation as it turned onto the field and marched in review past a raised, temporary platform filled with the dignitaries and military brass. "Eyes right," the CM called, and Dev had the opportunity to see them.

Most impressive of the visitors were the hundred men of Third Company, First Battalion of the Fifteenth Imperial Assault Guard, the Zugaikotsu regiment, dazzling in the full dress black and silver armor of the marines. Part of the Imperial garrison on Asgard, the 1/15 was arrayed in front of the review stand, blast rifles held at present arms. It was impossible to look at those spotless martial ranks and think of them as crunchies.

Behind them, on the stand itself . . . damn, it looked like half of the Asgard brass was present. Above and behind the stand, an enormous repeater screen had been raised, thirty meters tall and ten wide. At the moment it showed the regiment as it passed in review, endless blocks of marching color: officers in two-toned grays, technicians in green, ordnancemen in red, ascraft pilots in dark blue, enlisted troops in khaki or in dress black armor.

The men on the reviewing stand were divided about half and half, Japanese and gaijin. Shosa Fisher and Shosa Rassmussen, the HEMILCOM Training Command CO, were both there. A civilian, Piotr Klasst, the Hegemony governor on Loki, was present as well, a small, squat, self-important man in a purple jumpsuit and gold sash.

But Dev almost missed a step when he saw the man in Imperial black and gold standing at the podium, none other than Shosho Aiko himself, the commander of Asgard's Nihonjin contingent.

Aiko! He was making the presentation? The last time Dev had seen him, the man had been a captain, a member of the Imperial Staff. He'd been present at the ceremony when they'd awarded the Imperial Star to the newly commissioned Admiral Michal Cameron.

Dev wondered. Did his father's disgrace have something to do with Aiko being given a field command, eighteen light-years from the Imperial Palace? If so, it was astonishing that he'd agreed to preside at this particular ceremony. Behind Aiko was a ponderously fat civilian in nangineered feathers, scales, and inlays. Dev didn't know who he was, but his adornment suggested that he was from the Imperial Court. The who-was was right. This was a high-powered ceremony.

Marching rank by rank, the Thorhammers completed one turn about the stadium circuit, then took up their positions facing the review stand and the motionless line of Imperial Guardsmen. They numbered, all told, nearly nine hundred men and women, about sixty percent of their officially listed strength. From other archways around the stadium, troops from other units marched to their assigned places, techies and ordies by the hundreds, line infantry in newly grown combat armor, cadet-trainees in yellow. Only the Thorhammers and the training companies were represented in full, but both the Odinspears and the Heimdal Guards had sent colorfully uniformed contingents, each behind a staff-carried banner.

Music and marching ceased as Dev's implant noted that the eight minutes were up. There was a moment's silence, and then the band began playing the Imperial anthem. After that came the first of several speeches.

Dev stood at attention, watching the Lokan Governor's florid features on the giant repeater screen above the reviewing stand as the man talked about the utter necessity of pressing on, Empire and Hegemony, side by side until the job was done. Dev's mind wasn't on the speech, however. He was more interested in the data Katya had passed to him.

Yes . . . he'd thought so. Besides the date and time for the party, there was a small, closed file, marked personal so that it could not be picked up by a data feed scan without his express permission. He hadn't noticed it when she 'faced him the other information, but its presence had been subconsciously nagging at him.

Curious, he opened it, and heard her voice in his mind.

     Dev, you're not even supposed to know this, but I originally put you in for the Imperial Star. I hear the recommendation made it all the way up the sky-el to Aiko's staff before the stiff-necked sheseiji finally squelched it.

     Well, I doubt the Star would've passed without more witnesses anyway. The thing to remember is that it's the man who counts, not the show metal on his chest. Medals you can buy at any pawnshop on the Midgard Way; heroes, the genuine variety who don't wear their bravery like a medal, are damned hard to find.

     Mostly I just wanted to say thanks again for not leaving me out there. I'm looking forward to seeing you at the party tonight.

—Katya Alessandro

The news rocked him. The Imperial Star? Gods of the K-T Sea, witnesses had nothing to do with it! The Imperials, who thought in terms of family and lineage and the responsibilities of sons for their fathers' names, did not like to be reminded of past failures. Awarding the Teikoku no Hoshi to the son of Admiral Cameron would be like confessing that his father had been a sacrifice to political necessity. Unthinkable!

For himself, he was just as happy he hadn't won that damned Star. Quite frankly Dev found it astonishing that they were even giving him a lesser award instead. The Medal of Valor carried with it considerable prestige, but he'd done nothing to win it, after all, except rather foolishly risk important recon intel in order to drag a wounded buddy to safety . . . and it was his fault she'd been hurt in the first place. The instinct might have been brave, but damn it, he'd been scared. He was still ashamed of that mind-numbing fear, and of how Katya had had to yell to make herself heard above his screams.

He listened again to Katya's note, trying to reconcile it with what he knew was the truth. A hero? Him? Not likely!

The speeches were over at last, with Dev hearing scarcely a word. Later, perhaps, he would play the ceremony back for himself from his own RAM, but for now he was reduced to stumbling through the ceremony, piloting on automatic.

On signal from the voice within his mind, Dev marched forward, taking the corners at crisp right angles, ascended the steps to the review stand between motionless ranks of armored Imperial Guardsmen, saluted, and bowed. Expressionless, Aiko turned to an aide and took the medal from its box, a gold shield dangling from a crimson and yellow ribbon and bearing a holographic relief of the Emperor. The bar supporting the ribbon had a charged adhesive strip that would cling securely to Dev's tunic until he touched a contact point on the corner.

"Yukan no Kisho," Aiko said, pressing it to Dev's chest. "The Medal of Valor, for services to the Emperor above the call of duty." Turning, he reached for a second medal, this one silver and pearl on a scarlet ribbon. "Shishi no Chi, The Lion's Blood, awarded to those wounded in the Emperor's service."

Most gaijin simply called it the blood bar.

"Congratulations," Aiko added, still expressionless. Dev wondered what he was thinking now, wondered if he was remembering giving a medal to another gaijin a few years before. Did Aiko know he was Cameron's son? Of course he did. He would have reviewed Dev's records before seconding Katya's request. The stiff-necked sheseiji, she'd called him. The stiff-necked bastard. But there must be more to it than that.

"Thank you, Admiral-san."

"You have done great credit to your people, Sho-i," he said, this time in heavily accented English, and with the voice circuit off, so that no one could hear but the two of them. "And to your family."

Now, what the gok did he mean by that? Dev wondered. The Japanese tended to be oblique, especially where politics and face were concerned, never saying things directly, avoiding any blunt statement that could carry insult.

Dev saluted, about-faced, and marched back to ranks with the Ceremonies Master calling cadence in his head. After that, it was Katya's turn—another order, or dan, to the Medal of Valor she already wore, and a blood bar, with no mention at all of just how she'd managed to break her leg. There was more to that story, too, he thought. He remembered her expression as she talked about her panic at Norway Ridge. There was something going on inside her, but he didn't know her well enough to even try to guess at what it was.

The thought led to another. He wished he could get to know her better. He knew he liked her, but wondered if it was because she'd treated him like a person back when he'd first joined the Thorhammers, or something more.

After Katya's award came a Medal of Valor for the Stormwind pilot who'd braved Xeno nano-D fire to land and retrieve the Assassin's Blade, and a Distinguished Service Star for a comjack technician who'd hit on the idea for an unnamed new weapon, something that promised to turn the tide against the Xenos. There were a lot of speeches after that, until it seemed that half of the brass and dignitaries on and over Loki were being given a chance to talk.

Finally, though, there were no more speeches to be made, no more parade or pageantry. Hidden speakers blared the "Imperial March," followed by "Earth's Hegemony." The Ceremonies Master gave his final, inaudible command. "Regiment . . . dis-missed!"

Dev was instantly surrounded by the men and women of the Assassins, who pounded him on his back, fingered his medal, and welcomed him back to the fraternity of the Thorhammers.

The hero . . .

That evening, as the party hit full swing in the officers' mess, Dev and Katya managed to sneak out, making their way to the Tristankuppel's recreational center and an unoccupied pair of comjack booths. Sealing themselves in, they linked with each other; Dev had already downloaded a visitor's sim from the base library, a moonlit evening on a deserted, palm-lined beach at a place on Earth called Tuvalu.

Isolated in separate modules, their sex was purely recreational, a shared erotic dream as detailed and as real and as intense as any physical coupling . . . more intense, even, since they used partial feedback loops that let Dev taste Katya's slow build to a fiery peak while she experienced his faster, harder, desperate hunger and explosive release. Their mental joining began as passion, naked legs moving in the wet sand, but ended in a warm and gentle embrace beneath a tropical, star-filled sky.

"Let's get out of here," she said at last, her voice small against his chest.

The illusion of sand and waves and moonlit sky was so perfect that Dev, still half-lost in the sexual afterglow, didn't know what she was talking about. "Out? Out where?"

"Out of these damned pods." She shivered. "I don't like to be alone in the dark."

He pulled back a little, blinking. Moonlight glistened off her skin. It wasn't that dark at all. "Would you like a sunrise? We can tell the sim—"

"No, I want you. Not a dream."

She couldn't possibly be aware of her physical body, locked away inside the comjack module, but he broke the linkage, then slipped out of his chamber to help her clamber out of hers. She hugged him for a long time, standing there on the comcenter's steel grating.

They spent the next several hours in each other's arms in an empty lounge in one of the barracks. There was no more lovemaking—real or virtual—but he enjoyed her closeness and their conversation and the way she explained how she'd won her first Medal of Valor at a place called Galahad, before she'd been transferred to Loki. Later, things turned technical as he described an idea he'd had, a way to merge ground troops and striders in a deployment that would let each support the other, and she listened with keen and intelligent interest, asking questions and pointing out flaws, helping him fine-tune the concept and encouraging him to submit a proposal to HEMILCOM.

But he never did find out why she was afraid of the dark.


Chapter 21

     I ask you, what good are these research facilities? They cost billions of yen to build, millions to keep staffed and supplied. Handfuls of humans isolated for years at a time in the most godforsaken places imaginable. And for what conceivable purpose?

—Testimony before Terran Hegemony Committee on Appropriations

François Dacres

C.E. 2512

The great wheel revolved slowly in the white glare of the star, providing spin gravity for the complement of thirty-two men and women aboard. Altair DESREF was one of fifty Deep Space Research Facilities scattered through human space to study astrophysical phenomena ranging from gravity waves to the tidal effects of Capella A and B.

Altair, a planetless A7 star only sixteen light-years from Earth, had been under close investigation since the 2360s. Its high rate of spin—its rotational speed at the equator was 160 miles per second—had warranted the construction of a DESREF to study rotational effects on Altair's magnetic field and solar wind. After nearly three centuries, Altair still had not divulged all its secrets.

"Odd," Dr. Jeanne Schofield said, looking up from her board with brown eyes focused on nothingness. A cephlink cable trailed from her left T-socket, feeding her raw data from the station's scanners. "That shouldn't be happening."

"What do you have?" For Dr. Paul Hernandez, life and work on the Altair DESREF had long ago settled into a comfortable routine. Statements like "odd" and "that shouldn't be happening" usually preceded a failure of some sort, equipment breakdown or an AI program crash, usually due to human error. A mathematician, he was a man who lived by order, reason, and the comforting predictability of numbers.

He did not like disruptions in the routine.

"Magnetic effects on the K-band," Schofield said, that faraway look still in her eyes. "Something's deflecting the solar wind, and I can't even guess what the hell it could be."

Hernandez set his coffee cup aside and frowned. "A ship?" Starships used powerful magnetic fields to deflect subatomic particles, dust, and stray molecules of gas that could pose a danger at high velocities. "We don't have a ship due in here for a week."

"No thermal effects," Schofield replied. Starships that had been locked away in the K-T Plenum tended to acquire large quantities of heat that could only be dumped in normal space. On infrared scanners they tended to glow like small suns for hours after emerging from the godsea. "No, nothing. Just a wake in the solar wind that looks . . . oh, God . . ."

"What is it?"

"Oh. My. God." The words were spaced and planted like a pronouncement of Armageddon. Schofield's thin face had gone white, eyes and jaw locked as her inner eye focused on . . . something.

"Damn it, what do you see?" He grabbed her wrist, trying to tug her palm from the interface, but he couldn't budge her, couldn't interrupt the trance that appeared to have her pinned immobile at the console.

A glance at the instrument readouts showed a solid target out there, something enormous, a kilometer long at least. He knew a thin, cold fear. There should be nothing out there. All he could imagine was that, at long last, someone had picked up the approach of a Xenophobe starship, and unfortunately, that someone was the crew of an unarmed research facility.

Paul Hernandez then performed the most heroic action of his fifty-eight standard years of life. Seating himself next to Jeanne Schofield, he sounded the station alarm, then pulled a linkjack from the console and, abandoning the predictable, plugged himself in.

"We have emerged, Lifemaster." The Third Controller secured itself to a branched projection emerging from a nearby wall. The words it chose signified completeness . . . and relief. "The Transit appears to have been successful."

"Appears?" That single, questioning word carried a great deal of meaning. "We cannot afford doubt in this mission, upon which so much depends."

"The Achievers have completed their assigned geometry and are now dead." The word would have as easily translated "empty." "We will not understand precisely what they have accomplished until we assimilate their remains.

"In the meantime, the Perceivers are attempting to confirm the new geometry. It is difficult, as always, to make sense of their initial observations. However, the target star is near and appears, as expected, to be a close match to our home sun. The Perceivers yet search for worlds. It is possible, however, that this star is barren."

The Lifemaster felt a pang of anticipatory disappointment. Barren! That word conveyed such aching loss, such futility and lack of purpose. So much had depended on discovering here the source of electromagnetic radiations that seemed to promise the presence of a starfaring civilization. Was it possible that those radiations were of natural origin after all, the product of a universe that seemed, increasingly, to mock the DalRiss philosophy that held Universe and Life to be one?

Its surroundings held no answer, filled and defined as they were by living processes. The very walls of the Ship's bridge were alive, revealed to the Lifemaster's delicate ri-sense as a pulsing, energetic enclosure. He could not perceive the Void beyond the Ship's walls, the Void that still defied DalRiss logic, belief, and experience after over eight thousand cycles. For that he relied upon the strange senses of the Perceivers, life forms designed to directly sense certain limited wavelengths of the electromagnetic spectrum. Perceived by those wavelengths, the Lifemaster knew, the universe was turned inside out, rendered more dead—empty—than alive.

"There remains one possibility," the Third Controller said. "A heat source that appears dead but which seems to be a source of electromagnetic radiation." Two of its upper appendages twitched open, an expression of concern. "There is strangeness here. The source could be artificial."

"Draw closer then. We will reach out and taste this source."

"And if it is Chaos?"

The Lifemaster stiffened. After coming so far, and with so much at stake, failure was unthinkable. "Then we die," it said. "As will our world."


Chapter 22

     In war there is no substitute for victory.

—General Douglas MacArthur

mid-twentieth century

Eight months later, Dev was far around the curve of the planet from Midgard, his Scoutstrider Dev's Destroyer standing on what might one day be the bottom of the planet's deepest and widest ocean. Now the landscape was sere and barren, an unending, ocher flatness. Once, this plain had been a sea floor, a fact betrayed by the sparkle of various salts encrusting the ground like minute diamonds. Someday, when Loki became Freyr, salt water would cover this ground again, but without the ammonia and methane and frigid temperatures that had kept this world lifeless until the arrival of Man.

He was less concerned with Loki's past, however, than he was with the activity around him. Several ascraft transporters rested on the plain a kilometer away, while a four-legged cargo rig stood a few hundred meters in front of him. A dozen men in armor were guiding a pearl gray sphere from the walker's belly as it was gently lowered by monocable to the ground.

Other foot soldiers and warstriders had set up an armed perimeter about the cargo walker and transports. Hovercraft skimmed across the monotonous desert on plumes of wind-blasted salt, while striders of the First Platoon, Alessandro's Assassins, restlessly patrolled the area, weapons locked but ready for immediate release.

A familiar-looking Warlord stalked toward Dev. The Assassin's Blade's nanoflage was inactive at the moment, and the big machine had reverted to the company's dress livery, blue with white trim.

"Hello, Lieutenant," Katya's voice said in his mind as her warstrider stalked closer. "How's number three?"

Dev gestured with Destroyer's left arm, pointing with clenched duralloy fingers at the men positioning the gray sphere. "Almost ready, Captain," he replied. "We'll be ready to release in five minutes."

"Good. Numbers one and two are set. You're the last."

"Any update on the target?"

"Negative. No movement. It looks like we caught 'em napping."

Dev studied the bomb team. They were detaching the monocable now. Ponderously the cargo rig walked away, leaving the men alone with their deadly charge.

Operation Jigoku, they called it, though the Inglic-speaking troops in Dev's team had, perhaps inevitably, managed to corrupt it to Operation Chicago, Operation Gigolo, and even the rather unlikely Gee-goke-you. Jigoku, in fact, was the Nihongo word for Hades, the underworld of ancient myth. No one had explained whether that meant the Xenophobes were themselves denizens of an underground hell, or that this was an attempt to send them there, but the name was appropriate either way.

"We're set here, Lieutenant," another voice said in Dev's mind over the tactical channel. Across the dead sea bottom, one of the armored figures raised one arm. "Chicago Three, ready to drop."

"Roger that, Sergeant Wilkins," Dev replied. "Get your people clear."

Two new weapons were being demonstrated here, Dev thought, and he was getting at least partial credit for them both.

He still wasn't sure what he was supposed to have to do with the penetrators. He'd been told that the recordings he'd made at Norway Ridge had generated the idea, but Dev was pretty sure that someone would have hit upon the notion sooner or later. All he'd done at Norway Ridge was accidentally step in a Xeno nest.

But the crustal penetrators, as the new devices were called, promised to be the weapon that would stop the Xeno scourge at last. Each penetrator, nano-grown from sim replicants of the captured Xeno travel spheres, carried a one-hundred-kiloton fission bomb.

A nuclear depth charge. Dev didn't really want the credit for that one.

The second idea, however, he was proud of, for the rediscovery of combined arms warfare promised to be at least as important as crust-penetrating nukes in fighting the Xenos, and could well revolutionize the art of war entirely.

Combined arms was a concept that had surfaced time and time again through the course of human history. Cavalry working with foot soldiers, archers working with pikemen, tanks working with infantry, each advance in the science of war had brought together the strengths of separate military disciplines, and ultimately, each had become obsolete as technology or doctrine evolved.

Warstriders were the modern-day descendants of the great, hulking, tracked armored vehicles of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, machines so heavily armed, so maneuverable, and so fast that infantry could do little to support them and, in fact, would only slow them down.

As a result, while armies still fielded line infantry regiments for certain restricted purposes, foot soldiers were almost universally despised as useless for serious combat. The modern battlefield, it was commonly said, was far too deadly for foot soldiers to survive on for more than a few minutes. Warstriders were the arm of decision in twenty-sixth-century combat.

But Dev had been both striderjack and infantryman, and seen the battlefield both from the vantage point of a warstrider linkage and from the dirt and blood and terror of a crunchie. One of the first things he'd done after being initiated once again into the Assassins had been to suggest the creation of special Combined Arms Groups, or CAGs.

Stalkers were deadly opponents in combat, but the greatest threat to striders were large numbers of Gammas. Men in combat armor could not face Alphas, but they could carry firepower enough to kill Gammas. Light striders, Dev had suggested in his report to HEMILCOM, machines like the LaG-42 Ghostrider or the RLN-90 Scoutstrider, could be assigned to work with line infantry platoons. To solve the mobility problem, the infantry could be transported in ascraft, Lightnings or Stormwinds, which were already part of a combined arms team when they flew close ground support with warstriders. Combat, Dev contended, might become a close-knit deployment of the three military arms—striders, ascraft, and ground troops.

HEMILCOM was still reviewing his concept, a notion that in some circles was considered heresy. In the meantime, Katya Alessandro had swung the temporary loan of an infantry platoon to the Assassins, put Dev in charge of them, and told him to give his CAG idea a try. They called themselves Cameron's Commandos.

For almost seven months he'd been working with Sergeant Wilkins and her troops, evolving tactics, and drilling, drilling, drilling. When the Thorhammers were assigned to Operation Jigoku, he'd found immediate employment for them, manhandling the new crustal penetrators into position as Assassin warstriders mounted guard.

He found it easy to work with them. They were First Platoon, Bravo Company, Second Loki Regiment, the Midgardian Ulvenvakt. Most of them, he'd already met.

The new team had already proven itself in combat, too. Dropping crust-penetrating depth charges on Xenophobe SDT complexes was safer than tangling with Xenos one on one, but it was not without a certain risk of its own.

The last of Dev's foot soldiers clambered aboard a grounded Stormwind, leaving the gray sphere alone on the ground three hundred meters away. With the shriek of turbines and intakes, the VK-141 lifted off in a swirling cloud of dust. "All personnel clear of the drop area, Lieutenant," Wilkins said in his mind.

Dev switched back to Katya's frequency. "Ready to drop, Captain. We're set for timed detonation at seventeen hundred meters."

"Thank you, Lieutenant. Stand by." Still tuned to her link frequency, he caught her side of a rapid dialogue with HEMILCOM. By agreement with the Imperials in Asgard, the penetrator warheads were inert. They could only be armed by a coded linkage initiated personally by Shotaro Takahashi, the Imperial Daihyo.

"We'd better move back ourselves, Captain," Dev pointed out when she was through. "The charts show a shallow tunnel layer here at five hundred meters. Could be a problem."

The warstriders began making their way north, toward a low ridge overlooking the plain. Other vehicles, striders, transports, and hoverscats, were already gathered there. A squad of infantry, wearing the black and red armor of Cameron's Commandos, stood and cheered as he stilted his way onto the top of the hill. He lifted his right arm, fist-heavy with its Cyclan-5K autocannon, in salute.

"Hey, Lieutenant!" Private Dahlke yelled, using his external speaker to send his voice booming through the thin Lokan air. "Let's drop it right down their damned throats this time!"

He thrilled again to the godlike power of man-become-machine, knew that it was more than the electronic TM-high of implant wired to AI.

He belonged.

"This is it, Lieutenant," Private Rosen yelled. "The big one!"

When Operation Jigoku had commenced months before, aiming the new crustal penetrators had been more art than science. Xenophobe subsurface deformation tracks could be plotted holographically by combining input from three or more DSA detector stations, but the data was fuzzy, the picture of the Xeno tunnel networks woefully incomplete.

Later, more detailed three-D maps had been AI generated, as the techs learned how to interpret the reflected shock waves from multiple nuclear detonations deep within the planet's crust. The destruction of a Xeno complex could actually yield far more information about tunnel complexes and SDTs in the area than had been known before the attack, and follow-up strikes could seal thousands of kilometers worth of underground passageways.

Now there was the promise of a whole new generation of weapons technology, meson scanners that could reveal the interior of a planet as easily as medical nanoprobes revealed the inside of the human body, and robot penetrators carrying warheads thousands of kilometers into the deepest and most inaccessible Xenophobe nests.

Well, those were still on the drawing boards, and the way things were going, they might not be needed at all. They hadn't been doing badly with echo mapping and straight-line penetration drops.

"Lieutenant Cameron?" Katya asked formally. "Will you do the honors?"

"Gladly, Captain." Code flickered past his vision. Takahashi was in the circuit, tied in through stationary orbit comsats since the Asgard Ring was below the horizon. The Daihyo was feeding down the code groups, changed daily, that would release three nuclear warheads to Hegemony forces on the surface. "I confirm weapons free. Warhead Three is now armed and ready for release."

"Stations One and Two report weapons free, armed and ready for release." The voice was that of a controller at HEMILCOM HQ, relayed through the satellite net from Asgard. He had the self-important, pedantic tone of the technician reporting phenomena, rather than of the warrior dealing in death. "All stations, stand by."

Gently, in his mind, Dev found the frequency of the inert sphere. A particular code group would activate its penetrator fields.

"All stations," HEMILCOM said. "You are clear to initiate drop sequence."

"Right," Katya said. "Let 'er go!"

Dev triggered the activation sequence and sensed a single, powerful magnetic surge as the penetrator's fields switched on, pulsed once, then stabilized. In the desert, a kilometer away, the sphere vanished, sinking rapidly beneath the desert sands.

"Chicago Three," Katya reported to HEMILCOM. "On the way."

He waited out the seconds, watching them flicker past as his implant marked their passage. With their magnetic fields full on, penetrators tended to fall through distorted rock at a steady speed of about five meters per second. The Xenophobe DSA complex was seventeen hundred meters down, which meant a time delay of over five and a half minutes.

The problem, as it turned out, was that the Xenophobe complex was not a single underground path of distorted rock, but many of them, dozens of tangled mazes occurring in layers at different depths. The most shallow set of passageways, according to the three-D seismic maps, was only five hundred meters down. In less than two minutes, the crustal penetrator would pass that first Xeno nest.

No one in HEMILCOM knew what the Xenos thought about traveler spheres stolen from their own technology zipping through their subterranean realm; hell, they still couldn't agree on the question of whether or not Xenophobes thought at all, at least in ways that were meaningful to humans. What was known was that the spheres left behind a vertical highway of distorted rock. When this trick had been tried in the past, often the Xenos at the shallower layers followed the spheres' paths back to the surface, almost as if they were . . . curious.

Dev's internal clock registered two minutes.

"Ah, Station Three, we're picking up a DSA," HEMILCOM HQ reported. "Force four-three."

"The traveler?" Katya asked.

"That's negative, Three. Contact is rising, depth now approximately one-two-zero meters, force five-five."

"They're coming out to play, then," Dev said. "Stand ready, people." He ran a last check of his Scoutstrider's weapons systems, then activated the bolt on his right-arm autocannon, snicking home the first 27-mm shell.

On the sea bed, a plume of smoke erupted from the spot where the sphere had rested moments before. A shiver transmitted itself through the ground, and then the smoke grew thicker, a black pillar spreading toward Loki's perpetual overcast.

Something was moving within the smoke. "Spotter four-seven," a voice called. "I have a target."

"Captain?" Dev asked, deferring to the company commander.

"At your discretion, Lieutenant."

"Lieutenant Benson," Dev called. "The target is yours. Fire!"

To his right, a squat, four-legged Calliopede loosed a salvo of T-30 rockets, like white-hot flares streaming tails of smoke. They struck the half-glimpsed shape in a ripple of explosions that lit up the fuming, volcanic cloud and sent shock waves rippling through the ground.

More Xenos were appearing second by second, however, rising through the channel of distorted rock and scuttling out onto the surface. In moments, every warstrider in the line had joined the fire, sending volley after volley of rockets, shells, and energy into the eldritch shapes spreading out across the salt desert.

Radio became garbled; the hunters switched to lasers, maintaining a steady flow of coordinating communications that picked targets and brought them down, quickly, cleanly, efficiently. Large Xenophobe travelers were wrecked before they could shapeshift to combat mode. Pieces writhed and squirmed on the sand until they were fried by particle beams or lasers. Two Xenozombies, a Ghostrider and a Warlord, appeared and were immediately slagged into immovable junk. Overhead, a trio of AV-21 Lightnings darted and turned and stooped on shrill turbines, adding their deadly payloads to the killing ground in crashing cascades of flame. Communications relayed from Chicagos One and Two reported that there was fighting going on at both of the other sites as well.

Dev leaned into the recoil of his heavy autocannon as it slam-slam-slammed its rapid-fire stutter, hurling explosive shells into the chaos of the killzone. He concentrated on the Alphas. His CAG troops took up positions to either side of the Scoutstrider with practice-honed precision, ignoring the thunder of the striders' artillery overhead, burning down the Gammas as quickly as they appeared.

No Xeno machine came closer to the ridge position than fifty meters.

Internally, Dev's clock continued counting down the seconds. Five minutes, forty seconds after the penetrator vanished, Dev began listening with every sense his Scoutstrider possessed, straining to detect some sign that the warhead had detonated.

He heard nothing, of course. If the traveler had exploded on cue, then in the first millionth of a second, a gas bubble had been created over a mile beneath his feet, a cavity tens of meters across filled by a seething cloud of plasma at temperatures well over a million degrees, and pressures reaching millions of atmospheres. In the hydrodynamic phase, a stage lasting for a few tenths of a second, those temperatures and pressures created a shock wave racing out in all directions from the blast's center, traveling at or above the speed of sound in rock. Just how fast that would be depended on the density of the rock, but it would certainly be several seconds at least before the shock wave reached—

He felt it, a distant shiver at first, then a hard thump against the flanges of his Scoutstrider's feet. A visible shock wave flickered across the desert floor.

"Ladies and gentlemen," the voice of HEMILCOM HQ reported in his mind, "we have had positive detonation on all three devices."

Outside, the troops of the 2nd Loki broke into cheers. Dev tried to picture what had just happened far beneath the surface, and failed. Theoretically, the blast wave melted several meters of rock around the initial cavity and turned the rock for hundreds of meters farther plastic, or crushed it into rubble. The precise effect on the Xenos themselves was unknown, but nothing physical could survive overpressures of millions of tons per square centimeter, or the shearing action of solid rock flexing like a wave flicked down a length of rope.

Dev had gone through this operation fifteen times now, and each time he was surprised that the violence unleashed in the sunless depths of Loki's crust didn't break through to the surface. There was no crater, no plume of smoke, no leakage of heat or radiation, just that tremor . . . and a legacy of aftershocks over the next few days as the blast cavity collapsed and filled with rubble.

But a vast, labyrinthine maze of Xenophobe tunnels had just been trapped between three simultaneous nuclear blasts, and eliminated. If the picture of Loki's crust the tectonics boys had been assembling over the past couple of months was accurate, it was the last nest of Xenophobes on Loki.

The war was over.

"It's over. . . ." he thought, loudly enough that his AI transmitted the words.

Outside, the celebration was continuing, soldiers in red and black armor capering about like five-year-olds, even the striders gesticulating with their weapon-heavy arms as though they were waving and cheering. Dev was . . . numb.

"Say again, Lieutenant?" Katya said.

"Sorry, Captain. Thinking out loud. It's just hard to believe it's over."

"You think it is?"

"Isn't it? Our last precombat brief said this was the last major nest. You think there're enough survivors to reconnect?"

While the Xeno DSA tunnels could be mapped seismically, no one could be certain that all of the underground Xeno paths were being picked up. Too, if they were going to nuke every kilometer of tunnel, the task would take years and leave much of Loki's crust a battered, radioactive hell. The strategy so far had been to identify and nuke the major Xeno nests, the "cities," as they were called, destroying the big ones and isolating any that might have been in the tunnels between blast areas. Were those isolated Xenos still alive? Could they rejoin with other survivors and recreate their tunnel system?

The question had occupied HEMILCOM and Imperial strategic thinking for most of the past months, but there simply were no hard answers. Human forces on Loki would not be able to relax. Who was it, Dev wondered, who'd said once that eternal vigilance was the price of freedom? On Loki the prize would be not freedom, but survival.

"Hell, I don't know," Katya said. "But I do know the war's not over for us. Haven't you heard the latest who-was? We're being shipped out."

"Huh? Where?"

"Who knows? Maybe the powers that be figure that, if we were able to beat the Xenos here, maybe it's time to take back some of the other territory we've lost. Like Lung Chi."

Dev tried to examine his own feelings about that, but felt nothing. He still felt dazed. "I thought we belonged to Loki."

"We belong to the Hegemony Guard, Lieutenant. We go where they send us. Me, I bet it's Lung Chi."

"I think . . . I'd like that," Dev said. He remembered the last time he'd seen his father alive, and felt a new eagerness. "I'd like that a lot."

But military decisions have a logic of their own that rarely meshes with the likes or fears of the personnel who carry them out. Other events had been taking place far from Loki, events that demanded a far broader strategy.

Their destination was not Lung Chi.


Chapter 23

     It is the Emperor's express wish that the astounding discovery made at Altair be followed up without delay. You are hereby requested and required to organize a military expeditionary force, to be placed under joint Imperial-Hegemony command, and to be composed of the following units . . .

—Orders to General John Howard from Imperial Daihyo Takahashi

C.E. 2540

The ship was called Yuduki, a poetic Nihongo name for the evening moon. Classified as an Imperial armored troop transport, she was 330 meters long and massed 48,400 tons. Her hull was divided into three unequal sections. Running aft for half her length was the flat, bulky drives section, cluttered with sponsons, heat radiators, and K-T drive nacelles. Forward was the small, blunt wedge housing primary sensors and communications gear. Amidships, three flattened, pylon-mounted bricks, each sixty meters long by ten thick, rotated ponderously about a central core. Within the core were bridge, tactical center, life support, engineering, and cargo spaces, as well as all AI and linkage electronics; the slow-rotating spin modules, generating a carousel's out-is-down artificial gravity, had been divided into separate quarters for the ship's complement of forty-one and troop bays for her passengers.

No attempt had been made to streamline Yuduki's cumbersome lines. She was designed to navigate from orbit to orbit and the godsea in between, not the turbulence of planetary atmospheres. Nor had much attention been paid to the comfort of her passengers. Each accommodations module was divided into three levels, and those decks reserved for the Thorhammers were crowded to the point of claustrophobia, over twelve hundred men and women packed into narrow compartments with bunk beds stacked four deep. Since getting rid of heat was the number one problem of ships in the godsea, and since the stomachs of many never did adjust to the odd sensations of spin gravity with its attendant Coriolis force and disorientation, the enlisted accommodations were widely viewed as a preview ViRsimulation of Hell.

Officers had a bit more personal space and the semiprivacy of thin-walled cubes, bunking four to a room. Most comfortable were the spaces reserved for regimental use, mess hall, Common Room, officers' lounge, and the equipment bay where the stridertechs continued to service and fine-tune their multiton charges. There was also the recreation deck, a space in the ship's zero-g core equipped with recjack slots. Since it could only accommodate fifty at a time, recjacking liberty was rationed out at four hours per person, one day in five, with officers allowed six hours of RJ every other day. The release of ViRdramas, games and sports, of mental strolls in wide-open spaces and electronic sex with partners real or imaginary, was the one factor that let so many people share so little space without going insane. The threat of curtailed recjack privileges was a better disciplinary motivation than the threat of court-martial.

Like every other soldier aboard, Dev was wearing shorts, deck shoes, and a T-shirt, but he was still hot. His clothing, fresh from the ship's nanovats that morning, clung to him unpleasantly. Why, he wondered, had he volunteered for this?

He had volunteered, he reminded himself. The day before being marched to the sky-el shuttles on Loki, the entire 5th Regiment had been addressed on parade by Colonel Varney, the Thorhammers' commanding officer. The regiment, Varney had told them all, was being redeployed—though he refused to say where or why—but anyone who wished to stay on Loki could do so, no questions asked. He wouldn't say where the 5th was being sent, or why, but he did say that the Xenophobe War was far from over, that the human success on Loki was only the first step in a very long road to victory.

Inspiring words, though Dev and the regiment's other old hands paid little attention to the speech. Rumors were circulating, each wilder than the last, and Varney's talk had not even mentioned them.

Why had he volunteered? The reason had nothing to do with bravery, that much was certain. He'd considered staying on Loki, but Katya was going, as were all of the other Assassin striderjacks. His own CAG infantry had volunteered for the deployment as well, as though they'd known that he was going.

How could he back down in front of all of them?

Besides, the 5th Loki Warstriders were far more home and family at this point than any world. Remaining on Loki would mean reassignment to the Heimdals or one of the local garrisons for the remainder of his hitch. Better, he thought, to stay with friends and family.

He wondered if he would have volunteered, though, if he'd remembered how hot it was aboard a ship in the godsea. Dev plucked his wet T-shirt away from his body, trying to air it out. He didn't remember ever being this uncomfortable during a K-T passage.

Possibly the fact that he'd never been locked up aboard a starship with over fifteen hundred other people had something to do with that.

He was standing in the Common Room, a precious enclosure of empty space that served as lounge, mess hall, and rec room for off-duty personnel. There was no furniture, but the decks were padded, and one entire bulkhead had been designed as a three-D screen for addressing the entire ship's complement. For the moment, though, it was projecting a giant, three-dimensional freeze-frame portrait of the Emperor.

The Common Room was slowly filling up. The men and women of the 5th Loki were filing in, taking seats on the padded deck tatami-fashion, row upon row facing the larger-than-life image of the Fushi-Emperor. Sitting close, side by side that way, the entire regiment could fit into the Common Room—just barely. It was used as an auditorium when announcements had to be made to the entire complement. Word had already been passed that there would be a special address at 0900 hours, ship's time. Dev consulted his inner clock. Another twelve minutes.

He studied again the motionless image at the front of the room. The Emperor's face was wizened, ancient with—some said—well over two hundred years, but either bionangineering or a flattering portraiturist had given him a strong, straight body, rigid in his navy dress blacks. His tunic was heavy with medals and gold braid; his own government's highest military decoration gleamed at his throat.

And you can keep that Star, Dev thought, remembering Katya's recommendation of months before. Wearing the Medal of Valor—the Emperor had one of those, too, Tenth Dan—had brought with it responsibility enough. He'd about decided that trying to live up to that damned medal had put him in this spot in the first place.

The Emperor's image was set against the glory of Earth as seen from orbit, white clouds twisted and feathering against the deep-heaven blue of the Pacific Ocean. That piercingly glorious backdrop reminded Dev of the godsea, and he sighed. Often he still wished he could get a chance to go up to Yuduki's bridge and plug himself in as a pilot-observer. It had been over a year since he'd last dipped into the glory of the K-T Plenum, and he still felt a wistful yearning, almost a hunger, when he thought about it now.

But the Nihonjin crew didn't fraternize with their cargo, and Dev doubted that Minoru Shimazaki, Yuduki's captain, would take kindly to any request by a hairy-chested striderjack to play tourist. Dev remembered his own opinion of striderjacks, back when he'd been convinced that he was bound for a ship's slot, and inwardly winced. It made a difference, having seen both sides.

Sometimes during the past two weeks, though, Dev had descended to Deck 3, the lowest, outermost deck of the A Mod spin habitat, and just put his hand against the gray paint of the bulkhead. There, faintly, he could feel the trembling vibration as the Yuduki made her way through the quantum sea. Katya's crew chief, Sergeant Reiderman, had laughed and told him he was just feeling the vibrations transmitted from the rotating sleeve that kept the quarters sections turning, but Dev had ridden the blue light of the K-T plenum, and he knew the feel of its muted thunders.

Dev couldn't detect the vibration now, though. Five hours earlier he'd felt the peculiar inner twist of the ship's K-T drive fields collapsing. The Yuduki was drifting in normal fourspace now, though where and why were still unknowns.

The Thorhammers had loaded their equipment aboard special cargo shuttle pods at Towerdown, then ridden the Bifrost Sky-el to Asgard, where they'd been herded aboard the Yuduki without even an hour's pass to visit the Moro. The who-was gained greater and wilder proportions: Xenos had appeared in Rainbow, and the 5th was heading there; the Fifth was preparing to invade Lung Chi—or Herakles or An-Nur II—and take it back from the Xenos; a Xeno battlefleet had been encountered—at last!—near Loki, and the Fifth had been pulled off the planet to serve as a hidden force of reserves; the Xenos had invaded Earth, the Emperor was dead, Tokyo in ruins, and Hegemony forces from across the Shichiju were being rushed back to defend the Mother World.

They were part of a fleet. Dev was sure of that much. He'd glimpsed some of the other ships through a transparency in Asgard's curved wall—a big Kako-class cruiser and, hanging in the distance, the massive, wedge-shaped shadow of a Ryu-class dreadnought, one of the largest and most powerful warships in Human space. Smaller vessels, frigates, corvettes, and sleek Yari-class destroyers drifted in the leviathan's shadow in schools, like fish.

A thrilling, compelling sight . . . but all too soon Dev had been sealed away within Yuduki's A Mod, and he could only wonder about the fleet gathering above Loki. Twenty hours later, Yuduki had ridden a tether out from Asgard and been released. An hour after that, the K-T drives had switched on and they were traveling faster than light.

That had been about two weeks ago—fifteen days to be exact. And now they were stopped. Where?

Fifteen days of travel meant—probably—about fifteen light-years, though the light-year-per-day estimate was rule of thumb only. Destroyers could travel faster, freighters and troopships were slower, and everything depended on the quality of the shipjack pilots.

Still, it was a starting point. He reached into his implant RAM, calling up data he'd not used for a year, navigational listings and X, Y, and Z coordinates for stars in the Eagle Sector. Scrolling swiftly through the columns of numbers, he added numbers, squared them, and extracted square roots from the results. He was looking for systems fifteen light-years or so from 36 Ophiuchi C. There were several possibilities. Earth itself, for instance, lay 17.8 lights from Loki. . . .

Got it. Dagstjerne/Loki to Altair, 14.9 lights.

Altair? There was nothing there. Altair was a hot A7 star . . . with a main sequence lifetime of less than two billion years and a rotation so fast, it was visibly flattened at the poles. There were no planets, only a thin accretion disk of dust and planetoids. Why would they stop there?

Dev could come up with only one answer that made sense. With an absolute magnitude of +2.2, Altair was one of the brighter stars within the boundaries of the Shichiju, an ideal beacon for a rendezvous. They were meeting someone here; they must be.

But who?

"So, Lieutenant. Why so serious?"

Dev turned and gave Katya a bemused grin. "Hi, Captain. Just wondering where we are. My guess is Altair."

Her eyebrows arched toward the line of her close-cropped hair. "Since when did Shimazaki put you on his planning staff?"

"That's the way the numbers work out." Dev looked away. Her appearance was . . . distracting. Like him, she wore ship's shorts and a pullover shirt which sweat had plastered to each curve and line of her torso. They'd never been able to repeat that evening in the comm center. Privacy had become nonexistent since they'd boarded ship.

In any case, platoon leaders could not afford to get emotionally involved with those in their command. Dev understood that, but it was hard to see her that way without remembering their linked romp on a simulated beach, or the shared tenderness afterward.

"Well, you're right," she said. He looked back at her and realized that what he'd thought was irony in her voice was surprise, and respect. "The word just came down. We're at Altair, and they're about to give us the straight hont. How the hell did you know?"

"Well, let's grab some mat and maybe they'll tell us why we're here," Dev said. "Altair's not exactly prime real estate."

"So I gather." They found space in one of the rows and knelt side by side. His hand brushed her thigh, and he was uncomfortably aware of her closeness.

At last the room was filled, and the Emperor's portrait dissolved. Facing them was another, much younger man, in his sixties, perhaps, wearing the two-toned grays of a Hegemony senior officer. Gold insignia on sleeves, shoulderboard, and collar indicated his rank was chujo, lieutenant general.

"Good morning, men and women of the Fifth," he said. "I am General John Howard, former commander of Hegemony military forces on Loki."

Former commander. Dev leaned forward, interest piqued. He'd only seen Howard two or three times during his tour on Loki. At the awards ceremony, of course, and at a formal review or two after that. Generals had little to do with mere sho-i striderjacks.

"It is my great honor," Howard continued, "to have been chosen to command Hegemony forces in what may well be the most important mission ever undertaken by our species. I now can tell you that which has been a carefully guarded secret for months now.

"Ladies and gentlemen, Mankind has made initial contact with another starfaring species. Their representatives are here, orbiting the star we call Altair. After detecting our civilization's radio emissions many years ago, they voyaged here to seek us out.

"It has taken a number of months just to learn to communicate with them, though we did have some unexpected help with their language. They are . . . different from us, with an evolutionary background quite alien to our own. Like us, they have been engaged for years in a war to the death with an enemy they call the Chaos. We believe, from what their representatives have told us, that that enemy is our own, the Xenophobes."

General Howard's image vanished, replaced by a camera view of space. Altair was visible in the lower left, an intensely bright disk, tiny compared to Sol from Earth or Dagstjerne from Loki, but large enough to show a discernible disk, flattened by rotation until it was twice as wide as it was thick.

Centered in the screen, backlit by that dazzling sun, was what must have been the alien ship. Most of the hull was in shadow, masking detail, but it looked to Dev like something organic. He was reminded of a tree or giant plant of some kind, with thick, branching masses on both ends and with a gnarled, ropy texture that looked like thick bark. There was no indication of scale, but it looked huge. The shadowed side was completely black; there were no lights, no ports or anticollision beacons as on a human ship, no way to tell bow from stern.

The overall effect was intensely alien. If this was their handiwork, Dev wondered, what were the builders themselves like?

"We have only begun to communicate with them," Howard continued. "Already we have had some . . . surprises. They call themselves the DalRiss." As he spoke the unfamiliar name, the word typed itself on the screen. "That name seems to be a compound word that refers to certain aspects of their biology. They are friendly, highly advanced . . . as their being here, some one hundred fifteen light-years from their homeworld, should tell us."

"C'mon, c'mon . . . show us what they look like!" a voice said from the line of watchers seated just behind Dev.

"What is significant is that we may have found an ally in our long war against the Xenophobes. I promise you that as more information becomes available, we will pass it along to all of you."

"My God," Katya was saying at Dev's side, over and over with a gentle rocking motion of her body. "My God, my God . . ."

"In the meantime, let me just say that the DalRiss have asked us to return with them to their homeworld, and we have agreed. Needless to say, this mission will be strictly a volunteers-only assignment. Those who don't want to go will be left with that part of the fleet that will be staying here, with the DalRiss ship.

"The rest of us, with DalRiss guides aboard, will be embarking on an historic voyage, to meet the DalRiss on their own world, to begin an exchange of technology and culture, to lay the foundations for interstellar, for interspecies, trade.

"Perhaps most important of all, we will be able to learn much from the DalRiss about our common foe. Possibly we will learn at last just what it is we are fighting . . . and why."

There was more, but Dev heard little of it, so great was the pandemonium that exploded in the Common Room. He was surprised to find that he had his arms around Katya. No one else seemed to care, or notice for that matter. Everyone was on their feet, shouting, questioning, all trying to talk at once.

Another intelligent species. The news took the ship by storm. Those aboard talked of nothing else, and as more information came through over the next few days, the excitement rose in pitch until Katya predicted that they were all about to fly to the DalRiss world without resorting to the quantum sea.

In centuries of space exploration, Man had met exactly three other species that might, might share with him the spark of intelligence. Dev had long ago committed the details to his permanent RAM.

On the hothouse world of Zeta Doradus IV, forty-eight light-years from Earth, an Imperial explorer had encountered the Maias—Maiasedentis species—massive organisms that communicated by organic radio and sheltered their motile/sexual/juvenile-stage offspring inside their own immobile bodies. The adults were thought to be intelligent . . . but even that was unproven, and so far unprovable. Completely atechnic, without even fire or simple tools, or hands for manipulating them if they did have them, the Maias were so different that it was possible they would never have anything in common with humans.

On the second world of a K3 sun designated DM-58° 5564, over thirty light-years from Earth, was a highly social species called the Communes. Like ants, bees, or termites on Earth, they showed a remarkable and extremely complex social order, apparently based on chemical communication.

So far, though, there was no way to demonstrate that they were self-aware.

And then there were the Xenophobes, a technical species that killed for no discernible reason, that might kill without even realizing that it was doing so.

Those three examples had raised an important question. For centuries man had speculated about someday meeting a nonhuman species, about learning to communicate with beings who might be of an entirely different order of intelligence, who certainly had a different history, cultural perspective, and way of looking at things in general. Studies of the Maia and the Communes—and attempted studies of the Xenophobes—had raised the possibility that any alien species, no matter how intelligent, might be so fundamentally different from humanity that any meaningful communication would simply never be possible.

Now there was the DalRiss . . . evidently communicating well enough with Howard and others in the fleet to make their name, their history, and their wishes known. What were they like? What did they know about the Xenophobes?

With every other person in the fleet, Dev waited hungrily for news.


Chapter 24

     Until we met the DalRiss, we didn't know what the Xenos were. Afterward, well, we still didn't know what they were, but we were closer to understanding what they weren't.

—Dr. Samuel Gold

Senior Exobiologist, IRS Charles Darwin

C.E. 2541

At Altair the fleet was designated as Interstellar Expeditionary Force One.

Officially IEF-1 was a joint effort between Hegemony and Empire. The Imperial contribution in ground forces included the Imperial First and Third Assault Legions, both just arrived from Earth, and the Imperial Guard Striders from Loki, all under the command of General Aiko. General Howard commanded the Hegemony forces, the First and Fifth Loki Warstrider Regiments, the Twelfth and Eighteenth Rainbow Regiments, and several militia outfits, including the New American Brigade and the Chiron Centaurs.

The ships, however, were all Imperial Naval vessels, from the Ryu-class flagship Shinryu to the stores ship Ginga Maru. There were seventeen ships in all, pulled together from three separate task forces, and all under the command of Taisho-Admiral Masaru Yamagata and the civilian representative of the Emperor, Shotaro Takahashi.

While the Hegemony was certainly represented in the IEF, it was clear from the organization that Yamagata considered the force to be an Imperial war fleet, with himself its supreme commander.

None of that mattered as far as the Thorhammers were concerned. Volunteers already, all aboard the Yuduki volunteered again for what some were calling the Great Leap. Final preparations were made, several military vessels were detailed to remain at Altair with the DalRiss ship, and the fleet made ready to get under way. Three days after the Yuduki had arrived at Altair, the seventeen ships of IEF-1 accelerated outward, then made the translation into the K-T Plenum.

The Great Leap was an apt name. The world that DalRiss Translators called Home, it turned out, was well beyond the farthest regions explored thus far by Man—115 light years from Altair, 130 from Sol. Despite its distance, the DalRiss sun was a naked-eye star long known to Earth-based astronomers as Theta Serpentis; tenth-century Arabs had called it AI Haiyi, the serpent, and this had come down to modern sky watchers as Alya.

To be visible at all at such a range, Alya had to be bright. Dev felt an uncomfortable inner twist akin to disorientation when he learned that Alya was a double star, with Alya B a class A7 nearly identical to Altair save for its slower rotation, while Alya A was brighter still, an A5. It looked as though he was going to have to relearn much of what he'd thought he'd known. That such a star should have worlds and life, intelligent life, contradicted most of what Dev had assimilated on planetary bioevolution back in his starpilot days.

Fiercely radiating, white stars squandered their hydrogen reserves far more quickly than their more sedate F-, G-, and K-class brethren. Where a G-class star like Sol could expect to remain on the main sequence for ten billion years, stars like Altair or Alya A had less than two billion years before their spendthrift ways caught up with them and they collapsed, after a spectacular and planet-killing series of stellar pyrotechnics, into white dwarfs. On Earth, it was believed, life had appeared less than a billion years after the planet's crust formed, but it was another three billion years before those first primitive organisms learned to join into multicelled creatures. Another half billion years passed after that before those cells' remote descendants began clinking pieces of flint together to make tools and fire.

So how could intelligent life evolve on a world less than two billion years old?

The best guess any of the scientists who accompanied IEF-1 could manage was that evolution on such a planet proceeded at a frantic rate, at least compared with any of the life-bearing worlds so far investigated by Man. A-class stars, brighter and hotter than Sol, radiated far more energy. Ultraviolet and X-rays would be more intense in such a star system, as would the thin, hot proton soup of the solar wind. With lots more energy available for early biotic systems to draw on, mutations would appear more often, and natural selection, the great driver of evolution, would proceed far more quickly.

But it bothered Dev that his understanding of how things worked could have been so wrong. He wasn't alone. Two hundred astronomical, planetary, and biological scientists, half from Earth, half from other worlds of the Shichiju, were accompanying IEF-1 aboard the Imperial Research Ship Charles Darwin. Rumor had it that they all were in a collective state of near panic as they struggled to make sense of what the DalRiss emissaries had already revealed.

It was nearly ten more days before Dev and his companions aboard the Yuduki began to learn anything more about the DalRiss themselves. Most vessels capable of interstellar travel had an upper limit of two to three weeks before rising shipboard temperatures forced them to translate back to normal fourspace from the blue-fired fury of the godsea to radiate the excess heat. Since ship-to-ship communication was impossible within the K-T Plenum, Yuduki's passengers could learn nothing about what was going on aboard the Darwin until both ships emerged into normal fourspace. The journey had been planned as a series of twelve ten-day hops, with a day of coasting between each hop for cool-down and data exchange.

Each scrap of new data was eagerly devoured by every one of Yuduki's passengers as soon as it was available. Simulations beamed across from the Darwin allowed them to "meet" a DalRiss during their scheduled recjacking time and even question it, though most questions were turned aside by the simulation's AI with a polite "I'm sorry, but that information has not yet been made available to Darwin's researchers."

Dev scheduled his first meeting with a DalRiss simulation so that he could share the experience with Katya. Linked to each other and Yuduki's ViRsim AI, they entered Lab One aboard the Darwin, a gleaming room of sterile whites and silvers and mirrored surfaces. The atmosphere, Dev learned through his link, was predominantly carbon dioxide, with unhealthy percentages of sulfur dioxide, carbon monoxide, hydrogen sulfide, and suspended droplets of liquid sulfuric acid. The composition might have mimicked the runaway greenhouse effect on Venus, but the air pressure was low enough—less than one atmosphere—that the temperature hovered around a balmy forty degrees Celsius.

The heat, of course, was not accurately presented in the simulation, any more than was the corrosively poisonous air. As Dev and Katya stepped into the DalRiss habitat, the air felt dank and steamy, with just a trace of the rotten-egg smell of hydrogen sulfide, and the light was just harsh enough to make things unpleasantly bright. The air seemed to shimmer a bit, like the mirage above a hot stretch of ferrocrete, but it felt no more uncomfortable than a tropical bioenclave hothouse back on Earth.

There was little in that room that Dev could relate to anything on Earth. What waited for the two of them was definitely alive; it, no, they moved with a quivering, eager jerkiness. There were three of them, though at first they'd been so close together that Dev had trouble separating them in his mind.

"These are the DalRiss emissaries." The inner voice belonged to their AI guide, which would be there to lead them through the simulation. "If you wish to converse with them, you will need Translators."

A white-topped table appeared next to Dev. On it were two . . . creatures, black and glistening. He was reminded at first of the slugs he'd seen emerging from the travel spheres at Norway Ridge, but these were clearly something else.

What, he wasn't quite sure yet.

"The DalRiss create, through genetic and subcellular manipulation, life forms the way we create machines," the guide's voice said. "The organisms on the table are called comels. They are artificially created beings that the DalRiss call Translators. All you need do is touch one."

Dev hesitated, then, ashamed of his reluctance in front of Katya, stuck out his hand. The Translator's skin was wet but not slimy or unpleasant. It quivered, then began sliding up his fingers.

"The process is painless," Dev was told as he watched, morbidly fascinated. He was not reassured. The thing looked like a blunt, flat-bodied leech.

"Is it intelligent?" Katya asked, holding out her hand for the second Translator.

"Not in the way humans would understand the term. Like certain AI systems, it is intelligent but not self-aware. Its sole purpose is to serve as a bridge between a human and its makers by attuning itself to the human nervous system while at the same time maintaining communication with the DalRiss."

"Communication?" The creature had embraced Dev's hand now, a thin, translucent membrane that fit like a rubber glove. He looked from it to the patiently waiting . . . things a few meters away. "Telepathy?"

"Of a sort. The Translators consist of little more than modified DalRiss nervous tissue and an organic radio transmitter. An analogous organ exists in the Maias of Zeta Doradus IV."

"Consider them to be an extension of ourselves," another voice, high-pitched, almost feminine, said in his mind. "A way for our thoughts to touch."

Dev jumped. Katya, whose hand had not been fully engulfed yet, was startled. "Dev? What is it?"

He shook his head, unable to explain, unable to speak. A thousand questions chased one another through his head. How had these creatures acquired the symbology to understand him and to make themselves understood? How had they tapped into his implant? . . . For that, surely, was the only way they could speak in his mind. If the Translator was actually tapping his nervous system somehow, was there a danger of infection, or of an allergic reaction to alien tissue?

Dev's thoughts raced, stirred by fear of the unknown. He had to remind himself that this was a simulation, that he was not really aboard the Darwin, but still tucked away safe and sound in a link module aboard the Yuduki.

But the questions remained. Someone, obviously, had already gone through this for real.

"The comels are quite safe for your species," the voice continued. "Long ago we learned how to tailor servants such as the Translator to other body chemistries. There is no danger."

Dev's eyes were adjusting now to both the light and the strangeness. Picking the closest of the DalRiss towering above him, he focused on it alone. Working step by step, he began to recognize general anatomical features and relate them to things he knew.

Those, for instance, were legs. The lower body resembled a starfish, with six blunt, flexible appendages that held a spiny orange belly a meter or so off the deck, and a red-brown, leathery hide studded with bony lumps the size of Dev's thumb.

And that must be a head, an erect crescent on a slender, jointed neck rising from the center of the body, with fleshy, horizontal folds down the concave side that might have been a kind of face, and a pair of rubbery-looking protrusions to either side like those on a hammerhead shark. As Dev and Katya approached, the assembly swung their way as though it were watching them, a disconcerting effect because, so far as Dev could see, the thing possessed nothing like eyes.

An elongated casing that looked like hard leather extended back from behind the face, and Dev took that to be the DalRiss's braincase. Underneath, tucked in between the head and the starfish body, was a spidery complexity sprouting meter-long appendages, bone-hard on the outside, but with joints making them as flexible as whips. They ranged in size from finger-thick branches to flickering threads, always in motion and impossible to count.

Looking at the arrangement, Dev could not understand how the DalRiss could use those digits as fingers; they were fingers without arms, and much too short to reach past the thing's massive body. He said as much to Katya.

"I can demonstrate, if you wish," the voice in their minds said. There was neither accent nor inflection, and the Inglic grammar and vocabulary seemed perfect. "Give me something to pick up."

"Here," Katya said. She held out her hand and called a hundred-yen coin into being. The AI simulation picked up her thought and gave it reality within the simulation as she dropped it to the shiny deck.

One of the creatures shuffled forward—Dev estimated it must mass over three hundred kilos—with an incongruous grace. The upper body extended itself, body sections telescoping as fingers unfolded, reaching down and plucking up the coin between three hair-thin tips and handing it back to Katya. The movement was smooth, dextrous, and utterly inhuman. Even after the DalRiss repeated the act for Dev, he could not be sure of what he'd just seen.

Some aspects of the DalRiss, he decided, were so inhuman that the human mind had trouble grasping them.

Katya, bolder than Dev at this first encounter, stepped closer, staring up into the folds of a DalRiss face. "I'd like to know how they see," she said. "It saw the coin. But I don't see anything like eyes."

"That is because mutation and natural selection on our homeworld never led to the evolution of light-perceiving organs," the DalRiss said. It was disconcerting talking about these beings as though they were a simulation—which they were, of course—and then being addressed by them as though they were physically present. Dev considered tailoring the sim so that the DalRiss were simply exhibits, but he decided not to. He enjoyed watching their movements, seemingly random, but lightning-quick and effortlessly precise.

"How do you sense your surroundings, then?" he asked.

"Sound," the DalRiss replied. "And other senses for which you have no corresponding name."

The whales and dolphins that once had swum Earth's oceans had navigated by sonar. Like them, the DalRiss could "see" reflected sound waves with detail enough to tell lead from copper, solid from hollow, rough from smooth. Like the dolphins, the DalRiss could actually see inside other organisms; they could look at Dev, both "see" and hear the beating of his heart, and know whether or not he'd eaten breakfast. The DalRiss "head" was mostly sound equipment; the crescent shape was filled with dense fluid that acted as a focusing lens for intense bursts of sound. The knobby extrusions to either side contained the receptors, widely spaced to give the being a stereo-audio, 3-D perspective.

But other senses came into play as well. Something like the lateral line in a fish sensed minute changes in air pressure, infrared sensors in the head detected subtle gradations in heat up to several kilometers away, and, most alien of all, the DalRiss seemed to somehow perceive the chemical and electrical processes of life itself.

Darwin's scientists were still arguing over just what that meant. Some felt that this "life sense" was simply a refinement of IR sensing or keen hearing. The DalRiss themselves insisted that their world, as they perceived it, was a blend of the rischa, the life fields of countless organisms, a kind of tapestry within which inorganic matter—rocks, say, or the spiky, metallic shape of a Xenophobe war machine—was dull, dark, sound-reflective voids.

They perceived the entire universe as life, and themselves as a small part of a larger whole. When Dev asked them to explain this, the AI stepped in. "I'm sorry, but that information has not yet been made available to Darwin's researchers."

The scientists must be having trouble grasping that one, too.

But Dev was staggered. How could a species that could not perceive light have ever reached for the stars?

And that, Dev realized, was only the beginning of the mysteries surrounding the DalRiss.

Later, Dev downloaded all that was known about the DalRiss into his cephimplant RAM, then reviewed the data with Katya in the privacy of Yuduki's com modules.

He was not surprised to learn that he'd misinterpreted much of what he'd seen aboard the Darwin.

The sac behind the crescent head housed, not a braincase, but digestive and storage organs; the brain was well protected in a bony shell close to the armored branching of the ringers. Perhaps Dev's biggest mistake was in the nature of the creature itself, which was not one organism, but two, living together in gene-manipulated symbiosis.

The six-legged starfish shape was called a Dal, an artificially engineered mount for the smaller creature that rode its back. The combination could be thought of as a partnership like that of horse and rider, save that in this case the rider was actually imbedded within the horse's flesh, tapping directly into its circulatory and nervous systems. At need, the riders could separate from their steeds, but the Dal had been custom-tailored for their role and could not live long independently.

As for the Riss—the word appeared to mean masters—they could plug themselves into dozens of other species engineered for the purpose over millennia. Evolving on a world defined by life, which they could sense all around them as a kind of translucent sea, the DalRiss had pursued the biological sciences almost to the exclusion of all else. Before they learned how to make fire, they'd begun domesticating other species; they'd never developed atomic fission, but they could tailor organisms to fulfill precise needs with a deftness that surpassed anything human biologists had even dreamed of.

Chemistry had grown out of biology. Life, all life, depends on chemical reactions to sustain them. The DalRiss studied these and eventually learned to gene-tailor organisms that would generate the reactions they wanted to study. Living factories produced chemicals, even manufactured goods in an organic approach to nanotechnic engineering. Earth technology had learned to manufacture submicroscopic machines, growing them in vats or assembling them through hierarchies of progressively smaller handlers. The DalRiss had ultimately learned to do much the same, but by controlling enzymes and biochemical processes.

Man and DalRiss had used two radically different approaches to arrive at the same destination.

The DalRiss did not build their cities, they grew them, as humans grew RoPro buildings, gene-tailoring large, energy-drinking, sessile organisms on their energy-rich homeworld to create the living spaces they desired. The Dal themselves were an example of an entirely new species created by the Riss as symbiotic legs and strength. For millennia the Riss had been able to directly tap the nervous systems of their artificial symbionts, feeling what they felt, knowing what they knew.

They were aware of radiation. Their planet was awash in energy from their sun—visible light, ultraviolet, infrared—and it was that energy that drove all organic processes on their homeworld. Requiring a way to further study this radiation, they addressed the problem in the only way they knew. They designed organisms that could sense light for them; where nature had never evolved eyes, the Riss had invented them.

Living, symbiotic eyes. The Riss called them "Perceivers." The DalRiss didn't need them for everyday activities any more than a human might need a portable radar, but they'd used them first to develop the science of biological microscopy . . . and later to look at the stars. Astronomy had led to an understanding of how the universe works—of the laws of gravity and motion.

Ultimately they'd learned how to grow huge creatures that used the explosive combustion of hydrogen and oxygen to reach planetary orbit.

And from there, the nearest star was right next door.

Their star was a double, an A5-A7 pair that orbited each other with a mean separation of 900 astronomical units—five light-days—more than enough distance for separate planetary systems to exist around each member of the system. The DalRiss homeworld, which they called GhegnuRish, circled the smaller of the two, which the Earth astronomers called Alya B. With no reason to think that planets orbiting A-class stars were rare, the DalRiss made the crossing to Alya A, a voyage that took many years.

Both stars, it turned out, had planets. Only GhegnuRish had life, but the sixth planet of Alya A, which they called ShraRish, had an atmosphere and surface conditions that might be molded to suit DalRiss tastes. They already had a history of growing life to meet their needs; now they proceeded to grow an entire ecology.

Although Darwin's researchers were still working on understanding the DalRiss time scales, it appeared that ShraRish had been reworked in GhegnuRish's image nearly twenty thousand years ago. The DalRiss had been living on both worlds ever since.

Until recently.

According to the DalRiss emissaries, an enemy had appeared on GhegnuRish perhaps two centuries before, an enemy unlike anything ever encountered. They rose from solid ground in devices that could be sensed only by heat and sonar. Sometimes the enemy could be sensed directly, but vaguely, distantly, almost as though the life force was somehow diluted. Usually they remained undetectable behind walls of dead metal. The DalRiss called them Gharku—the Chaos.

The DalRiss had fought back, creating an arsenal of living weapons, creatures that sounded like heavily armored dinosaurs, living warstriders. But what the Chaos touched, it destroyed. The DalRiss of ShraRish had lost contact with the homeworld nearly fifty years before.

And now the enemy had appeared on ShraRish.

For centuries, the DalRiss had been aware of radiations coming from a certain part of the sky. They'd long been able to detect radio through living receivers—Dev thought of the Maias and their natural-occurring radio—and determined that the source must be a civilization spanning many stars so distant that the radio signals themselves had traveled over a century to reach GhegnuRish. At the time, the discovery had been hailed as one of the most incredible of DalRiss history. Life, as certain Riss philosophies had suggested, truly was universal!

But contacting that life directly seemed out of the question.

Then the Xenophobes had appeared, and contacting this other civilization became a matter of life or death. This civilization, it was argued, might know of the Xenophobes. Certainly their radio network appeared to indicate that they spanned many suns, while the DalRiss occupied the worlds of only two.

A special ship was grown, one employing a new theory of travel. Special creatures were evolved, semiintelligent forms called Achievers that could open space by force of mind, allowing travel from point to point simply by envisioning it.

As with nanotechnology, the DalRiss had achieved the same ends as had humans, but by totally different methods. Their means of traveling faster than light sounded more like magic to Dev than like science.

But it worked. The DalRiss ship had arrived at the star closest to the radio civilization that was also closest in mass and radiation to their own, home star.

And there they'd met the occupants of the Altair Deep Space Research Facility.

Five months later, Interstellar Expeditionary Force One had departed for ShraRish. Allies now in the fight against the Chaos, neither humans nor DalRiss knew where that alliance would lead.

But for the first time, there was hope of understanding that enemy, of knowing it as it had never been known before.


Chapter 25

     It was a completely serendipitous event. If we'd not had the facility at Altair, a station, incidentally, devoted to pure research, we should in all probability never have encountered the DalRiss. After all, they had no way of knowing that we were native to the worlds of far milder suns.

—Dr. Paul Hernandez

Hearings on the DalRiss,
 Terran Hegemony Space Council,

C.E. 2542

Four months later, IEF-1 dropped out of the godsea for the final fourspace leg of the voyage. For three days more the ships fell through space toward their destination, bathed in the arc-bright light of Alya A. ShraRish appeared first as a pinpoint of light almost lost in the star's fierce glare, but day by day it swelled from pinpoint to crescent, attended by a pair of mediocre moons.

Excitement aboard the troopship ran so high that heat, crowding, and discomfort all were forgotten. Most Thorhammer personnel had all but lost interest in the DalRiss during the grueling voyage out, but now that their destination was in sight, they again spent much of their allotted RJ time linked with Yuduki's AI, gazing at the spectacle unfolding before them. Alya A was a tiny, dazzling disk nineteen times brighter than Sol, set like a jewel in a soft haze of zodiacal light. Alya B was a pinpoint beacon against the far stars, more brilliant than Venus at its brightest in Earth's night sky.

The Inglic-speakers had long since given up on the DalRiss transliterations of the two suns' names. They were simply Alya A and Alya B, names quickly shortened by familiarity to the letters alone. The worlds of ShraRish and GhegnuRish became, respectively, "the DalRiss colony" and the "DalRiss homeworld" or, simpler still, "A-VI" and "B-V," and the DalRiss themselves were often called Alyans . . . or Aliens, picking up on the coincidental Inglic pun.

Then for two days all RJ privileges were suspended and the Thorhammers were ordered to remain strapped in their bunks. The spin modules, no longer rotating, unfolded like the petals of a flower so that "down" remained "down" as the ship decelerated stern-first toward the destination at nearly two gravities. Men and women rose only to eat or use the toilets, moving carefully where a fall could break bones.

When deceleration ceased and spin gravity resumed, they were allowed to link for outside views again. The red-gold-violet-white glory of a world turned beneath them. They were in orbit.

ShraRish looked nothing like Earth or Loki. The local equivalent of plants utilized a complex sulfur compound to turn radiant energy into stored energy; instead of the familiar chlorophyll hues of Earth, the colors ranged from pale orange to deep red-brown. There were oceans, but they gleamed purple in the light of Alya A instead of blue, and reports from sampling probes sent down as scouts indicated that the seawater was mixed with sulfides as well as salt and included dilute solutions of carbonic and sulfuric acids. Over the night hemisphere, the polar areas shone forth with the shifting, ghostly dance of auroras, driven by solar radiations far more energetic than Sol's. The flash and spark of meteors was common as well, more common than the throb of lightning beneath aurora-lit night clouds; this was a young system, and a lot of dust and debris remained in the ecliptic. The impression was of a raw, new world still in the making and not yet tamed by the red-pigmented life that had taken hold of its surface from pole to iceless pole.

"Actually, we could survive on the surface of A-Six without a lot of protective gear," Dr. Phillip DuChamp's image said. He was a tall, lanky, blond man, one of the planetary scientists off the Darwin, and his ViRpersonality had been programmed as guide for the men and women who linked with Yuduki's AI to explore the new world turning below the orbiting troopship's keel. "It's hotter than we normally like it, forty to fifty degrees on the average, and we'd need oxygen masks in order to breathe, and goggles of some sort to protect our eyes from the ultraviolet. But don't let anybody scare you about getting burned by all that acid. Swimming in the oceans would be a bad idea, but the actual concentration of corrosives in the atmosphere is quite low, less than a few parts per million. It wouldn't do your lungs any good . . . but I doubt that you'd even notice it on your bare skin."

"I think I'll stick with an environmental suit just the same," Sergeant Wilkins said over the link circuit.

"Yeah," Erica Jacobsen added. "Or a warstrider!"

"Will there be a problem with the striders?" Katya wanted to know. "Corrosion eating the hull, fouling circuits, that sort of thing?"

"Your ship factories ought to be cooking up nanofilms that will take care of that, Captain. Over a period of time, and without nanofilms to counteract the acid, yes, the environment could be pretty rough on machinery. That may be one reason why the DalRiss haven't done any building with, oh, steel, say. Ever hear the term 'acid rain'?"

"No, sir."

"One of the by-products of large-scale industrialism before the nanotechnic revolution. The rainwater on A-VI is acidic enough to dissolve zinc or tin over a period of months. On old Earth it was a man-made problem. Here, though, it's natural. Sulfur and sulfur products—like H2SO4—are part of the life cycle."

"You mean life here is sulfur-based instead of carbon-based?" Rudi Carlsson wanted to know.

"No, it's carbon chemistry, like us. From the little we've learned so far, sulfur seems to play the same role in DalRissian biology that phosphorous plays in ours. I say 'seems.' The nucleic acids that make up our DNA are phosphates, but we don't bathe in the stuff the way the DalRiss bathe in sulfuric acid." DuChamp's image shrugged. "This is a whole new twist to carbon chemistry. We still have an awful lot to learn.

"In any case, the environment, though strange, shouldn't pose any special problems for you. Your machinery will corrode over a period of time, but then, wind-blown sand didn't do it that much good on Loki."

Dev caught Katya's sardonic murmur. "You got that right."

"On the whole, atmospheric conditions on ShraRish are mild compared to Loki. I imagine a suit breach was a rather serious event in Loki's atmosphere, with such a high concentration of ammonia."

Mental chuckles rippled through the audience, edged by dark, soldier's humor. Dev remembered the bite of ammonia when his own suit had been breached. A rather serious event? Yeah, you could say that. . . .

"If your suit is breached here," DuChamp said, pressing ahead, "the atmosphere CO2 level is high enough to poison you, but the air won't burn your lungs the way Loki's atmosphere would. Air pressure at the surface is actually a bit below one bar. Keep your oxygen-nitrogen mix flowing in your helmet and you'll be okay until you can get to safety."

DuChamp paused, a lecturer surveying his class. "That concludes my discussion on DalRissian surface conditions," he said. "Are there questions?"

"How much longer are we going to have for precombat?" Dev asked.

The invisible audience chuckled again. For five days now they'd been in orbit, waiting as negotiations proceeded between members of the expedition's command staff and the DalRiss. Either no one in the military chain of command knew how much longer the negotiations might last, or they were unwilling to speculate.

By asking Dr. DuChamp's AI personality, Dev was trying to bypass the command staff and get some useful information from another source. There might be rumors among the science staff, for instance, that had not filtered across to the troopships yet. Even if he wasn't supposed to talk about it, he might make a slip. AIs often failed to recognize the significance of seemingly unimportant tidbits of information; one of the few things that separated human minds from AIs was the human ability to jump to conclusions—sometimes accurately—from some seemingly unrelated bit of data.

But DuChamp's AI image only smiled. "I'm afraid your guess is as good as mine, Lieutenant. The situation down there sounds pretty fluid. It may take a while to assess just where your troops and striders could do the most good."

Which was no fuzzier an answer than Dev had expected. From what he and the rest of the regiment had heard so far, IEF leadership was still divided over what they were going to do. Hell, there were rumors that Aiko and Howard had come to blows over the question, though Dev doubted that either the reserved John Howard or the imperturbable Kazuo Aiko could get that excited.

But the split between Imperial and Hegemony units was definitely a problem; Admiral Yamagata, insisting that the fleet represented the Emperor, had publicly suggested that the Hegemony gaijin remain in orbit. Their presence could upset the delicate diplomacy necessary to establishing relations with a new, starfaring species. His personal troops, the black-armored Imperial Guard, were better-disciplined, less likely to disrupt the negotiations.

General Howard and the other senior Hegemony staff officers, naturally enough, objected. They had not tagged along with the Japanese across 115 light years simply to remain in orbital reserve, and the consensus among the non-Nihonjin of the IEF was that Yamagata was trying to grab the benefits of DalRiss contact for Japan's Empire.

It was two more shipboard days before the waiting ended.

There'd been a sharp skirmish between Imperial troops and the mysterious enemy the Translators called the Chaos. It confirmed what everyone in the regiment had assumed ever since they'd first heard the name. The Chaos and the Xenophobes were the same. They'd appeared on ShraRish two standard years before, with different forms and different weapons than they'd used on the worlds of the Shichiju, but there was no doubt about the identification. Three Guards striders, two Tachis and a big Katana, had been lost in the skirmish, and an attempt to use a penetrator nuke had been botched. Though the reports from Aiko's HQ had claimed a victory, it looked as if the landing party had been lucky to get off as lightly as that.

The who-was spread through the Thorhammer modules at light speed. It would be a combat drop; they'd be going in to clear out Xeno surface structures, then plant penetrators where they would do the most good.

When the word came down officially through the ship's speakers, less than ten minutes after the rumors had begun circulating, the Assassins in A Module broke into ringing cheers. Dev cheered with them, then laughed when one of the Commandos observed that anything was better than dying of boredom in orbit.

After that, they were too busy to cheer. Final checks were run on each strider, and the big assault shuttles were prepped and given their final assessment: go, up-gripe, or down-gripe. Weapons were unpacked, stripped, cleaned, and reassembled in grim ritual. Power packs were charged, environmental systems tested, AIs queried and shunted into self-diagnostic routines.

Forty hours after the alert, a final mission briefing was held, a ViRconference of Platoon and Company COs and the Regimental command staff.

Dev was invited as well, somewhat to his surprise. Though he was not a platoon leader, his CAG ideas had received some attention at the higher echelons, thanks largely to Katya's intervention. The decision had been made to let the Commandos drop with the Thorhammers, tasking them with a special mission. Dev linked in with the meeting, said nothing, and took mental notes. This would be his opportunity to show what properly supported infantry could do.

The briefing was conducted by Major Gennani, the senior regimental intelligence officer. After laying out the planned deployment of the Thorhammers at a place the cartographers had dubbed Regio Aurorae, Gennani described what was expected of Cameron's Commandos.

Mindful of the benefits of the Xeno technology captured at Norway Ridge, the Commandos would enter the target area after it was secured by strider assault, searching for anything that the IEF's intelligence people might be able to use. Of special interest were the "greaseballs," the gray, sluglike organics that had been observed emerging from the ground in travel spheres.

Current thinking was that these were the Xenophobes themselves, though how they could manipulate technology like stalkers and Xenozombies was still not known. They seemed to be somehow intermingled with their technology, to the point where it was impossible to separate the two. Greaseballs had been discovered inside wrecked Xeno machines; they'd never been noticed before because they looked so much like lubricant or waste. Submicroscopic scans and N-tech probes had demonstrated that the greaseballs themselves were made of both organic and inorganic cells—part organism, part nanomachine. That seemed to explain their tolerance for a wide variety of environments—environments as mutually alien as Lung Chi, Loki, and ShraRish.

For centuries, most humans had been cybernetic blendings of man and machine. The Xenophobes had carried that meld much further, so far, in fact, that they probably had little in common with the full-organic creatures they had once been.

The DalRiss had never gotten close enough to the invaders to study the slugs. Xeno nano-Ds did nasty things to living tissue, no matter how well armored it was. With the Commandos' help, though, that would change. DalRiss biologists, their Lifemasters, were already growing organisms to receive and duplicate living Xenophobe specimens, a first step toward learning how to communicate with them.

The drop zone on ShraRish would be only a few kilometers from DalRiss lines, and local forces would be available for support. The new meson imaging gear aboard the science ship Dirac had begun mapping the Xenos' crustal lairs, and a large concentration of tunnels had been discovered close to the surface at Regio Aurorae.

The meson scans suggested an explanation for why, after almost two years, the Xenos weren't more widely established on ShraRish. Almost three billion years younger than Earth or Loki, with a thinner crust and a hotter interior, the planet was far more tectonically active than any world of the Shichiju. As the original infestation tunneled out from its first landing site, the SDTs must have been disrupted time after time by seismic quakes, slipping fault lines, and intrusions by pockets of magma. Now, according to the scanners, there were three main pockets of Xeno activity on the planet, and their expansion was still quite slow.

Not that that could save the Alyans in the long run. According to the DalRiss themselves, GhegnuRish, with conditions almost identical to ShraRish, had been completely overrun, slowly but inevitably, within a few hundred years. The knowledge that the same would happen to ShraRish had prompted the desperate search that had ended at distant Altair.

"Your force will be supported by A Company, Lieutenant," Major Gennani told Dev after laying out the overall plan. "Do you anticipate any special problems?"

"No, sir," Dev replied. A three-D graphic of the planned battlefield revolved slowly before his inner vision, showing subterranean tunnel complexes and company deployment zones on the surface. "We'll need enough airlift assets to get us off the ground fast, in case something goes wrong."

"Already arranged for. Three Stormwinds will be dedicated to your part of the assault. They'll put you down, fly air support, and take you off again afterward. Anything else?"

"Just the time for the assault, Major."

"Six hours," Gennani replied. His image grinned at the others. "I think the general's a bit anxious. Wants to show Aiko and Yamagata how it's really done."

"Just one more question, sir," Victor Hagan, First Platoon's CO, said. "That botched penetrator drop. Is anything more known about that?"

"Just that the thing didn't go off. We don't know why."

"Could have been a timer malfunction," Colonel Varney put in.

"Or it could be something else," Hagan said. "Back in the Shichiju, you know, the Xenos have a nasty habit of turning our own weapons against us. If they have an atomic warhead now . . ."

He didn't finish the thought. He didn't need to. The meeting ended on a somber and reflective note.
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     Humans long for order, for rationality, for logic. Yet with each step in our understanding of the universe, somehow the universe persists in defying us.

—Hearings on the DalRiss
Terran Hegemony Space Council
Dr. Paul Hernandez

C.E. 2542

Katya found Dev in the spin module's number three equipment bay, as the Commandos were boarding their ascraft. He was standing next to his RLN-90 Scoutstrider, going over last-second instructions with Sergeant Wilkins and Corporal Bayer. The sergeant had a Hitachi Arms subgun slung over her back and a bulky flamer cradled in her arms. Bayer's plasma gun was folded in its steadimount, muzzle up. Above them, the ascraft crouched in the shadows like a huge, black insect.

"I'll want a fast dispersal," Dev was saying as Katya approached, "fast and clean. Tell your people that if they trip coming out the door, there won't be time to stop for them. We're supposed to be hitting a cleared DZ, but—"

"Don't trust us to do our job, Lieutenant?" Katya asked as she joined the trio.

Dev grinned at her. The self-confidence she saw there was reassuring. He'd gone through some major changes over the past few months. "Just taking Murphy's Law into account, Captain. Anything that can go wrong—"

"Will," she finished for him. "I approve. Lieutenant, can I talk to you for a moment?"

"We're about finished here," Dev said, looking at the others. "Any other questions? Okay. Get on board and check your people. I'll link with you soon as I jack in."

Katya waited as the two leggers saluted, then turned and headed up the ramp into the ascraft's brightly lit interior.

"You wanted to see me, Captain?"

She touched his arm lightly, and they started walking across the deck toward the line of First Platoon's warstriders. The combat machines were moving, one after another, into the waiting ascraft, where men in bright orange armor attached the clamps and feeder lines that connected them with the ascraft's systems. The equipment bay rang with the clatter of heavy equipment and metal striking metal. Technicians huddled over flaring torches as last-second repairs were made, and yellow-painted bugs scurried among the hulking striders and ascraft, carrying men, ammunition, and stores.

Katya nearly had to shout to make herself heard above the racket. "I wanted to tell you to be careful down there. This has all the markings of a real, old-fashioned hema." The word was another Inglic borrowing from Nihongo. It meant a bungled mess.

"Anything I should know about?"

"The Imperial-Hegemony politics are getting pretty bad. I gather Yamagata threatened to have General Howard relieved of command."

"That is bad. Who would replace him?"

"Aiko."

"Bad timing. My people are already upset about Yamagata's crack about us gaijin screwing up the diplomatic works. I don't think they'd like working for the Japanese one bit."

"Agreed." They reached Katya's Warlord. Sergeant Reiderman, Katya's crew chief, dropped off the access ladder next to them, wiped his hands on a rag tucked into his coveralls, then gave Katya a quick thumbs up. "She's hot, Captain."

"Thanks, Red." She turned again to Dev. "I guess I'm still not convinced you can count on the leg infantry," she said.

"I'm leg infantry," Dev said. "And strider. We'll get 'em what they need."

"Just so you get in fast and . . . get out safe. Promise me?"

He gave her a wry wink. "Promise. Just so I have First Platoon to keep the bastards busy."

"That's something I can promise you." Leaning forward swiftly, she brushed his lips with hers, then turned and started pulling herself up the Warlord's ladder, leaving him standing alone on the deck.

As always, she had to steel herself to slide into that narrow, black crypt in the Warlord's side. As soon as she'd jacked in, though, her crew welcomed her aboard. Sho-i Torolf Bondevik was in the pilot's module, and Jun-i Muhammed al-Badr was handling the weapons.

Engaging her external view, she picked out Dev Cameron's tall frame as he climbed aboard the single-slotter RLN-90.

Dev's Destroyer. The name made her smile. She remembered when he named his new strider, declaring that at last he had command of a ship of his own. He never had asked for a retest, or a transfer to the navy.

She still hadn't sorted out her own feelings for the man. He was sensitive, fun to be with, and superb recreation. She suspected that her first attraction had been less sexual than it had been her penchant for picking up strays. He'd seemed so vulnerable. . . .

Well, he wasn't vulnerable now, and she still felt . . .

Damn. As if she didn't have enough on her mind right now with a company to run.

"Status check," she called.

"Piloting systems green," Bondevik reported. "We're hooked into mother-bird and ready for drop."

"Weapons are safed and locked," al-Badr added. "But all checked out and go."

"Eagle-Three, this is Hammer One," she said, switching channels. "We're ready for hookup."

"Come to Mama, Hammer One." The ascraft was jacked by Sho-i Lena Obininova, a Russian national from Earth.

Technicians guided the Warlord into position as the ascraft's clamps descended and hooked on. Her view of the outside world was blocked off as power grippers slid a thin durasheath shell over the ascraft's belly, sealing the loaded strider slots off in the darkness.

Fear twisted in the back of Katya's mind for a moment. Then she went on-line with Lieutenant Obininova, watching the bay through her electronic eyes. Easy, girl, she told herself. You've done this before. There's no call to lose it before you even get clear of the transport!

She thought of Dev's easy grin, and that steadied her. Time dragged on, one long second after another. Eventually klaxons sounded and red lights flared, clearing the equipment bay of all personnel. Air was being bled from the deck into holding tanks, preparatory to drop. Finally there were only the strobing warning lights. The deck was in vacuum, rendering the klaxon voiceless.

"Coming up on the drop point," Obininova said. "Deck panels opening."

Silently in the hard vacuum, hinged panels beneath each of the waiting ascraft swung open. At first Katya saw only a giddily endless hole filled with wheeling stars. Then she was looking down at a mottled red and gold and white-streaked landscape swinging past the opening. Vertigo tugged at her. The spin module was still rotating; the open drop hatch alternately looked down onto planet and stars as it continued to turn.

"Everything's green," Katya said, as much to reassure herself as anyone else. "Power's up. Systems go."

"Release in five seconds," Obininova said. "And four . . . and three . . . two . . . one . . . drop!"

Clamps securing the ascraft released their hold. The habitat's spin gravity, assisted by a nudge from maneuvering thrusters, kicked the ascraft clear of the Yuduki and into space.

Then retros fired with silent thunder, and the long drop began.

For the next thirty minutes, Katya was too preoccupied with the steady flow of data from Obininova's control systems to worry. The ascraft hit atmosphere with a jolt like a kick in the pants, and soon the view outside was obscured by the pink-orange haze of reentry. When she could see beyond the ascraft's hull again, clouds were billowing toward her from the red-brown landscape, and the deep violet curve of the planet's far horizon was flattening out.

Lightning flared, illuminating rain-swollen thunderheads. A volcano brooded beneath a wind-scrawled track of white ash. Two other ascraft from the Yuduki dropped on parallel tracks, five kilometers to the north—Second and Third Platoons, on final approach. Obininova opened mental windows displaying flight corridors and surface detail in glowing, AI-generated graphics. Their destination was the gathering storm ahead.

The ascraft's reentry shields fell away and Katya corrected her earlier impression. It was not lightning that was illuminating the clouds ahead, but the steady stroke of lasers fired from orbit. They continued to fire until the entire target area was so masked by a spreading umbrella of smoke that the bolts were no longer getting through to the ground. With a hard jolt of wind-battered control surfaces, the ascraft flew into the cloud, and Katya was plunged into wet semidarkness. When she emerged, the land beneath the ascraft's belly was a fire-tortured hellscape. Katya saw the same sort of twisted architecture and crystalline growth she'd seen at Norway Base, but it appeared to be built here on a grander scale, and with greater complexity. The laser barrage from the orbiting fleet had slagged much of the alien-grown architecture to the ground, but enough remained to create the impression of an eldritch fairyland . . . a fairyland with just a taste of black nightmare hidden in the fantasy.

"Hang on," Obininova warned. "Ventral shields coming off!"

With a bang, the duralloy armor was whipped away, and Katya's Warlord was exposed for the first time to the local atmosphere. She checked her external sensors, watching the data fill block after block on her visual field. Temperature . . . atmospheric composition . . . acid levels . . . all as expected. Dust levels were high, but that was to be expected after the bombardment. There were no detectable traces of nano particles.

The ground was much closer now. They crossed a dry river valley, and a clump of what might have been trees—slender, compact cone shapes thirty meters tall and colored red-brown. Smaller, feather-shaped fronds waved nearby, pink and orange in the harsh white light.

"DZ coming up, Hammer," Obininova said. "Fifteen seconds."

Light-line graphics flickered across Katya's vision, painting out a bland strip of rolling ground three kilometers ahead. "I see it. Arming weapons." She shifted to the intercom. "Hey, Junior. You ready back there?"

"Safeties off, boss. We're set to odie."

Seconds later, the Warlord dropped from the ascraft's belly, then steadied on shrieking thrusters. Katya hit the ground in a swirl of dust, taking the shock with a groan of stressed hydraulics. First Platoon was down.

Where was she? More graphics overlay reality, showing strider icons scattered across half a kilometer. Blue outlines revealed Xeno structures hidden by the smoke. She shifted to infrared.

Better. Xenotown spread out around her, fairyland and nightmares mingled. Downtown, the mouth of a tunnel, was that way. "On me, Hammers!" she called. "Bearing two-five-oh. Snap it up!"

Over her link, she could hear the calls and commands of other units in the drop. "Third Platoon, down and moving!"

"Second Platoon, we're down. Lance, watch your six! I've got movement there!"

Magnetic interference crackled through her mind. "Bandits! Bandits!" a voice yelled. "Hammer Two-Three reporting bandits at Delta-Charlie-one-one . . . "

Katya put the Warlord into an easy, loping run. Light flared through the mist to her left, lighting up the smoke from inside. In a moment, she broke out of the cloud. Shafts of white sunlight lanced down through rents in the smoke staining the sky. Ahead, alien forms twisted and mushroomed like monstrous fungal growths among sponge-textured cones that might have been trees. DalRiss cities, she knew, were living creatures, grown rather than built; what she was seeing now was an alien perversion of an alien design, a city long dead and rotted, the shell reworked into the stuff of nightmare. There were crystal columns, like she'd seen at Norway Ridge, rearrangements, she thought, of sand into something like glass. Buildings like squat, red-capped mushrooms had unfolded, their walls spilling across the ground in heaps of pallid, wormlike tendrils, strangeness following strangeness until Katya felt a sharp inner vertigo. What was DalRiss, and what was Xenophobe? Nothing looked familiar save the clouds overhead and the occasional thrust of boulders through the carpet of alien biomass.

Something huge and monstrous turned on elephantine legs, wrinkled body slung between the hips, black above, gray-red below, with prongs or horns on one end, a balancing tail on the other. She hit it with her ranging laser; the AI computed size from range and angle and told her the creature was six meters tall—bigger than most warstriders—and massed at least fifty tons.

Katya noticed something else about that towering apparition. Chunks of pebble-rough hide dropped from its flanks with each step, revealing raw meat and purple-red blood.

Among striderjacks, zombie referred to a Beta, a warstrider or other human machine somehow taken over by the Xenos. This . . . thing gave new definition and horror to the word, a once-living organism now transformed into a decaying puppet two stories high.

There was a flash, and something hit the Warlord high on its left torso. The nano-D count soared, and Katya cut in the strider's external countermeasures.

Moving swiftly to sidestep the deadly, invisible cloud, she swung her left arm up and triggered the CPG. White light flared from the beast's shoulder, causing it to stumble. An instant later, al-Badr cut in with the dorsal hivel gun. Pieces of the giant beast splattered with the buzz-saw impact. The body took another step forward, then sagged in a bloody heap.

Other shapes were moving among the broken forest of pillars. Katya tracked something moving quickly on four legs and fired with her hull lasers, but the bolt flared against the side of a gnarled, organic column crowned with spikes, biting a chunk from it and sending it crashing to the ground.

"Hold steady!" al-Badr called. "I'm launching a Star-hawk!"

She dug in the strider's armored heels, lurching to a halt. "Go!"

There was a hissing shriek and a jolt. A stub-finned missile streaked into the sky. She opened a window inset on her field of view. It showed the landscape ahead streaking past, the mind's-eye view from Jun-i al-Badr as he guided the teleoperated missile through a radio link. Katya's graphics showed more life-forms, closing from behind the encircling walls of smoke.

"We've got heavy targets at five kilometers," she told him over the link. Short range for a Starhawk, but they had to relieve some of the pressure in the immediate area of the DZ. "Moving this way."

"I'm on them."

Dots appeared on the ground, growing swiftly to shadows. Katya saw more alien life-forms, monstrous, already decaying in the thrall of the unseen creatures riding them. The Starhawk impacted one of the largest ones with a flash and a snowstorm of static.

"Scratch one zombie," al-Badr said, his point of view now back with the Warlord.

"Yeah, but we have lots more coming," Bondevik pointed out. He indicated an icon clear on the graphics display but not yet visible to hunorm optics. "I think we've got a Cobra over there."

A Cobra! So there were familiar Xeno types here. Katya had been wondering. The Xenos on ShraRish appeared to be using organic forms as their principal surrogates and mounts, and it seemed possible that the lack of any DalRiss steel or heavy manufacturing industry might be the reason for that. The Xenos needed processed metals and advanced materials to make combat vehicles of metal . . . though she'd always assumed they took what they needed from veins of ore underground.

But perhaps it wasn't that simple. Steel, for instance, was not found underground; it was iron, laboriously smelted from ore, then alloyed with carbon through one of several high-temperature processes. Other artificial materials came to mind: ceramics . . . plastics . . .

"Let's see what this Cobra is made out of, gentlemen," Katya said. She turned the Warlord onto a new heading, stalking the unseen Cobra.

Explosions erupted around them, pelting the strider with rock and shattered crystal. Katya engaged the ventral-mounted weapons pod when a starfish-shaped creature that looked like an overgrown DalRiss appeared fifty meters off, hurling fist-sized balls of flame from an unseen launcher implanted in its back. Rocket fire disintegrated the creature, or drove it under cover. Katya couldn't be sure which.

The EM spectrum was blocked now, the piercing hiss of Xeno electromagnetics as effective as any jamming. Katya scanned the skies, looking for the promised air support. Nothing yet.

Then the Cobra lunged at them from behind a low wall of toppled debris. It was in its combat mode, squat and lumpy and deadly-looking, but one blast from her CPG tore a piece from the gray hull as big as a Stormwind's wing. On a hunch she fired her bow lasers. Dazzling light flared from the thing's flank; metal vapor boiled into the air. Katya told the strider's AI to analyze the gas's spectrum.

Nickle-iron, raw and unrefined. Some lead, silver, gold, and copper . . . but mostly nickle-iron as pure as from any asteroid. Traces of silica, sulfur, magnesium . . . rock! The thing had worked slabs of stone into its hull.

Rock and nickle-iron. Stuff the Xenos could find deep within a planet's crust. The Xenos took what they could get, but they did little real manufacturing or metals processing of their own. For years it had been assumed that they had factories of some kind in their labyrinths deep in the crust, places where they could forge the scraps of demolished human technology they stole into something new.

Could it be possible that the nanotechnics they obviously used were their only technology?

She fired again, lasers and CPGs, and the Cobra started to morph, gray metal and stone flowing together like liquid mercury, gleaming silver in the sunlight. Taking control of the central weapons pod, al-Badr triggered a barrage of M-22 rockets. The multiple detonations shredded the damaged Cobra and scattered smoking lumps of the thing across a thousand square meters of ground.

In her mind, Katya chewed on an imaginary lip. She had a feeling she'd just pried back a small piece of the Xenophobe mystery.

Now if she could just get the data back! Damn, where were the ground-support ascraft?

Then the pace of the battle began picking up.
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     . . . temperature range (equatorial): 40°C to 50°C; Atmospheric pressure (arbitrary sea level): .75 bar; composition: N2 83.7%, O2 8.7%, O3 3.6%, SO2 2.4%, Ar1.2%, H2O(mean) .2%, H2SO4 (mean) 850 ppm, CO2 540 ppm . . .

—Selected extracts from science log

Alya A-VI

IRS Charles Darwin

C.E. 2541

Open flames were impossible in an atmosphere consisting of less than ten percent oxygen, but organic matter smoldered as intense heat broke it down, liberating choking clouds of greasy smoke, and chemical reactions precipitated liquid droplets out of the sky, a thin, wet mist. The ascraft's reentry shell had dropped clear moments before. Dev strained for a glimpse of the ground as the ascraft dropped through the pall.

There . . . an undulating landscape, streaked and broken by cloud-shadow. Trees—or something like trees—pink and orange spearpoints and curl-tipped feathers thirty meters tall rose from soft, red masses of ShraRishan life. Surreal spirals and twists and mushrooms carved from red foam matched descriptions of DalRiss living cities, but everywhere order had begun melting into disorder. No wonder the DalRiss called the Xenos the Chaos. Their city was at once both dead and horribly alive, with new and malevolent growths invading, penetrating, replacing, changing like a hideous cancer run amok.

Humans had added to the destruction, blasting craters, smashing delicate towers, slagging down once-living buildings, uprooting the geometric perfection of vast gardens. It was like a terrible, three-sided struggle, the life of the DalRiss pitted against the perversion of the Xenos, and the wholesale death delivered by the humans.

"Where are they?" Dev called, worried now. Somewhere in that hell, the Assassins should have secured a DZ where the Commandos could disembark. They'd been out of touch with regiment HQ for several minutes now, ever since the Commandos' ascraft had emerged from reentry blackout. Radio and laser communications both had been interrupted, and Dev could not establish a fix on any topological landmark with any certainty. This was certainly the right general area for the DZ, but nothing looked as it should have looked. His graphic overlays refused to mesh with reality as he was able to snatch it, a glimpse at a time, through the drifting islands of smoke and gas. Alessandro's Assassins could have been anywhere within two or three kilometers range, and he would never have seen them.

The ascraft jolted, hard, and Dev thought they'd been hit.

"No sweat," Sho-i Anders told him. "Rough air from a hot blast crater."

"Can you take us any lower?"

"Sure, but we won't be able to see as far. The higher we are, the better our chances of catching something through a hole in the sky junk."

But Dev had about given up on that. "Look, if we stay up here, your wings are going to fall off. You checked your hull integrity lately?"

He was watching the readouts from a battery of atmospheric sensors as he spoke. Those clouds were the product of an alien ecology, death-pallid fogs of sulfuric acid. As Anders guided the ascraft through the misty air, acid condensed on the wings and hull metal, streaming aft in corrosive rivulets. The nanofilm on the exposed portions of Dev's Scoutstrider had already been degraded by twenty percent in places. As Dev tapped into Anders's systems readouts, he felt the strain registering on the ascraft's intakes. How long would the turbine fans last?

"What's that over there?" Dev asked, using a cursor to indicate a circular, sunken field in the middle of the alien city. White mist spread like a milky sea across the terrain. Enhancing the view with telephoto optics, he could see what looked like balloons rising from the kilometer-wide swirl of barren earth and mist, and hovering above the ground.

Xeno travelers, emerging from underground by the thousands.

"Looks like our friends are coming up to play," Anders said.

A Xeno tunnel mouth. "Yeah. Let's set down over there." He indicated another spot, a flat area near the crater rim.

"We're starting to pick up a nano count," Anders warned him. "Point one-five."

"All the more reason to get this over with." He took another look about for Katya's company. Lightning flared and boomed to the north. That might be her . . . but here was the opportunity he'd been looking for. "Let's hit it!"

The ascraft flared out at twenty meters, releasing Dev's Scoutstrider from one side and a Mitsubishi Type 400 APC from the other. Dev tensed his shoulders, and the twin jets of his hotbox thrusters roared. Seconds later, Dev's Destroyer hit the ground with a crash, absorbing the shock on bent legs and whining stabilizers. At his side, the APW unfolded stiltlike legs.

Called the Kani—Nihongo for Crab—the Type 400 was a squat, humpbacked shape supported by four legs that folded against the hull during transport, but telescoped out from the sides on ball-and-socket joints to lift it clear of uneven terrain. With a hull five meters long and two high, the Kani was a smaller version of the big VbH Zo walkers, carrying twenty armored men in motion-sickened discomfort. Hivel cannons in blister turrets to left and right provided fire support.

"How're you people doing, Sergeant?" Dev called.

The Crab lurched forward, sensor clusters tasting the air like sensitive antennae. "Down in one piece," Wilkins replied. A three-plug technician was jacking the APC, but Wilkins had linked into the comm system with her palm interface. "Where's our backup?"

"What backup?"

"Uh-oh. Things are getting interesting now."

An explosion gouged dirt and rock from the ground ten meters away. Dev pivoted, tracking the round. Two hundred meters away, something like a vast, convoluted sponge, roughly spherical but rising fifty meters into the air, was rolling ponderously and very slowly toward them.

Had it fired? The shapes surrounding him were so strange, so distorted, Dev was not sure just what he was seeing. He was glad now that the decision had been made to drop them deep in the Xeno-controlled area. If he'd had to worry about which of these alien shapes were friendly and which were hostile, he would have been unable to fight for fear of hitting an ally.

Another explosion ripped through ground and biomass, five meters away. Something hard clanged off Dev's light armor, staggering him. The nano count was rising.

With no DalRiss friendlies about, the simple rule was kill everything strange that moved. He aimed his right arm, heavy with the muzzle-heavy bulk of a Cyclan Arms CA-5000 autocannon. Codes flickered through his awareness, target track . . . lock . . . fire! High-velocity explosive shells ripped into the sphere, exploding deep inside with strobing flashes muffled by the creature's soft mass.

It fired back. This time his targeting radar caught the track of high-speed projectiles, but the thing was having trouble getting the range. Strange. It wasn't using an active radar lock, though Dev's external mikes picked up an ultrasonic squeal that might have been some kind of sonar. The APC's hivel cannons joined the thundering fury of Dev's autocannon. Pieces of the giant were hurled hundreds of meters into the air; white smoke streamed from the surface of the thing as the submicroscopic machines animating it lost their cohesion and flowed away by the billions.

Like they're abandoning ship, Dev thought, continuing to hose the living mountain with explosive shells. It was falling apart as he watched it.

Stranger and stranger. The Xenos on ShraRish had adapted the "technology" of the inhabitants, biological shapes and sonar, but ignoring such obvious and simple technical aids as radar or laser ranging. Why? The simplest answer was that they took what was at hand and adapted it to their own purposes . . . and those adaptations weren't carried from world to world. On Loki and Lung Chi and Herakles and the other invaded worlds of the Shichiju, they'd found steel and duralloy, glass and plastic, ferrocrete and duraminium . . . all products of advanced human manufacturing and materials technology. The Xenophobe weapons and vehicles on those worlds were made of metals and plastics, dissolved and re-formed in new and extremely fluid ways by Xeno nanotechnics.

Here, though, all the Xenos had to work with were organics, no match at all for durasheathed warstriders.

Legs scissoring, he ascended the low rise of the crater rim. Beyond, pearl-colored spheres drifted on shifting magnetic aurorae, some hanging together meters above the white fog like masses of glistening bubble-foam, others clustering along the creamy white shores of that alien sea and bursting, releasing their wet-slithering riders.

The slugs covered the ground within the crater rim. They were everywhere, woven into a glistening web of living tissue, crawling over one another, smothering one another as they oozed their way over the crater rim, clumping together into living sculptures, shapes of no certain form or purpose. Strands of gray tissue stretched between crystal towers, like shreds of tissue clinging to bone.

If there was such a thing as evil, Dev thought wildly, this was it. There was a basic wrongness to this perversion of the ecology of an entire, living world. It felt unclean; he felt unclean, wading ankle-deep through that wetly shining mass of life-gone-berserk.

At least, though, there were plenty of samples available for the taking. "Okay, Sergeant," he said. "Come and get 'em!"

The Kani slewed to a stop at the base of the crater rim's gentle slope, its legs folding above its back as they lowered the hull to the ground. Clamshell doors at front and rear hissed open as ramps extended. Foot soldiers, ungainly in armor, pounded down the ramps and spread out in perfect combat deployment.

Six men carried bulky, insulated chests, two men on each. Inner layers of counter-nano films should keep the slugs from eating their way through if they had any nano-D capabilities themselves. Each two-man team lugged its chest to the edge of the gray, oozing mass, opened the top, and began snatching specimens with long-handled tongs.

An explosion gouted earth and rock to Dev's left. Three troopers went down, one screaming as his helmet started to dissolve. Dev pivoted, firing an AND round to blanket the area, then tracking the projectile back to its source.

Surprise stabbed at him. Just when he'd decided that the Xenos on ShraRish were all organics and relatively easy to deal with! Five hundred meters away, a huge, blunt snake-shape was morphing into the many-spined horror of a Fer-de-Lance.

Dev opened fire with both his autocannon and his left-shoulder Kv-48 weapons pack, crouching his strider to bring the rocket tubes to bear. M-22 rockets flashed and hissed, trailing white contrails through the wet air, then slamming home with a thundering barrage of detonations.

Spines and writhing tentacles snapped from the Fer-de-Lance's body. Gaping craters appeared in the soft gray of the hull beneath. Dev's strider did not possess a laser, so he couldn't analyze the Xeno's makeup, but it looked to Dev as though the core of the thing was alive . . . or at least made of something like meat. There was other material, too, rock, he thought, and possibly something like iron or lead. It was hard to make sense of it.

But sense or not, this Fer-de-Lance was easier to kill than its cousins on Loki. Dev swept the dying thing with another burst of explosive shells. Pieces were still moving, flopping on the ground like demented snakes, blindly questing like whip-slender worms.

"Wilkins!" he snapped. "Let's have some fire over here!"

"You got it, Lieutenant." Sergeant Wilkins yelled out orders. Corporal Bayer appeared, the long, heavy barrel of his steadimount plasma gun already tracking.

White-hot bolts shrieked from his weapon, blazing fire purifying everything its blowtorch breath touched. Dev continued to mount high guard from the crest of the crater rim, scanning the entire area for the approach of more Gammas. At his back, the six troops assigned to collect slugs were finishing their task. At an order from Sergeant Wilkins, the perimeter began to contract.

Gammas, organic-looking pieces of pseudolife like blindly struggling worms and rags and bloody scraps, flooded toward the top of the ridge, making for Dev and the Crab parked fifty meters away. Dev swung his hivel cannon across this new threat, but there was no way he could hit every one. Panic rose at the back of his mind. Those struggling shapes could cover the Scoutstrider, eat away nanofilms and armor, reduce the machine to a corroded skeleton in minutes.

But Sergeant Wilkins braced herself at his feet, training her heavy-duty flamer at that wriggling, living sea. Flamer chemical loads carried their own oxidizer; she triggered the weapon, sending flame searing into the Gamma horde.

"Thanks, Sarge."

"Any time, Lieutenant. Let's get the hell out of here, huh?"

"Right. Get on board." But something had caught his eye, something large and black, moving in the twisted, alien shapes on the far side of the crater. Another warstrider! Thinking it might be A Company, he engaged his telephoto optics and zoomed in for a closer look.

It was almost five kilometers away, but clearly visible as a stiff crosswind cleared the mists and acid clouds from above the white fog sea. Dev felt a shock of recognition: those curved power feeds like horns, the long and bulbous torso, the faded rising sun emblem on one armored pauldron. . . . It was an Imperial warstrider, a Katana, and it was emerging from the tortured cityscape like a vengeful demon from the mouth of Hell.

A zombie, one of the Imperial Guard striders lost in the first encounter days before. The upper works were relatively intact; the legs and lower torso had shapeshifted into something gleaming and metallic and horribly, nightmarishly other. . . .

But Dev's attention had focused on what the transformed Katana held clutched in its black-armored hands, a pearl gray sphere identical to the traveler spheres floating overhead and lining the fog sea by the thousands.

Why was the strider carrying it? . . .

Five kilometers—too far for autocannon. Targeting information flowed across his field of view . . . range, elevation, target lock . . . now! Stooping, he triggered his right-shoulder weapons pack, loosing an arrowing flight of M-22 rockets. As the last rocket cleared its launch tube, Dev whirled, throwing himself from the top of the ridge, hitting the ground in a spray of gravel and pulped, gray Xeno organics. "Cover!" he bellowed, using external speakers and radio simultaneously. "Everybody take cover behind me! . . . "

The sky lit up, outshining the white sun masked behind banks of clouds to the east. As the members of Cameron's Commandos dove for cover behind Dev's fallen, armored body, that white glare waxed brighter, stronger, in an absolute silence that had smothered every sound and dragged on and on and on. EMP surged through electrical circuits. Some failed, melted by the power surge. Others shut down to prevent damage. Dev's external view faltered, dissolved into static, then returned.

What was the speed of sound at slightly less than one atmosphere at a temperature of forty-eight degrees Celsius?

Dev's implant calculated the mathematics and fed him the answer just as the shock wave struck, a raw, howling hurricane of noise and overpressure that sheared off the upper meter of the crater rim at his back and struck him and raged at him and clawed at the armor of his hull. His nanofilm was gone in the first half second, stripped from his back by the sandblasting of heat and radiation and wind-borne grit, but he extended his arm above the huddled mass of armored troops that were snuggling against his torso. The ground shuddered beneath him; the hurricane roar filled the universe beneath a towering pillar of white cloud rising toward heaven.

Then Dev's external sensors were carried away, and he was left alone in a howling wind- and fire-swept blackness. He could sense the link systems shutting down around him as damaged circuits continued to fail. He began to initiate a disconnect. . . .

Too late. Total system shutdown engulfed his mind, plunging him into unconsciousness.


Chapter 28

     There was a time when it was taken for granted that the sentient inhabitants of other worlds, if they existed, would be very much like us—different in form or color or size, perhaps, but sharing with us our perception of the universe.

     Only now are we beginning to discover, once again, how very conceited our species is.

—Hearings on the DalRiss

Terran Hegemony Space Council Dr. Paul Hernandez

C.E. 2542

Dev was surprised when he woke up aboard ship. To begin with, he was weightless, and the feeling of endlessly falling pervaded his dreams as he was brought slowly back to consciousness. Yuduki's sick bay was located in the central core, and he nearly panicked when he opened his eyes to see a mass of colored tubing snaking above his face. It looked . . . alive, like the horrors he'd seen on ShraRish.

A Japanese nurse appeared almost at once, however, floating head-down a meter "above" him, reassuring him that he was safe, that an ascraft had brought him and his team back to the troopship, that his treatment was proceeding well and that he was already almost completely recovered.

He'd come close to being killed by radiation. While his Scoutstrider had screened him from alpha and beta particles and most direct gamma radiation, the atomic nuclei of steel, manganese, and silicon in the armor had trapped neutrons from the blast, creating a cascade of induced radiation that had poured through his module despite heavy screening and neutron-absorptive molecular layers.

He'd been sick, the nurse told him, almost dead, when Lara Anders had loaded him and his people aboard and dusted off from that hellfire desert five klicks from ground zero. But medical nano programmed to correct radiation damage on a subcellular scale had been filtering through his system for the past three days. His blood count was normal now, as were his bone marrow scans and thyroid levels. He now ran, he was told, a slightly increased chance of developing any of several cancers, all of which would easily be detected and treated automatically long before they became a threat. Even the higher risk of birth defects in any children he might one day have was negated by the medical nano watch now patrolling his body.

Dev's Destroyer had been so hot that it had been abandoned, as had the ascraft that had brought him and his troops back to orbit, the Kani APW, and the Commandos' battle armor. Of the twenty men in his command, three had died in the battle; the rest had been treated for minor radiation injuries and released.

And for the past three days the biological wizards of the DalRiss had been studying the specimens returned from Aurorae Regio with an interest that bordered on fanaticism.

"So you're a hero again," Katya said, drifting close. "What are you doing, trying for another medal?"

Dev had been nearly asleep. He started, then reached out, trying to shove the tubes aside so he could see her face. He was nude, held immobile by a webwork of restraints; the tubes, which carried nutrients for the medical nano in and a drainage system for wastes and scoured particles of radiation, branched from his neck, sides, belly, groin, and thighs, from hair-thin threads to pipelines the diameter of his thumb. He felt no pain, of course—the nerve endings around each insertion had been individually shut down—but he felt achingly hungry, as well as frustrated at his inability to move.

"I'd be happy just to get out of here," he said. "I can't tell where I stop and the plumbing begins."

"The nurse says another twenty hours and you're out of here. You'll be pulling barracks duty before you know it."

"Where? Is the regiment still on the ground?"

She made a sour face. "I wish. The Imperials have stepped in again. The Thorhammers are back in reserve. I think Aiko and Yamagata're afraid the DalRiss'll get the wrong idea if we go around detonating nukes on their planet."

"It wasn't us. Talk to the Xenos. They're the ones carrying around live nukes."

It had been pure intuition that had saved Dev and the others on the surface. There'd been no time to reason things through. But if the zombie Katana had been carrying the fission device captured earlier from the Imperials, and if the Xenos did only adapt captured equipment rather than remanufacturing it, then the chances were they'd tampered with the warhead's triggering mechanism, probably by dissolving the radio-controlled interlocks. Nuclear warheads were triggered by a conventional explosive that slammed two subcritical masses of plutonium together; by firing his salvo of M-22 rockets, Dev had induced a sympathetic detonation in the chemical explosives, and guaranteed that the warhead went off five kilometers from his command instead of closer. That zombie Katana had been heading their way.

Any closer and they all would have fried or been buried under the rubble from the blast crater.

"You know," Dev said after a moment, "I had a bit of a brainstorm down there. I think the Xenos are pretty badly limited by the stuff that they can capture. They can change its shape, but not what it's made of."

"I'm way ahead of you," Katya replied. "All that was in the report I filed with General Howard's staff two days ago."

"Hmph. Did you tell him about the opportunity this gives us?"

Her brow furrowed. "What opportunity?"

Dev thought a moment. He'd not worked all the details out himself. However . . .

"Look, GhegnuRish, the DalRiss homeworld, it's supposed to be just like ShraRish, right?"

"Sure. They . . . well, I guess 'terraformed' is the wrong word, but they modeled ShraRish after GhegnuRish."

"Then the Xeno war machines on GhegnuRish are going to be the same sorts of critters we're running up against here. Local animals that the Xenos have taken over, like those poor creatures we saw at Regio Aurorae. Maybe not even that much, if all the native life on GhegnuRish died off a couple of hundred years ago."

Katya blinked. "Say, that's a thought. The DalRiss have assumed that all life on their homeworld is extinct. They never had much in the way of machines. So what will the Xenos use for weapons?"

"Oh, there'll be something. Cobras made out of rock or crystal or the DalRiss equivalent of dead trees. They had stuff like that on ShraRish. But did you notice that it was easier to kill the Xenos down there?"

She nodded. "Back on Loki, you had to hit them eight or ten times before they'd start falling apart."

"That's because they were using RoPro fabricrete and high-tech alloys. I don't think we're dealing so much with superscience here as we are with the junk collectors of the Galaxy. They've got the tricks they pull with magnetic fields. That's probably connected somehow to their using nanotechnics to morph and repair damage. But when it comes to making alloys, layered armor—"

"Hang on a second, Dev. I want to bring some other people up here, get them in on this." Her eyes took on a glassy look as she used her link to tap into the ship's ICS.

Dev glanced down the tube-tangled length of his body. "I think I'd like to get a bit more presentable first."

The people she had in mind were Colonel Varney, the regimental commander, and Major Gennani, the regimental intelligence officer. While they were waiting, the nurse was able to provide Dev with a robe to afford him some measure of dignity, despite the tubes that sprouted from various seams and openings. She also released his hand and foot restraints so that he felt a little less like a victim of torture and a little more like a warstrider pilot undergoing debriefing.

Varney and Gennani both congratulated him on the success of his raid as soon as they swam into the sick bay cubicle. "That was fine work, son," Varney said. He was a lean, small man with hair turned silver at the temples and a white mustache. He looked as if he was in his fifties, though rumor had it that he was rich enough to have afforded the medical nano for advanced geriatric treatment. How true those stories were, Dev neither knew nor cared. Varney was wealthy, the son of a prominent Earth banking family with connections to Kyoto's financial institutions.

On the other hand, another rumor insisted that he'd passed up an inheritance to stay in the Hegemony army.

"Thank you, Colonel. We got lucky."

"I don't believe in luck. Never did. If I did, I'd have to insist that all my officers be lucky ones, and that'd look bad on the fitness reports." He pulled himself over alongside Dev's harness. Katya and Gennani floated near the door. "So. Captain Alessandro tells me you've got some ideas about GhegnuRish."

"Yes, sir." He'd been doing some hard thinking since his earlier conversation with Katya, but he still had to pause and marshal his thoughts. "I gather the Thorhammers are at loose ends at the moment."

"Hmph. You could call it that." The words were noncommittal. The expression was not.

"I would like to suggest a recon of the DalRiss homeworld, sir. This might be our best opportunity."

Varney folded his arms. "Okay. Why?"

"Point one. We still don't know how the Xenos get from world to world. Here we are, in contact with a civilization that was fighting them two hundred years ago, and they've never seen Xenophobe space fleets either."

"What's the point?"

"The DalRiss have had no contact with their own homeworld for one hundred eighty-some years. Presumably the Xenos have been at peace on that world for all that time. This might be the time to go pay them a visit."

Varney slowly unfolded his arms. "I'm not sure I see what you're getting at, son. What are you saying . . . attack them?"

Dev spread his hands. "Colonel, the one thing that's been hampering us ever since this damned war began was lack of intelligence on the enemy. We don't know how their technology works, we don't know how they think, we're not even sure we've seen a living Xenophobe. The grease blobs could be pets. Or slaves. Or juveniles, for God's sake."

"All of that's rather unlikely, given what we've seen so far," Gennani said. "But he's got a point, Colonel."

"Here's our chance to drop in unannounced and see how they really live," Dev continued. "If they have spacecraft, we'll see them. If they have large-scale manufacturing of their own, we'll see that, too. I mean, what have they been doing for two hundred years?"

"Attacking ShraRish," Varney said, his voice dry. "And the Shichiju."

"Not the Xenos on GhegnuRish, sir. As far as we can tell, every world grows its own crop of Xenos. We've still never seen a Xeno ship.

"Now we have DalRiss biologists who can grow and program Translators. Wouldn't it be worth the risk, just to see what a peaceful Xenophobe looked like?"

"If there is such a thing, yes."

"We've been assuming ever since the first Xeno attack that they attack humans on sight," Katya said. "That's the idea behind their name, right? They're afraid of strangers. Of aliens like us."

"That's never been proven, Captain," Gennani said. "We don't know why they attack us. In some cases, though, it's been hard to prove they were deliberately attacking us. They could perceive us as part of the landscape—"

"A source for raw materials, yeah," Katya interrupted. "I've heard that one."

"The DalRiss have given us a new example in that regard," Gennani pointed out. "Their picture of the universe, their worldview, if you will, is completely different from ours. We see . . . " He moved his arms, indicating the room, the space beyond. "We see space, mostly vacuum, some usable planetary surfaces, rather thinly populated by life-forms. They see the universe as an organic whole, a giant swimming pool chock-full of life, with inorganic matter as empty spaces in the water, and themselves as custodians doing the backstroke. If the Xenophobes are self-aware, their worldview may be more alien still."

"God, that's all we need," Varney said. "More cockeyed viewpoints."

"Who says we see things the way they really are, Colonel?" Katya asked him.

Varney ignored that. "So, you think we should zip off to Alya B to see the real Xenos. And if they attack us? Like they always do?"

"We take enough ships—as many ships as Yamagata lets us have—to cover us. If they have a fleet, well . . . isn't that worth knowing about? We still don't know what to look for when it comes to Xeno starships, if there even is anything to look for. This could give us some clues."

" 'If there's anything to look for,' " Varney repeated. He looked at Dev. "Are you one of those people who believe in invisible Xenophobe ships?"

"No, sir. But I wouldn't be surprised to find out that they send clouds of nano-sized ships to the stars, billions of machines a few microns across. Maybe those machines manufacture the organic components, the greaseballs, once they land. Or maybe the ships are larger—the size of 27-mm autocannon shells, maybe. We'd be hard-pressed to detect those. Or they ride on meteorites." He spread his hands. "I gather the DalRiss have a completely different way of crossing space."

"Achievers," Gennani put in.

"Magic, as far as our physicists can tell. Even with comels, they don't understand what the DalRiss are talking about. Well, maybe the Xenos have something else, a way of stepping directly from ShraRish to Loki without crossing all that empty space in between. There are lots of possibilities."

"Reasonable," Varney said. "Even if we don't see any Xeno ships at the DalRiss homeworld, the recon alone could tell us a lot about them. Just one problem. I doubt that Yamagata's going to buy in to this. Right now he's doing his best to convince our hosts that we're just along to carry the baggage. He won't like the idea of us nosing around the old DalRiss homeworld. Makes us look too important."

"Well, there are different ways of breaking it to them, Colonel."

"Such as?"

"Suppose we put it to them that, ah, we had reason to believe the Xenos were going to reinforce ShraRish from GhegnuRish? Volunteer to go check it out with a squadron of warships and the Thorhammers for recon. He can't very well refuse that."

Varney looked thoughtful. "No. No, he couldn't. There's sound military logic in that, son."

Katya grinned. "I told you about this guy, Colonel."

"So you did, Captain. So you did."

"I like it," the major said. "Yamagata won't want to risk a large part of his fleet, but I sure as hell wouldn't want to get caught in orbit by an unknown war fleet from God knows where. A patrol, a recon in force. That would do it."

"But your real idea is to try to talk with them?" Varney asked.

Dev managed a weightless shrug that set his plastic tubes swaying. "If we can. You know, sir, we've never seen any sign of cooperation between the Xenos on Loki, say, and the ones on Herakles or any of the others. That suggests that each invasion force is pretty much on its own. Well, it's a sure bet that the Xenos on ShraRish aren't going to talk to us. But maybe their relatives back on GhegnuRish will."

"Man oh man," Varney said, a sly grin tugging at the corner of his mouth. "What I wouldn't give to see Yamagata's face if we came back from the DalRiss homeworld with a Xeno peace treaty!"

Dev wondered if the Xenos understood the concept of "peace."

It took almost three weeks, with Yamagata stubbornly refusing even to consider the idea. After all, there were no indications that any hypothetical Xeno warfleet was making the crossing from GhegnuRish.

Still, Varney had planted a seed of worry in Yamagata's mind, and Admiral Aiko was far more willing to discuss matters of strategy with the Hegemony regimental commander than was the taisho. The Daihyo was unwilling to let the gaijin anywhere near the DalRiss homeworld, but patience—and Aiko's insistence that he had to know what he was facing in order to take proper precautions—won out in the end. Yamagata agreed at last, and Takahashi was overruled. Since the question was one of military strategy rather than politics, the Emperor's liaison could be courteously ignored.

The Emperor, after all, was a long way off.

The operation was called Siranui. The word referred to the phosphorescent foam stirred by a ship's wake at night, but literally meant "unknown fires," appropriate for a squadron reconnoitering the unknown fires of another star. It consisted of the cruiser Sendai as flag, with Chosho Yasunari Sato in overall command; the destroyers Akatuki, Ikaduti, and Tatikaze: and the transport Yuduki. They would be accompanied by the Darwin, which numbered with her crew twelve DalRiss Lifemasters and a menagerie of bioengineered Alyan life-forms.

While Sato had the final say over the disposition of his ships, Colonel Varney was in command of the surface-recon element of the squadron, with orders instructing him to use his discretion insofar as whether or not to approach the planet or to attempt a landing.

His orders even included the possibility of establishing communications with the Xenos. Though Yamagata didn't relish the possibility of a political coup by the Hegemony, he was realist enough to know that a good military commander takes the chances that are offered him. A chance to meet the Xenos, to talk with them, or simply to learn about them, was simply not to be passed up.

Dev was surprised that Yamagata had been that open to the idea. Varney thought it likely that the Imperial admiral had weighed the possibility that the Xenophobes at GhegnuRish would be friendly, and discounted it.

Whatever the politics of the decision, three weeks after the battle at Regio Aurorae, Siranui Squadron entered the godsea for a short transit of just five light-days. They emerged in the A7 star's system and spent two days more maneuvering inward, surveying the planets and monitoring the electromagnetic spectrum for . . . anything, radio messages, radar, any evidence at all that the squadron had been sighted or that the system was even still inhabited.

There was nothing.

GhegnuRish did not look promising from space. As the squadron fell around the curve of the planet toward the sunlit side, the difference was striking. Absent were the reds and oranges and golds of ShraRishian vegetation. There were clouds here, and violet seas, but the land appeared barren, with an albedo far lower than expected. It was as though the entire land surface of the world had been scorched and blackened.

With no challenge, no sign of enemy ships, the five ships dropped closer, finally taking up orbit at two hundred kilometers.

And still there was no sign that the Xenophobes were aware of them, no sign that there was any life on the planet at all. Orbital scans showed that much of the land surface had been covered by complex shapes that seemed to rise out of the ground to engulf each former DalRiss population center, then spread out across the open ground like vast, malignant growths.

Those growths, black and dark gray, wrinkled, convoluted, drank the light of Alya B, and were responsible for the sharply decreased albedo.

Albedo was a measure of reflectivity, of how much light was bounced back into space by a given terrain feature. It used a scale of zero to one, with one indicating total reflectivity of light, and zero total absorption. Darwin's astrophysical team reported that the blackened portions of GhegnuRish's land surface had an average albedo of .01, about the same as the maria of Earth's moon.

If GhegnuRish was absorbing a lot more light from its sun, however, it was also giving off a lot more heat. The planet glowed in the infrared bands, and the surface temperature averaged ten degrees Celsius higher than expected. Industrial waste heat, someone had suggested, but there was no sign of industry, of factories, of any life at all. Some of the expedition's officers speculated that the Xenos died off once they'd subjugated a world.

Dev doubted that. He felt the enemy down there, waiting. They'd never yet attacked a ship in orbit. Maybe they were waiting for the Thorhammers to land. Maybe . . . maybe . . .

After two days of orbiting, during which time survey teams completed their photo mapping of the surface and the DalRiss biologists aboard the Darwin completed work on a new species of Translator, the decision was made. The Thorhammers would attempt a landing on the DalRiss homeworld.

Final preparations were made, weapons, ascraft, and warstriders all checked and prepped for landing. Dev, fully recovered now, was issued a brand-new LaG-42 Ghostrider to replace the Scoutstrider abandoned at Regio Aurorae. The regiment was already shorthanded, though, which meant he would have to jack the two-slotter solo. He worked twenty-five hours straight with the Thorhammers' maintenance techs, breaking the machine out of storage, bringing its AI core on-line, powering up its fusion reactor, supervising the integration of a jet-pack hotbox, checking out the systems, and tuning its link hardware to his own.

The name Dev's Destroyer had been a wry joke, and for a time he considered naming the LaG-42 Dev's Destroyer II. Sergeant Wilkins suggested Strider-man, the nickname he'd been known by during his hitch with the Wolfguard, but he settled at last on Morgan's Hold. Not many of the other striderjacks caught the reference, but the members of Cameron's Commandos cheered when they heard.

After a too-short ceph-induced sleep, he was up again, briefing the Commandos on their part in the upcoming drop.

And to think, Dev thought wryly as the final moments before drop clicked away, that this was all my idea!


Chapter 29

     . . . temperature range (equatorial): 45° C to 55°C; Atmospheric pressure (arbitrary sea level): .85 bar; composition: N2 82.3%, O2 9.7%, O3 2.1%, SO2 3.5%, Ar 1.1%, H2O(mean) .1%, CO2 570 ppm. H2SO4 (mean) 140 ppm . . .

—Selected extracts from science log

Alya B-V

IRS Charles Darwin

C.E. 2541

They'd landed on the outskirts of what the DalRiss said had once been the largest of their homeworld's cities. The place was preternaturally still and quiet, with no indication that their arrival had even been noticed.

The Thorhammers had landed in full regimental force, establishing a perimeter around the big Typhoon transports, then extending a platoon-strength line to sweep through the tortured, blackened landscape in search of . . . anything.

The city had been alien to begin with, a vast and geometric sprawl of dwellings grown rather than built, with materials that ranged from stuff with the texture of sponge to something like a seashell's slick, opalescent hardness. Most of the DalRiss structures had hugged the ground, part of the terrain they rested on. Now, though, the nightmare shapes and surreal forms that cloaked the ruined city added layer to machine-blind layer, utterly transforming the original shape and feel and logic of the place. The surfaces were smooth, bloated . . . obscene, as though some vast and intricate work of art had been desecrated, twisted from one design of rational purpose into something irrationally different.

And that, Dev reflected as he scanned the dead cityscape through the senses of his Ghostrider, might very well be what had happened. Most of the old DalRiss buildings had been converted, eaten or mutilated or simply buried by the coal black Xeno growths that covered everything like a sea of once molten lava.

From what he'd seen on ShraRish, DalRiss architecture usually presented smooth surfaces and curved shapes that fit together in strange but aesthetically pleasing ways. Most of what he saw now, though, had the look of something excreted . . . organic, but unspeakably foul, and with a randomness that suggested the builders had been blind . . . or simply completely unconcerned with anything a human or a DalRiss would have called beauty. Most surfaces were covered with massive, tangled coils of glistening tubes that reminded Dev of heaped entrails. Here and there, bizarre forms, some smooth, some spiked and angular, rose from the organic tangle, jet black in the light of that blazing sun.

"Delta Leader, this is Delta Four," Dev called over the tactical net. "Katya? You scanning anything?"

"Kuso, Dev, this place is dead," Katya replied. "Like a tomb. I don't think there's been anything alive here for a century at least!"

Glancing to his left, Dev could see other members of Group Delta, Katya's Warlord and four striders of First Platoon. To his right, a Kani APW stilted along on spidery legs, pacing the warstriders' recon sweep.

It was eerie, and lonesome despite the presence of the other striders, with a graveyard stillness as oppressive as the obscene growths surrounding them.

"Delta Leader, Delta One," Hagan called. "I'm picking up some interference on the radio. G and H bands . . . "

"Spooky, ain't it?" Nicholsson added. "Like the city's singing to us . . . "

When Dev shifted bands, he could hear the interference, too—not the usual hiss and crash of static, but a modulated thrumming, like the plucking of some bass stringed instrument. "Yeah," he said. "But what's doing the singing?"

They came to a gulf, a canyon with sheer walls carved through solid rock, spanned by vaulted arches and the limply hanging tubiforms of the Xenophobes, many running straight up and down the walls. The depths were lost in shadows. Dev probed with a ranging laser and found the bottom almost two hundred meters down.

"Delta Leader, Delta Four. We're crossing."

"You're covered."

Dev flexed his legs and jumped, sending the Ghostrider soaring above the chasm. Mentally he shrugged his shoulders, cutting in the strider's hotbox, feeling the surge of thrust catch hold, extending his leap across the gulf. His flanged feet struck the hard surface on the other side, striking sparks, as his knees flexed to absorb the shock.

"Down and clear!" he called over the net. Data flowed across his visual field. Jump reserves down thirty-eight percent. Full power in another twenty-eight seconds.

Dev scanned the surreal terrain, wondering if he would recognize a threat in this strange landscape of meltingly soft, malformed shapes if he saw it. Nothing looked normal, nothing looked right. Even the sky had an aching, hollow feel to it. Atmosphere readouts showed the same general composition as Alya A-VI, though it was much drier. The temperature hovered around forty degrees Celsius. Acid concentrations in the air were no worse than in a pre-nano industrial park on old Earth, the result, possibly, of the extinction of all native life. In the hours since they'd landed, in the days they'd been orbiting the planet, there had been no sign at all of biological life on this world.

His audio sensors picked up the roar of the Kani APW touching down with a crash in a billowing cloud of superheated steam sixty meters away. Seconds later, Hagan's Manta landed a hundred meters to the left.

"I'm getting a heat plume up ahead," Hagan reported. "Three-five-oh, range forty-two hundred."

"I see it," Dev replied, catching sight of the geyser of heat on an IR scan. "Let's check it out." The cityscape was so still and dead that anything as energetic as a warm exhaust from some subsurface pocket was a welcome event, and worth checking out. Was the infrared leakage from this world a natural effect, or the result of some kind of industry?

Together, then, Dev's Morgan's Hold and Hagan's 'Phobe Eater advanced, adopting a bounding overwatch through the twisted terrain that sent first one strider, then the other ahead, each covered in turn by the other. The APW followed. A kilometer to the west, Katya and the rest of 1st Platoon continued the sweep toward the center of the city.

Everywhere Dev saw the stark, bleak evidence of older DalRiss buildings dismantled . . . no, digested by the Xenophobe invaders, replaced by the Xenophobe excretions. Haphazard mounds of tubes, some of them tens of meters across, lay in tangled masses, some heaped into artificial mountains hundreds of meters high.

It must have taken armies, Dev realized, to so completely wreck a flourishing civilization. Where had those armies gone?

Uneasily he glanced up into the deep violet sky. The Expeditionary Force was watching all wavelengths, all radar bands. Nothing could move on this world's surface without Captain Sato's immediate knowledge.

But what about under the surface? Many of those obscene-looking tubes were open, gaping blindly at the sky. Tubes descended into the bowels of the planet everywhere, spreading and burrowing between and through the remnants of DalRiss foundations like the massive roots of ancient trees.

Always the Xenophobes emerged from underground. Had their armies emerged to devour the DalRiss civilization here, then returned to those black depths?

He checked his weapons system readouts again. This time he mounted a Taimatsu Type-50 on his right-arm hardpoint, a strider-sized version of the man-portable chemical flamers. A rocket pod was mounted over his left shoulder. Less than adequate if the Xenos should decide to emerge and—

"Target!" Hagan cried. "Bearing three-three-one! Firing!"

Dev turned just as the Manta opened up with its Kv-70 weapons pods. Streaks of fire sleeted like machine-gun fire across the twisted landscape, smashing into a tower a kilometer away.

There was no response from the structure, which exploded as Hagan's rockets tore through it, then collapsed.

"Kuso!" Hagan snapped. "It's already dead!"

Dev summoned an image of the tower from his Ghost-rider's memory, zoomed in, enhanced. . . .

It had been a stalker. Hagan's first instinct had been right. It looked something like a Fer-de-Lance, round and squat and covered with spines. But the thing was an empty shell, a corroded torso as lifeless as its surroundings.

"What the gok are you shooting at, Vic?" Katya's voice said over the tacnet.

"Sorry, Captain," Hagan said. "I thought—"

"Forget it. But let's cruise easy, huh? We've got a long way to go."

They found more machines after that, hundreds of them, scattered across the city ruins. All were dead, abandoned centuries ago.

Why?

Dev stepped closer, scanning the silent ranks with his optics. "Hey Captain," he called. "You getting this?"

"Affirmative, Four." He heard her shift channels. "Starlight, this is Delta Leader calling Starlight. Come in, please."

"Starlight copies." It was Colonel Varney, still aboard the Yuduki, but personally supervising the deployment. "Go ahead, Delta Leader."

"I'm relaying transmissions from Delta Four. Do you copy this, Starlight?"

Dev continued to pan the derelict Xeno machines so that the mission officers aboard the Yuduki could see the full, grand sweep of the scene. It was eerie, like an army of skeletons, waiting to be summoned to rise. . . .

"Affirmative, Delta Leader, Delta Four. Your signal is clear."

"It's like they all just packed up and left," Dev said.

"Roger that." There was a pause, filled with the singsong cries of radio interference, the background hiss of static. "Ah . . . Delta Leader, this is Starlight. Be advised that Intel believes that the Xenos might be underground. They recommend caution."

Cheerful thought.

"We copy," Katya replied. "Starlight, we are investigating a heat source, map reference Alpha Delta One Seven Niner. Do you see it?"

"Affirmative, Delta Leader. Orbital scans show IR source, probable venting from subsurface structures. Watch your step."

"Rog."

"Dev, you heard that?"

"I copied, Captain. Vic and I are moving closer now."

The heat plume was clearly outlined against the sky under IR scan. Another chasm yawned ahead, where some ancient DalRiss structure had been cleared away all the way to its roots far underground, leaving gaping-mouthed tubes and shafts plunging down into darkness.

Dev kicked off, then triggered his jump pack once . . . twice . . . a third time, holding the jump as he aimed for an invitingly clear area on the far side. His strider's feet came down . . .

. . . and then he was falling as the ground disintegrated beneath his weight. What he'd thought was steel plate shredded like foil as his warstrider plunged through. Forgetting himself, he almost triggered his left and right weapons pods as he tried to fling out his arms and grab the edge of the pit as he fell. Warnings flashed across his vision and he aborted the accidental aim-lock-fire order, then fired his jets.

Morgan's Hold had twisted sideways as it broke through, and the thrust slammed him into an arching strut. Then he was falling. "Mayday! Mayday!" he cried, using the ancient call for help. "Delta Four calling mayday—"

The pit opened up around and beneath him, a webwork maze of girders and steel scaffolding. Dev twisted himself in midair, swinging the Ghostrider into a feet-down attitude, then mentally shrugged his shoulders, firing the twin jets. Warnings flicked through his consciousness. The fusion jets had not yet recharged; their combined thrust was a fraction of what was necessary to even slow his fall.

He banged into another projection . . . and another. He was falling down a well of some kind. . . . No! It was one of those tubes, he realized with a horrid crystal clarity, a tube twenty meters across, roofed over by a flexible sheet of metal foil too thin to support his strider's twenty-five-ton weight. The walls consisted of recognizable bits of technology fused into a random hodgepodge of organic-looking struts, girders, braces, and bits and pieces crushed together into a nightmarish tracery of interlocking jackstraws. Laser rangers probed the darkness below as he fell. Fifty meters more and he would strike bottom. . . .

Dev's attention focused on the swiftly dwindling range numbers flashing through his mind. Time seemed suspended, his senses and the workings of his brain itself working with a computer's speed. He tensed himself . . . then flexed his shoulders at the last possible moment.

This time the jets fired at full power, and kept firing, slowing him with a savage deceleration that would have been crushing had he been able to feel his body. Clouds of superheated steam billowed around him. His feet struck bottom and his torso kept going, slamming into a duralloyhard pavement as his legs folded on either side. There was a thunderclap of noise, a spray of debris from overhead as part of the wall collapsed, and then . . . silence.

For a long moment Dev remained there, unmoving, not even daring to acknowledge the warnings flashing through his mind. The Ghostrider had been hurt—the actuator links and shock supports of both legs damaged—and a power drain from his lower right torso probably meant a bad short. For a moment he'd thought he was about to be buried alive as the weakened tunnel walls collapsed, but the cave-in had only been partial. Slowly, gingerly, he tested systems, opened circuits . . . then eased the machine into a wobbly upright stance. Pieces of tunnel wall, like smoothly rounded tree trunks, spilled to the floor in a cascade of rubble, dust, and gravel.

He was down, and he was safe, at least for the moment. The big question was . . . where?

It was pitch-dark at the bottom of that well. The Ghostrider's AI calculated a fall of 103 meters . . . a drop that had carried him well past the shell of machines and reworked buildings on the surface and into the dark, stonewalled crust of the planet itself.

Looking up, he could see the partial blockage of the well. He thought he could probably see the tunnel opening far above if he moved, but he didn't want to move yet until he was sure the strider's systems were all working.

In any case, he wasn't getting out that way. The Ghostrider's jets had been barely up to slowing his fall; they'd never lift him up that sheer drop, and he knew that he couldn't climb one hundred meters.

With escape ruled out for the moment, he decided to investigate his surroundings. Had anyone heard his earsplitting entrance? Was there anyone to hear? On infrared his surroundings took on the irregular, smooth-surfaced look of cavern walls, glowing with radiated heat. To his left, though, he could see a definite regularity to the rock. He might be standing on the foundations of some extremely old stone buildings, ancient DalRiss structures, though their architectural purpose had long ago been lost, or possibly the rock had been somehow reworked according to a different plan.

A Xenophobe plan, perhaps.

"Delta!" he called, opening the tactical frequency. How the hell was he going to get out of here? "Delta Sweep, this is Delta Four! Do you copy?"

A burst of static was his only answer, one shot through with alien twitterings and (Flutings and high-pitched piping sounds that set his imagination crawling. Radio interference from the surrounding walls, he decided, and the blockage overhead, possibly mixed with assorted local transmissions.

Transmissions by whom? Imagination gave texture to the heat-glowing semidarkness around him. Dev tried to pierce it, tried to resolve some sort of images from the midnight blackness. He could make out walls, but he decided that his IR feed had been damaged. The walls seemed to be moving with that vague crawling sensation one senses when focusing on shadows in the dark in the middle of the night.

No, it was not his imagination. The walls of the cavern were alive . . . and moving.

He tuned his IR receptors, trying for better resolution. There was almost no visible light at all, and his infrared feed gave indistinct images at best, because the walls and what seemed to be covering the walls were very nearly the same temperature.

At last, though, he was able to resolve those masses of color marking sources of heat, letting the AI filter the images in such a way as to pretend that the cavern walls were cool, with warmer masses covering them, patches of yellow against green and blue.

It was impossible to see any detail. Through linkage, Dev's senses could receive infrared data, but his brain could still only interpret input in the hunorm range. Anything else was a translation, and subject to interpretation. At first Dev thought that the walls were wet, that water was flowing across rock surfaces, but as he watched, he became convinced that he was looking at something more complex than that.

Impulsively he switched on the strider's outer lights, flooding the cavern with harsh brilliance. At visual wavelengths the walls retained their glistening, wet-smooth look, like the walls of a limestone cavern sculpted by a million years of flowing water.

But they were moving, rippling beneath the lights like the flutter of a jellyfish.

It took several minutes for Dev to understand what he was seeing well enough to even attempt to describe it to himself. There were . . . things hugging that wall, each a meter square or more, each rounded, smooth-surfaced, and shapeless.

He was sharply reminded of the greaseballs, the organic, sluglike creatures he'd seen before. These were similar, but each hand-sized bioform was imbedded in a gelatinous ooze, an ooze that extended across the rock wall like amoebic pseudopods, each arm touching the others around it. Each was dark-colored, almost black, but under direct lighting they turned a murky and translucent gray in which he could make out bits and pieces of debris imbedded within the jelly.

Or were they internal organs of some kind? Or lumps of undigested food? Or unborn young? He didn't know what it was he was looking at, but it/they indisputably was/were alive. The smooth-bodied masses were flattening, stretching as he watched, as though spreading themselves beneath the light. He wondered if it was the light that was attracting them, or his own presence.

He glanced at his readouts, checking for the nano count, but there was none. The absence of nanotechnic disassemblers was only mildly reassuring. Dev was trapped in a well a hundred meters deep . . . completely surrounded by Xenophobes.

And yes, they were definitely reacting to his presence, stretching out from the walls to envelop him. . . .


Chapter 3O

At first, all the One sensed was heat, a warmly glowing mass that dropped into the One's midst, as dazzling as the ignition of a flare in the depths of a cave. Reacting with an instinct inherent within the One, individual components began closing on the object, spreading their receptor surfaces to the fullest extent to drink this bounty which had appeared so unexpectedly, at levels so far above the comfortable Depths below.

After a moment, as the One considered the heat source, emotions surfaced from somewhere deep within its being . . . surprise at this unexpected gift, and . . . curiosity.

Those ancient twistings of the Self's mind had not been lost or forgotten after all.

The One knew nothing of humans, of course, knew nothing of the oddly formed, strangely bilateral machine that was the source of so much radiant heat. In the trinary logic of the One, there was only Rock, Not-Rock, and Self. From the One's point of view, the Universe was an unimaginably vast cavern, an empty gulf of Not-Rock sealed in Rock, which was itself surrounded by an endless, semimolten sea of life-giving heat.

The One occupied one minute piece of that Cavern, between the heat-sea and the temperature fluctuations of the Gulf. Elsewhere in the Great Cavern, it knew, other Ones dwelt, parts of Self, though many were still Children of the Dark, primitive and mindless.

This glowing apparition was neither the comfortable, data-rich recognition of Self, nor the empty blankness of Not-Rock. It must be, therefore, Rock . . . but that strange subset of Rock that moved of its own volition, like Self, but which was decidedly Not-Self.

The concept was almost unimaginable, but the One had run into such paradoxes before. Among the Children of the Dark, long ago, during the first dim stages of consciousness as Children, memory was passed as genetic coding from Child to Child with each tripartite conjugation. The One possessed memories extending back to the Beginning, eons past, and within a portion of the Great Cavern far removed indeed from this place where it found itself now. It remembered the Selfs-that-were-Not-Selfs that had threatened the Children of the Dawn . . . and that had appeared in different forms during many of the Cycles since. It remembered the Selfs-that-were-Not-Selfs that had threatened this cycle.

Always, those Selfs-that-were-Not-Selfs had been threats.

Protection from such threats, of course, was the duty of the Children, necessary if the Cycles were to continue. The concept of "death" was alien to the One since the One would effectively live for as long as the heat sea endured. But it did comprehend the extinction of individual Children, a kind of transformation into the void of Not-Rock, a timeless hell of nonexistence.

Never in all its memories had the One itself been threatened with extinction . . . but never in all its memories had the One been threatened after the Children had become One.

This cycle, it seemed, was different, horribly so. . . .


Chapter 31

     The Nihongo word for 'nightmare'—akumu—and for 'demon' or 'devil'—akuma—obviously have linked etymologies. The image is of the demons that haunt our sleep.

—The Gods Within

Viktor Sergeivich Kubashev

C.E. 2314

"Captain! We've lost Delta Four!"

Hagan's call caught Katya as she completed a rocket-assisted leap across a narrow chasm. Somehow she maintained her concentration, coming to a halt with a metallic clash of actuators, hydraulics, and armored flanges.

"What happened?" she snapped. Swinging the Warlord right, she acquired Hagan's Manta visually, then broke into a ground-eating lope across the tortured landscape. "Where is he?"

"Landed on a thin surface, like ceramic, stretched across the mouth of a big tunnel. Surface gave way, and down he went. Watch yourself, Captain. There may be more covered holes like that."

Cursing her careless impatience, she slowed her pace, selecting each piece of ground before she trod on it. This part of the alien city was so completely covered over with Xenophobe forms that each step was still a matter of guesswork and luck, but by avoiding flat, circular patches that looked as if they might be the masked openings of vertical tunnels, she swiftly reached the Manta's side.

Dev's Commandos were already clambering out of their Crab APW, seventeen men and women cumbersome in black armor and slung weapons. Beyond, the shattered surface Dev had landed on revealed the gaping, night-black maw of a pit, the ruin slick and smooth as though polished by wind and water across the centuries.

Katya had wondered at Dev's decision to include Cameron's Commandos in this recon but hadn't questioned him about it. He had proven himself right at Regio Aurorae: there were things men in armor could do that were impossible or difficult for a warstrider, and men and striders could complement one another on a mission.

Katya approached the pit, where troops in black and red armor were breaking out strands of monofilament from external stores compartments on the Crab. Gingerly she edged past the crunchies to peer down the open shaft. Blackness yawned half a meter in front of her feet. The singsong wailing on G and H bands was particularly strong here, but once she thought she heard a human's voice, Dev's voice, filtered by the blasting of static. She probed with a ranging laser. Eighty-five meters, a long way to fall. She shifted to her communications laser, opening the beam wide to tag the entire bottom of the well, praying for a response, any response.

Nothing. Which could mean that Dev was dead, his strider a twisted mass of wreckage at the bottom of the well.

Or it could mean that his lasercom gear was damaged, or that he was alive but unconscious or disconnected or that he'd moved into a side passage and the laser line of sight was blocked, or any of several other possibilities. If the lasercom gear was working and the Ghostrider was in the L-LOS, though, she ought to be able to establish a link with the LaG-42's AI, even if Dev was out of the link.

"We thought we might have picked up some light down there a moment ago," a woman's voice said in her mind.

She turned her attention back from that dizzying partial circle of night, focusing instead on the armored figure standing beside her. "Who're you?"

"Sergeant Wilkins, sir. Lieutenant Cameron's team leader."

"You think . . . he's still alive?"

"He could be. If he was able to orient himself and use his jets for the landing. We're getting ready to go down and check."

"Check? How?"

Wilkins jerked a gloved hand over her shoulder, toward the Crab. "Buckythread. We have enough to lower five people down there. I'll take an armed team down, and we'll see if we can find him."

Katya swiveled her sensors back to the pit, probing the depths once more with her ranging laser. Eighty-five meters. No . . . on the far side she got a reading of one hundred three meters. Dev's crash must have caused a partial cave-in. She could imagine the descent blocked by debris hanging from one wall of the tube, tangled in the blackness.

Blackness. She suppressed a shudder.

"There could be Xenos down there, Sergeant."

"Yes, sir." She hefted her subgun. "That's why me and my four guys'll be going in armed."

"Three guys, Sergeant."

"Beg pardon, Captain?"

"You and three of your guys. I'm coming with you."

Wilkins hesitated. "That might not be such a good idea, sir."

You're right about that, Sergeant, she thought. She felt exhilarated, even a little crazy, and she could feel the terror of the blackness beneath her feet.

But Dev was down there, and she was going to get to him. If he was unconscious in a damaged warstrider, a striderjack might be necessary to talk with the AI and help pull him free. She had to go.

Into the dark.

"No arguments, Sergeant," she said. "Break out an extra subgun for me. Torolf? You've got my baby until I get back."

"Sure thing, Captain."

She began severing her link with the Warlord.


Chapter 32

     Within the past century, akuma has evolved a secondary meaning born of this linguistic relationship. As researchers continue to use cephlinkage and implant technology to delve into the unfolding mysteries of the mind, akuma has come to refer to those very special, personal demons of our own creation, those that drive us from within to greatness . . . or to catastrophe.

—The Gods Within

Viktor Sergeivich Kubashev

C.E.2314

Dev tensed, ready to twitch the muscles that would trigger his Ghostrider's flamer. At such close range he would kill hundreds of the monsters.

But he hesitated to fire.

First, of course, there was no escape from this cavern that he could see. The backblast would certainly bring down the crumbling tunnel walls, destroying Morgan's Hold as well as the Xenos.

But there was more to it than self-preservation. Never, so far as Dev knew, had Xenophobes ever been seen living within the black labyrinths of their tunnels . . . never. Robots and striders both had attempted to penetrate openings on various human worlds, but communication was impossible and none had emerged. These creatures, bathed in the radiance of his lights, were exhibiting behavior strikingly different from the individuals he'd seen before. Those others had appeared to be interconnected as they crawled free of their opened travel pods, but these seemed to be woven together, moving but permanently connected, a living network that reminded Dev of individual cells tied together as parts of a single, larger organism.

Was that the answer? Were the Xenos part of a group mind, one that Man had not yet learned to communicate with? That didn't seem likely. Xeno efforts, while sufficient to kick humans off eleven worlds so far, had been victorious more because of the strength of numbers and the inaccessibility of their deep subsurface nests. Individual masses of Xenos had seemed disorganized, even chaotic in their attacks. He remembered human attempts to analyze their attack plans, and smiled inwardly at a dawning truth. There had been no attack plans to analyze.

No wonder the Imperial War Staff had been baffled.

Hell, there was so much about them humans didn't know. He relaxed slightly, still watchful but unwilling to start the fight. He would wait and see what this crowd did.

Yes, they were definitely reacting to the strider's presence, sliding toward it, but very, very slowly. He cut the Ghostrider's external lights, but it didn't seem to make any difference. Dev nodded to himself. He'd begun to suspect that the creatures were reacting to heat rather than light, and his experiment confirmed that. There were no eyes on the things that he could see, no organs of sight . . . unless the whole translucent glob was photosensitive, and he did not think that that was the case.

Okay, the critters were thermovores, heat-eaters. His strider had blasted the cavern with a hell of a lot of heat when it fired its jets, so much so that his strider's AI was battling to dump excess heat into the surrounding air, which was quite a bit hotter than the strider's vents. Outside temperature . . . fifty-one Celsius.

It occurred to Dev that the heat plume he'd seen earlier was not waste heat from industrial processes, but a means of planetary engineering on as large a scale as the attempts to remake Loki's atmosphere. These creatures liked heat. Maybe that was the reasoning behind those giant tunnels, a system for bringing heat from deep within the planet's interior to the surface. The excretions on the surface of GhegnuRish certainly seemed designed to catch sunlight, possibly for the purpose of transforming it into heat.

He wondered if cold might be an effective weapon, then abandoned that line of thought. He'd seen these creatures blindly questing on the surface of Loki, where the air temperature hovered at thirty to fifty below. Hardly a choice environment for a life-form that lived off heat.

There was a way to find out once and for all . . . possibly.

Communication.

The DalRiss Lifemasters aboard the Darwin claimed that the new Translators they'd engineered would be able to bridge the communication gap between a human cephlink implant and the Xenophobes. A special, newly devised program designed to facilitate that communication had been downloaded into Dev's RAM before the drop, and his orders were to try to use it if the opportunity presented itself. This, Dev thought unhappily, was certainly an opportunity.

There was only one hitch. The Translator had to establish physical contact with both Dev and the Xeno. To use the damned thing, he was going to have to break linkage and leave the protection of his strider, walk out there, and touch the goking things.

That might not be as much of a problem if the Xenos were bubbling masses of grease blobs and jelly lying in the open shell of a travel pod. But this! . . .

Switching his external lights back on, he continued to scan the Xenophobes outside. There were thousands of them, stretched across every surface he could see. The one thing going for him was that none of the Xenophobes was wearing armor. If a stalker or even a Gamma appeared down here, he wouldn't have a chance.

Dev thought about leaving the relative security of Morgan's Hold, and shuddered inwardly. He remembered his trek across that flame-blasted battlefield on Loki, unprotected, alone. He remembered the battle outside the Warlord, and the terror and pain when the Gamma had grabbed his ankle.

"Well," he told the encircling creatures, speaking aloud. "We could just sit and stare at each other for the rest of the week while you soak up my lights."

There was no reply, of course. The amorphous forms were definitely closer now.

No choice, he thought. I'll just have to meet them on their terms.

Silently he ran through the list of mental commands that would break the link. Abruptly he was lying in the cramped and stifling dark, his body protesting with the usual postjack list of aches and pains and stiff-muscled complaint as he pulled the VCH from his head and unjacked the feeds.

For an instant he was deaf, dumb, and blind to the universe. Then he was awake, alone inside the cramped and ill-smelling claustrophobia of the Ghostrider's command module. The heat was oppressive. It was like sitting in an oven, and he could scarcely breathe. In seconds he was bathed in sweat, reeking of fear and exertion.

Fumbling for the pressure latch of an equipment locker, he opened it and extracted a gas mask. He wished he could wear an E-suit helmet, but even with positive pressure from his PLSS feeds, atmospheric carbon dioxide could still diffuse into his helmet air, and even a tiny rise in his CO2 partial pressure could cause unconsciousness, then death. He slipped the mask on, pressed the seals against his face, and tested the airflow.

Good. It was easier to breathe now.

He thought about the horrors waiting just outside the strider's hull, and nearly balked.

Akumu. The Nihongo word meant nightmare, and this was Dev's own, very personal nightmare, to step outside the protection of artificial armor, exposed, vulnerable.

Reaching into the equipment locker, he extracted a gleaming canister. Touching the seals, he broke it in two, spilling the formless blob of gray jelly within onto his stomach. It looked very much like the things plastered over the cavern walls outside. With some distaste—he still hadn't gotten used to the feel of these things—he pressed the fingers of his bare right hand into the mass. Slowly the amoebic mass began oozing up his fingers, coating the back of his hand, then trickling around his wrist and across his palm. In a few moments his hand was encased in what looked and felt like a glistening wet, translucent gray rubber glove, with an ugly, gray-brown mass clinging to his forearm.

Careful not to bump the cornel, he untangled himself from the webbing. As he lifted his arm, he caught sight of the artificial symbiont by the faint light of his console, and smiled. His hand and arm felt cooler now; the cornel, like the Xenophobes outside, was a thermovore. It was feeding on the heat of Dev's body.

"Okay, fella," he said. "We're about to find out if you live up to your billing. I sure hope you can speak the natives' language. . . ."

Dev reached up and cracked the commander's access hatch.


Chapter 33

Dreams, fecund musings,

Reality in the world

I shape for myself.

—Imperial haiku,

mid-twenty-fifth century

Katya caught herself with one hand as she started to swing, the buckythread suspending her from her harness like a spider on the end of a very long strand of webbing. Buckythread—a nanosynthesized single-chain molecule made of carbon atoms linked together in a very long, geodesic tube—was immensely strong, stronger than diamond fiber, so strong that to cut it required the application of specially programmed nano to disassemble the carbon-carbon bonds. There was no danger that the thread would break and send her plunging into the well.

It wasn't the danger of falling, however, that threatened her. It was the enveloping blackness, imperfectly dispelled by the lamp clipped to her helmet, and the closeness of her surroundings, made smaller by the dark and by her own adrenaline-charged apprehensions.

Secured to the prow of the parked and anchored Crab, her cable was playing out from a small spool attached to her harness. Keeping one hand on the spool's pressure plate, she was able to control the speed of her descent. She felt clumsy, though, and the four bobbing lights below her feet proved that Dev's Commandos were a lot better at this than she was. One boot caught on a projection, knocking her sideways. She swung in a dizzying arc, returned, and crashed her shoulder painfully against the wall. Her subgun jammed against her hip and the weight of her PLSS hanging from her back. She stopped her descent, steadied herself, adjusted her harness and weapon, then began the descent again.

She was blind . . . as blind as she'd been hanging in the Dark between worlds years before. The knowledge that she could still see . . . the half circle of light overhead, the four bobbing helmet lights of her companions below . . . could not banish the fear of that palpable night.

Worse, though, was the knowledge that the Xenophobes might be all around her, hidden in the dark. Nightmares she'd had as a child, imagined monsters in the shadows, returned with vivid force and reality.

But she kept her hand on the spool's touchpoint, lowering herself steadily into the depths. She was getting the hang of the thing now, controlling her descent with gentle kicks off the wall.

Somehow, she kept the monsters at bay.


Chapter 34

     Even the most alien of beings, though, must share some definite perceptual biases, understandings, stimuli, even emotions. If it doesn't, communication is impossible and demonstration of sentient self-awareness is impossible.

     I wonder if that hasn't been our problem with the Xenophobes all along. Perhaps the one emotion we have in common with them is fear.

—Dr. Paul Hernandez

Hearings on the DalRiss,
 Terran Hegemony Space Council,

C.E. 2542

The heat inside the strider had been bad. Outside, it was like a furnace. Dev clung to the open hatchway, head reeling, before he managed to release the ladder and start down the rungs. The Ghostrider's lights illuminated a tiny world of silver light and slick-surfaced, slow-gliding Xenos. Elsewhere was blackness.

The ground felt slick beneath his feet. Looking down, he saw he was standing on a thin layer of jelly—Xeno cells smeared by the Ghostrider's foot when he'd righted it after the fall.

Careful of each step, he approached the nearest wall, right hand out. He could feel the cornel quivering against the flesh of his forearm, as though in anticipation.

What would it be like, communicating with the Xenophobes? With the DalRiss, he'd simply heard their voice inside his head, thanks to the cornel's translation and the interface through his link. But the Xenos were different enough to make DalRiss and humans look like brothers. Dev didn't know what to expect.

He placed his gloved hand against the wall, bringing the cornel into direct contact with the glistening mass of Xeno cells layered across the rock in their veneer of translucent jelly.

Threat . . . fear . . . threat . . . but the invader looked nothing like the dimly remembered Selves-that-were-Not-Self that had vanished from the world so very long ago. The Self moved with crippling slowness; the speed of its thought was the speed of microelectronic circuitry and relays, of individual switching units the size of single molecules. But movement, reaction, the dim memories of old fears and drives and needs, were slowed a billionfold by the inefficiencies of the Self's haphazard design. The One could think very quickly when it had something to think about, but its reactions were painfully slow.

Curiosity. Fear. The Not-Self had approached, was touching one subunit of the Self. The One prepared to discard the subunit to avoid contamination, yet in a shock of awareness, Self and Not-Self were merging, blending, communicating at blinding speed. The electronic currents that passed for thoughts, currents describing mode and existence and being and memory, had been picked up by the Not-Self and returned, and when they returned, they brought . . . images.

Dev felt the alien thoughts, a flood surging through his skull, a cascade of images, concepts, strangeness . . . seeing heat and equating it with comfort and completeness, understanding space as the taste of Self crowded unit by unit into an unimaginable body that laced through a million kilometers of tunnels riddling the planetary crust from the chill void of the inner surface to the warm glow of the outer fires, spanning the globe . . . no . . . the universe . . . a hollow shell . . . inside out . . .

He struggled to understand, to comprehend, fighting a sluggish mental vertigo that threatened to turn his world inside out. It was like rebirth; worse, it was as though everything he'd ever learned in his life was wrong, wrong, wrong and he had to learn everything anew.

The universe is Rock, endless Rock going on forever, surrounded by warmth. Somewhere deep within the Rock and far away from the warmth, there is Not-Rock, Void, an immense bubble of emptiness pervaded by strange phenomena, by heat that fluctuates according to a seemingly meaningless pattern, a heat source that seems unreachable, violating any reasonable hypothesis of the universe.

The One would be content to remain close to the surrounding warmth, but the compulsion remains to seek the Void and the warmth beyond the Void and populate it with extensions of the One.

But from the Void come the Not-Self units that do not obey any laws at all, but that disrupt the One and seek its destruction, but these become part of the One, turned to good. . . .

Dev tried to clear his mind, staggered by the data flowing through it from outside. And there was more, echoes in the thunder in his brain.

I always wanted to be a star pilot, wanted it so bad, it hurt. I remember the summer Mom and I went to see Dad off when he went up the sky-el on his way to the Imperial Palace and his new job. The sky-el is anchored on a promontory on the north coast of Pulau Lingga, a forty-kilometer island smack on the equator a hundred kilometers southeast of Singapore proper, and you reach it by tube magtrains that run beneath the waters of the strait. Sometimes you can see the sky-el from Singapore, a thread-thin vertical scratch against the sky that catches the sun with a silver gleam just after sunrise, like sunlight on a strand of spider's silk.

The place to really see it is from the visitors' gallery close by where the magtrains unload, but the gallery was closed that day and all I could do was cling to the wire mesh fence that closed off the service access areas from the public and look up and up and up and up at that silver tower arrowing into the zenith and know that that tower is the first step on the road to the stars and that's where I want to go, into the Galaxy and out among the stars and bathed in the blue glory of the godsea and when will I see Dad again and why does it hurt so much, oh God—

Dev knew he was rambling in his thoughts but couldn't stop, as the pain and fear of years were released as though by the smashing of a dam, a cascade of feeling and memory.

His hurt when his father left, the betrayal. The agony when he learned his father was dead and that there could never be reconciliation. His frustration at losing his chance to be a starpilot, the humiliation of being consigned to the enlisted ranks . . .

. . . and the warm and easy camaraderie of yujo, the warrior's bond, a new family, acceptance, self-mastery, victory . . .

My God, he thought, shaken by the intensity within himself that he'd never known was there. What's the Xeno think of all of this?

He heard an answer, though not in words. The two sets of experiences and backgrounds and worldviews, his and the One's, were too mutually alien. But he could sense the Xenophobe's intense curiosity, could sense questions streaming through his awareness like the systems readout when he was linked to his strider. . . .

What is mesh fence?

What is island?

What is sunlight?

What is planet?

What is stars?

What is God?

And more, many more. He could sense that the Mind behind those questions was very large and very, very old, that it was cycling through what it had sensed in Dev's uncontrolled rush of thoughts with the speed of a supercomputer, matching words with images, concepts with understanding. It was fast, but hampered by its own perceptions. Dev had glimpsed some of those twists and recoiled, unable to comprehend them.

But memories continued to surface. Dev had just experienced a direct RAM feed. There was new data in his permanent memory, like the note passed to him by Katya, but containing files and files of uncounted millions of bytes of memory.

All he had to do was . . . remember.

He remembered being a Child of the Night, half-formed, knowing warmth and darkness and the taste of brothers. He remembered before that, crossing the Inner Void in a tiny sphere flung from the Rock at some unimaginably distant time in the past. He remembered . . .

Dev knew what the Xenophobes—

No, not Xenophobes. That was human misperception, born of fear and ignorance. They did not fear strangers; they simply did not know them, did not recognize them as a part of the universe not bound up with Self.

They, it . . . was the One, all there was in a universe that held no One else.

A clatter of falling rocks sounded twenty meters behind him. Dev half turned in time to see rubble spilling across the crouched form of Morgan's Hold, like some huge, motionless crustacean dimly visible behind the four-eyed glare of its lights and the swirling dust. Seconds later, four figures descended through the misty light and dropped to the ground at the Ghostrider's side, two men and two women in black and red combat armor hitting the releases on their harnesses and unslinging their weapons in one smooth movement.

"Lieutenant Cameron!" Sergeant Wilkins advanced on him like an avenging Valkyrie, a vicious-looking Steyr-Hitachi submachine gun in her hands. "Oh my God, what's it done to you? . . . "

Behind her, Corporal Bayer raised a hand torch as the other two unslung their sleekly vicious-looking Toshiba laser rifles, but hesitated, uncertain where to direct their fire.

Dev blinked against the light, suddenly aware that he was still standing next to the cavern wall, aware that the One had flowed down to engulf almost half of his entire body, as more and more of the One's subunits moved in to make contact through the cornel. With a sudden twist of insight, he realized that he must look like part of this living wall. There was no pain, no compulsion.

Merely . . . Oneness.

"Hello, Sarge." His voice sounded strange, muffled by the mask over his face. Dev almost couldn't trust himself to speak. The images, the thoughts . . . Strangeness still galloped through his skull, threatening to trample him into the ground. "Don't shoot. It hasn't hurt me. I'm okay . . . really okay. . . ."

Reluctantly he pulled himself free from the wall with a wet, sucking sound. The cornel remained with him, trembling gently against his bare skin. The One had felt cool where it touched him. The heat of the cavern washed over him again like a hot blast from an oven.

With another, louder clatter, a fifth figure descended into view, legs kicking at the wall. Dev's eyes widened with surprise. This figure was clad in black skintights and wore an E-suit helmet.

Katya.

She almost got hung up trying to unhook the spool attached at the chest of her descent harness, but she got free at last, unslung her subgun, and strode toward him, stiffly determined. "Dev?"

"I'm okay, Katya." With sudden insight, he knew what that descent into the dark had cost her. "What . . . what are you doing here?"

"Looking for you." He saw her eyes go wide behind her helmet visor. Her helmet light swept past him, gleaming against the living wall. "Is that, that thing behind you what I think it is?"

Dev managed a smile. "This, people, is a Xenophobe." His smile broadened. "Bad name. It isn't afraid of us. Doesn't hate us. For it, life is nothing but tunneling and expanding and reproducing and growing and always, always, always seeking warmth, filling the Rock, turning Not-Self into Self. But then you meet someone who makes you stop and think. . . . "

Wilkins stepped closer, but cautiously, the muzzle of her Steyr-Hitachi wavering uncertainly. "Lieutenant, you are making no sense whatsoever. Maybe you'd like to start over?"

"To think," Dev said slowly, "that all we had to do was explain things. I mean, part of it died, and suddenly the universe just didn't look the same anymore." Sobering, he shook his head, painfully aware of how disjointed his words sounded as he tried to assimilate the . . . strangeness. His head hurt. " 'It' . . . that's the wrong word. Too impersonal. Maybe we just don't have the right words."

He paused, blinking as another thought occurred to him. "Better put your guns down, people," he said. "I think our war may be over."

Katya turned her full attention on Dev. "Can we trust it?" she asked. And Dev heard the unspoken question: Can we trust you? Has it done something to your mind?

"We can trust it," he said with careful deliberation. Too much revelation, too soon, and they would be convinced that it wasn't Devis Cameron speaking. Contact with it had changed him, but not in the way they feared. He took a deep breath, worked to steady his voice. "It's a machine. A very large, very complex machine made up of God knows how many trillions of computers, each the size of a bacterium. Electrochemical computers manufactured—grown—from the equivalent of nucleoproteins."

Katya looked doubtful. "Who grew them? Where did it come from?"

Dev hesitated, choosing his words. "We have a kind of symbiosis with our machines, right? With nanotechnology, we can grow computers inside our brains, inside our skin, make them a part of us, a way for us to interact with the rest of the world. So much so, it's hard to imagine life without them.

"Okay, now imagine a . . . a life-form. I can remember a little of it, like fragments of a grainy, two-D film. Evolved on a very old planet, circling a red dwarf sun, deep underground, maybe in a pocket of water warmed by the planet's molten core. A primitive organism, but evolved to its absolute highest potential over billions of years. Imagine what it would have been like if tunicates or molluscs had evolved to intelligence on Earth.

"Locked away deep in the rock, it . . . they were cut off from the rest of the universe. Evolution must have been slow, slow, with nothing but the natural radioactivity of the rocks to cause mutation and change. But there would have been competition for raw materials. For warmth. They were thermovores, always seeking heat. It doesn't seem possible, but maybe that was enough stimulus for them to evolve intelligence. To become self-aware.

"Imagine how they perceived the universe. There was Self. There was Rock. There were the openings in the Rock they made . . . Emptiness. Not-Rock. Everything else—water, heat—was variations of Rock."

"Sounds like the old idea of elements," Katya said. "Earth, Air, Fire, Water."

Dev nodded. "Kind of a simplistic cosmology. But it fit what they were aware of. Eventually they developed nanotechnics."

"Whoa there," Wilkins said. "How could they go straight from stone age to nanotechnics?"

Dev smiled. "For them, their 'stone age' was nanotechnics. Their first tools. They must've learned to manipulate molecules inside their own bodies, probably to get raw materials for growth from the rock. Or to tunnel out larger living spaces for themselves. Or to break hydrogen and oxygen out of certain rocks to make more water. Millions of cell-sized machines, made from minerals drawn from the rock, could be joined together into larger structures. Machines that could carry the organic components of this symbiosis, keep them wet and alive even when the underground seas dried up, or tunnel deeper as the planet's core cooled. If they worked at it long enough, for billions of years . . .

"My guess is that they evolved with the Galaxy's first generation of Population I stars, ten or twelve billion years ago. It must have been eight or ten billion years more—twice as long as Earth or any of the other worlds we know have even existed—before they finally made it to the stars.

"And when they did, they carried with them a view of the universe that was completely inside out."

Dev tried to explain what he had picked up from the One only in fragments of passed-on memory, pictures and sensations imperfectly understood, imperfectly transmitted.

For most of those billions of years, the Xenophobes had slowly developed side by side with their submicroscopic technology, utilizing tailored proteins as computers, with the equivalent of nucleic acids as records, enzymes as encoders and readers, viral bodies as packets of tightly encoded data, a mimicry of biological life but deliberately shaped and molded for ever-increasing efficiency. Separate organisms communicated with one another, exchanging data packets first by chemical, later by electrical means.

Organism and machine were utterly dependent on each other. The dual organism expanded to utilize the entire crust of its homeworld. Ultimately the original life-form that had used nanotechnics to secure its place within its world was absorbed by its own technology. Cells patterned succeeding generations of cells, and what did it matter whether the original pattern was natural or artificial? As the distinction between organic and inorganic vanished, so, too, did distinctions between individuals. Like separate neurons linked together into a vast network capable of acquiring, processing, and storing data, the multitude of individuals, linked together through the millions of kilometers of chambers and tunnels that filled the planet's crust, became the One.

As with any life-form, change forced adaptation. The underground seas dried up; the One manufactured its own water and, ultimately, adapted the subunits of its form to the harsher environment by wrapping each in gelatinous, water-filled shells. The planetary core continued to shrink and cool; the One expanded its caverns, learned to use electromagnetic fields to warp rock into easily traversable paths, learned to remake rock, atom by atom, into shapes that suited its needs.

Ultimately the One must have converted most of the planet's crust into a vast machine for collecting and transmitting heat.

"But their world was dying," Dev said. "They got some heat from their sun, but they must have known that, sooner or later, the planetary core would be cold and dead, and that would be the end of them."

"And that's when they learned how to build starships?" Katya asked. "I don't see how they could without heavy industry. You can't make K-T drives out of cells."

"The DalRiss grow their ships," Dev reminded her. "And they don't use the K-T plenum. In the case of the One, it was simpler still. Remember the travel pods?"

"Those are the Xeno spaceships?" Katya asked.

"Or something like them."

"But at sublight speeds, it would have taken years. . . ."

"Millions of years, Katya. They did it blindly, flinging pods filled with life into space.

"You see, they didn't know about the stars. And the . . . the living component of the symbiosis was crippled because it didn't know, couldn't know what the universe was really like.

"They couldn't see. They couldn't sense position the way we can tell where our arm is even with our eyes closed. All they knew was warmth and Rock and empty space and Self. They constructed a picture of the universe that was essentially an infinity of Rock. Inside that Rock is an enormous empty space. Going out from that empty space, it gets warmer . . . and warmer, until it's too hot and the pressures are too great to sustain life."

"Like the people who once thought Earth was flat," Katya said, "balanced on the shell of a tortoise."

"Exactly. When they launched their life pods toward the stars, what they thought they were doing was launching them out into that huge central cavern they thought of as a kind of Void of Not-Rock. They were trying to reach another part of Rock, a place not yet occupied by Self. Thousands of pods must have been sent out. Maybe millions. They drifted through space for millions of years, guided—maybe—by nanotechnic machines on board that could sense magnetic fields. Nearly all of them must have been lost, out there among the stars. Lots more must have homed on stars . . . and found more heat than they bargained for.

"Or maybe they could recognize the danger, and had control enough to find cooler, more habitable pieces of Rock."

"Planets," Katya said quietly. "Like Loki."

"And GhegnuRish and all the others. Those that survived the trip landed, the pods opened, and the passengers started tunneling." He shook his head. "Other parts of the vast cave in the heart of the universe.

"I think a kind of life cycle evolved. What we call Xenophobes land on a planet, dig themselves in, and begin spreading through the planet's crust looking for heat, tunneling deep on cold planets like Loki, spreading out near the surface on warmer planets like GhegnuRish. They take the world over, fill it with life, their kind of life. When the crust is filled . . . they launch another generation to the stars."

"I still don't understand why we've never seen their travel pods in space," Bayer said. "They'd be easy enough to detect."

"Sure. But we haven't seen them because they arrived a long time ago. How long do you think it takes for a handful of organisms to spread through the planetary crust of an entire world? I think the first Xenos must have landed on Loki hundreds of thousands of years ago. Maybe longer."

Katya looked startled. "Like an infection. They could have spread through this entire part of the Galaxy. They could already be on Earth, in Earth, buried deep."

"A distinct possibility. They'd only make themselves known if they rose from the warm depths looking for heat from the sun or raw materials from our technology. We were right, Katya. They don't think in terms of, oh, refining iron into steel. Or manufacturing their own nano films or durasheathing. But if they can get at it, their nanotechnic disassemblers can take it apart and reuse it elsewhere. They found our cities to be quite useful that way."

"They never even knew we were there."

"Oh, they knew there was something there. They knew when they were being attacked, when parts of the Self were dying. And they adapted. They took pieces of our own equipment, modified it to fit the surroundings—"

"Alpha stalkers were never our equipment. Or magnetic travel pods. And we got the idea for nano-D shells from them! Where did they come from?"

"Katya, these . . . beings have been spreading from system to system for a long time. Hundreds of millions, maybe billions of years. The machine we call a Fer-de-Lance might be technology remembered from a war with some other species a million years ago. The travel pods were part of their original nanotechnology, capsules for moving through the rock where temperatures and pressures would be too much for unprotected organisms. The patterns are all stored in their computer memory, and passed on with each new wave of colonists. Each new world is a new One. One world doesn't communicate with another. They simply utilize their world, send another generation of colonists toward the sky, and . . . think.

"The tragedy was that, with their inside-out worldview, they could never conceive of another intelligence, outside of their own. As far as they were concerned, they were simply utilizing the resources of their universe. Adapting. Surviving. They could never even approach their full potential with the baggage of their old, organic philosophy.

"But by the same token, they never had the . . . intuition that would let them overcome that philosophy. They couldn't innovate, only react. Maybe, in the end, they were more like machines than organic life after all."

Dev looked at the cavern walls surrounding the little group of humans. The One, the tiny part of it that he could see, was quiescent, patiently waiting.

"Now, though, it's come into contact with a different worldview. It's learned something new, maybe for the first time in millennia. And I think . . . I think it wants to know more about the universe."

Katya reached out, touching his arm. The contact was warm. Reassuring. "It could tell what you were thinking?"

Dev nodded. "It saw, through my link, a little bit of the way we see the universe—how we see space, a Galaxy of three hundred billion stars, planets, other galaxies beyond ours. And people. Relationships. Change. Variety. I don't think it understood even one percent of what it saw. What it felt. But . . . "

"But what? What was it feeling?"

"More than anything else?" He closed his eyes, feeling again that alien tide. "Wonder . . ."


Chapter 35

     Compared to what's Out There, every human culture and somatotype, from Imperial Japanese to New American Outback Ranger to !Kung to gene-tailored Freefaller, is identical. To most of what's Out There, humans, planaria, and tree ferns are as similar as makes no difference. Maybe, someday, that realization will be the salvation of our species.

—Life in the Universe

Dr. Taylor Chung

C.E. 2470

Dev sat in the most luxurious room he'd ever seen in his life, despite the fact that there was little furniture. The awards ceremony was over and he ached to get back to his assigned quarters and out of his dress grays, but the invitation, unprecedented as it was, could not possibly have been refused.

He sat tatami-fashion on the padded floor before the low, richly ornamented table. Katya knelt beside him on his right, with General Varney next to her. The silhouettes of guards stood motionless behind translucent walls.

Opposite, an old and wrinkled man sipped tea from a perfect cup. He did not, Dev thought, look much like his portraits. "The Empire," he said, carefully placing the cup before him, "owes you a debt of gratitude, Chu-i Cameron-san. A debt that can never be truly paid back. Certainly not with trinkets."

His new rank still felt uncomfortable, as did the starburst at his throat.

The Imperial Star.

The Emperor seemed to read his thoughts. "I remember your father, Cameron-san. He was a brave, an honorable man. His loss is deeply felt. I wish he could be here with us now, to share your honor, and to see how his son has brought an end to the Human-Xeno War."

Dev looked hard at the Emperor but could detect no deeper meaning beyond the simple words. Strange. A thousand years before, this man would have been revered as a descendant of the sun god. Now he was just a man . . . but an immensely powerful one, a man who could make or break an officer's career with a word. It would not be wise to contradict him.

"The war is not over yet, Your Majesty," Dev said. "All I really learned out there is that it may never be over."

That was true enough. The One of GhegnuRish knew nothing of its offspring, blindly flung against the stars, or of other Ones hidden in the worlds of neighboring suns, even suns as close as Alya A and B. Dev's discovery had proven only that each separate world-entity would have to be approached and shown the reality of the universe separately.

How many worlds did the Xenophobes occupy already? Dev had never been able to determine just how many generations of space-faring life pods there'd been, or how distant the original Xenophobe homeworld had been. Xenophobes—unconverted Ones—might inhabit every planet in the Galaxy with a molten core and a significant magnetic field.

And there was no way to tell how those other Ones would react when they were contacted. Each One was an individual, reacting to its own environment, unaware of the Ones of other worlds. Each had a long and bloody heritage, a racial memory written in the genocides of entire species, to overcome.

Genocide on a planetary scale. On a galactic scale.

The Emperor had been silent for a long time. He stirred now, as if throwing off some troubling thought. "Are you familiar with the novae of Aquila?"

Dev leaned back on his haunches, extracting data from his RAM. Yes, he'd picked up something about that, one of the tidbits acquired years before when he'd read everything that he could about the stars. There was an area of Earth's sky, he'd learned, in the direction of the constellation Aquila the Eagle, where there'd once been a higher-than-expected number of novae—exploding stars. During one forty-year period in the first half of the twentieth century, twenty-five percent of all of the bright novae observed from Earth had appeared in an area equivalent to a quarter of one percent of the entire sky; two had appeared in one year alone—1936—and Nova Aquila of 1918 had been the brightest recorded in three centuries, outshining every star in the sky but Sirius.

"I've been thinking about those exploding suns," the Emperor said quietly. "They're much farther away than Alya A and B. Nova Aquila, I believe, was twelve hundred light-years distant. But all lie in the same general direction from Earth."

True. Eagle Sector embraced the neighboring constellations of Aquila, Serpens, Ophiuchus, Scutum, Sagitarius—a tiny part of the sky lying in the general direction of the Galactic Core. Alya—Theta Serpentis—lay right on the border between Serpens and Aquila, only three degrees from the site of the nova of 1918. In galactic terms, the line from Nova Aquilae to Alya to Sol was almost a straight line.

Had someone else been confronted by the Xenophobe threat in C.E. 700 and sought to deal with it in a direct and uncompromising fashion? How many of the Xenophobe pods that had spread to worlds of the Shichiju had been fleeing the wholesale destruction of their planets' stars? The memories passed on by the One were still confused and tangled, but Dev saw there images of warfare and titanic struggle, age following age of genocidal war.

Dev saw little reason to be hopeful. The Xenophobes might be the closest thing Man had to natural enemies in the Galaxy—outside of himself, of course—and the war might go on year after year on world after world. On each planet, the resident Xeno intelligence, the "One," would have to be individually approached, contacted, and converted to a different way of looking at the universe.

"As I said, Your Majesty, the war might not be over for a long time yet. We will have to deal with each planetary intelligence one by one. Just contacting them may be difficult. Certainly it will be all but impossible on worlds where we're actively fighting them."

"True. Still, the One of Lung Chi has been at peace for a number of years now. Perhaps we could approach that world in peace, now that we know what to look for, how to communicate with it. The DalRiss have offered to help. They're already intrigued by the possibility of reoccupying their own homeworld. We may yet return to the colonies like Lung Chi and An-Nur II, to worlds lost to Man for decades. With the intelligent cooperation of each world's intelligence, terraforming will be miraculously easy."

Dev tried to imagine an organism that girdled a planet, busily converting raw materials to human-breathable air, adjusting the planetary temperature, even manufacturing entire cities to spec, all in exchange for intelligent conversation with the Not-Self organisms inhabiting the surface.

There was so much to be gained from peaceful contact. The alternative was genocide . . . and the exploding suns of Aquila.

"So you see, Chu-i Cameron-san, we have much to thank you for. True, communication alone will not end the war, but it is a beginning. Perhaps the most important beginning there is. That medal cannot repay what we owe you. Nothing can. But perhaps we can reward you further."

Dev reached up and touched the Star. "I am content, Your Majesty."

"Indeed? My staff has been going through your records. I gather that only last year you were seeking transfer to the Hegemony Navy. Certainly you have amply demonstrated your talents, both in linking and in tactics. According to your records, you possess that blend of psychological attributes that would guarantee your success as a naval officer. Perhaps you would consider a transfer to the Imperial Navy? A more tangible reward for your services, one that could see you with a command of your own within a few short years."

Dev grinned. Glancing to his right, he caught Katya's eye, warm with understanding, and maybe just a bit moist as well.

It was definitely a breach of protocol, but Dev reached out, taking Katya's shoulders and giving her a hug.

"Thank you, Your Majesty," he said. "But I already have everything I could possibly want."


TERMINOLOGY AND GLOSSARY

AI: Artificial Intelligence. Since the Sentient Status Act of 2204, higher-model networking systems have been recognized as "self-aware but of restricted purview," a legal formula that precludes enfranchisement of machine intelligences.

Alpha: Type of Xenophobe combat machine, also called stalker, shapeshifter, silvershifter, etc. They are animated by numerous organic-machine hybrids and mass ten to twelve tons. Their weapons include nano-D shells and surfaces, and various magnetic effects. Alphas appear in two guises, a snake-or wormlike shape that lets them travel underground along SDTs, and any of a variety of combat shapes, usually geometrical with numerous spines or tentacles. Each distinctive combat type is named after a poisonous Terran reptile, e.g., Fer-de-Lance, Cobra, Mamba, etc.

Analogue: Computer-generated "double" of a person, used to handle routine business, communications, and duties through ViRcom linkage.

AND Round: Anti-nano disassembler. Tube-launched NCM round that bursts almost as soon as it is fired, releasing an NCM cloud.

Antigenics: Nanotechnic devices programmed to hunt down and destroy disease bacteria and parasites inside the body.

APW: Armored Personnel Walker. Any of several large, four-legged striders designed to carry unlinked passengers. VbH Zo ("Elephant") can carry fifty troops. Kani ("Crab") can carry twenty.

Ascraft: Aerospace craft. Vehicles that can fly both in space and in atmosphere.

Beta: Second class of Xenophobe combat machine, adapted from captured or abandoned human equipment. Its weapons are human-manufactured weapons, often reshaped to Xeno purposes. They have been known to travel underground.

Bionangineering: Use of nanotechnology to restructure lifeforms for medical or ornamental reasons.

CA: Combat Armor. Light personal armor/space suit providing eight hours' life support in hostile environment.

Cephing: Also linking. Derived from cephlink. To operate equipment, computers, striders, etc., through a cephlink.

Cephlink: Implant within the human brain allowing direct interface with computer-operated systems. It contains its own microcomputer and RAM storage and is accessed through sockets, usually located in the subject's temporal bones above and behind each ear. Limited (non-ViR) control and interface is possible through neural implants in the skin, usually in the palm of one hand.

Cephlink RAM: Random Access Memory, part of the micro-circuitry within the cephlink assembly. Used for memory storage, message transfer, linguistics programming, and the storage of complex digital codes used in cephlinkage access. An artificial extension of human intelligence.

Charged Particle Gun (CPG): Primary weapon on larger warstriders. Including proton cannons and electron guns, they use powerful gauss fields to direct streams of charged subatomic particles at the target.

Colonial Authority: Hegemonic bureaucracy charged with overseeing government, trade, and terraforming of the human-inhabited worlds.

CMP: Cluster Munitions Package. Missile or artillery round payload. Dispenses hundreds of mines, bomblets, or nuclear-triggered plasma bolts in a destructive "footprint" across a large area.

Cryo-H: Liquid hydrogen cooled to a few degrees absolute, used as fuel for fusion power plants aboard striders, ascraft, and other vehicles. Sometimes called "slush hydrogen."

C-socket: Cervical socket, located in subject's cervical spine, near the base of his neck. Directs neural impulses to jacked equipment, warstriders, construction gear, heavy lifters, etc.

C3, C-Three: Military term for Command, Control, and Communications, the essentials of battlefield command.

Deplur: Depleted uranium. Ultradense metal used in massive projectiles such as 8-mm hivel ammunition.

DSA: Deep Seismic Anomaly. Seismic tremors associated with subsurface movements of Xenophobe machines.

Durasheath: Armor grown as composite layers of diamond, duralloy, and ceramics; light, flexible, and very strong.

El-shuttle: Saucer-shaped pressurized chamber ferrying passengers and cargo up and down the sky-el. The passenger deck has seats for up to a hundred people, complete with jackplugs and a recjack library.

E-suit: Environmental suit. Lightweight helmet and garment for use in space or hostile atmospheric conditions.

Fabricrete: Artificial building material assembled molecule by molecule by nanotechnic constructors in Rogan Process, using dirt or refuse as raw material.

Fusorpak: Power unit carried on board most striders and large vehicles. Uses tanked slush hydrogen as fuel.

Gamma: Third type of Xenophobe combat machine, usually relatively small and amorphous. Apparently a fragment of a Xenophobe Alpha, animated by one or more Xeno machine-organism hybrids. Its surface consists of nano disassemblers, making its touch deadly.

Gun tower: Unmanned sentry outpost armed with various energy or projectile weapons. May be automated, remote-controlled, or directed by an on-site, low-level AI.

Hardware: Any physical computer equipment, but usually specifically applied to cephimplants, sockets, and other equipment surgically implanted within brain, skin, or bone.

Hegemony: Also Terran Hegemony. World government representing fifty-seven nations on Earth, plus the Colonial Authorities of the seventy-eight terraformed worlds. Technically sovereign, it is dominated by Imperial Japan, which has a veto in its legislative assembly.

HEMILCOM: Hegemony Military Command. Local military command-control-communications (C3) headquarters, usually based in sky-el orbitals, charged with coordinating military operations within a given sector.

Hivel Cannon: A turret-mounted, high velocity rotary cannon. Similar to twentieth-century CIWS systems, it fires bursts of depleted uranium slugs with a rate of fire as high as fifty per second. Usually controlled by an on-board AI, its primary function is antimissile defense. It can also be voluntarily controlled and used against other targets.

HMC: Hegemony Military Compound. Military base supporting at least one battalion of warstriders plus auxiliary forces.

Hotbox: Strap-on rocket or scramjet booster. Small modules allow striders to softland after an airdrop or provide jet-assisted boosts for navigating rough terrain. Larger modules provide surface-to-orbit thrust for aerospace transports.

Hunorm: Human-normal. Refers to link-feed senses, especially vision, in human-normal ranges, as opposed to spectra normally invisible to humans, such as infrared.

ICS: Intercom System. Provides shipboard voice communication for unlinked personnel. Also refers to linked communications between crew members of a single vehicle.

Imbedded Interface: Network of wires and neural feeds imbedded in the skin—usually in the palm near the base of the thumb—used to access and control simple computer hardware. Provides control and datafeed functions only, not full-sensory input. Used to activate T-and C-socket jacks, to pass authorization and credit data, and to retrieve printed or vocal data "played" inside the user's mind. Also called 'face or skin implant.

Jacker: Slang for anyone with implanted jacks for neural interface with computers, machinery, or communications networks. Specifically applied to individuals who jack in for a living, as opposed to recreational jackers, "recjacks."

Kokorodo: Literally "Way of the Mind," a mental discipline practiced by Imperial military jackers to achieve full mental and physical coordination through AI linkage.

K-T Plenum: Extraspacial realm at the hyperdimensional interface between normal fourspace and the quantum sea. From Nihongo Kamisamano Taiyo, literally "Ocean of God." Starships navigate through the K-T plenum.

Kuso: Japanese word for feces. Not a Japanese expletive, it is used as such by Inglic-speakers.

L-LOS: Laser Line of Sight. Straight-line path clear of interfering smoke, dust, or other obstruction along which laser communications can be established.

Loki: 36 Ophiuchi C (Dagstjerne) II. World 17.8 light-years from Sol currently undergoing terraforming by colonists of Scandinavian descent. Place names taken from Norse mythology, including Asgard (synchorbital), Bifrost (skyel), and Midgard (towerdown). Capital: Midgard. Language Norsk-Lokan.

Lung Chi: DM+320 2896 (Chien) IV. World terraformed by colonists of Manchurian descent. Overrun by Xenophobes in 2537.

Medsystem: Any AI-oriented electronic network dedicated to monitoring and controlling biological functions during cephlinkage. Bodily functions are monitored through micro-circuitry imbedded within ship or combat suits, which in turn are plugged into the AI overwatch system. All physical sensations, including pain, can be edited from the human brain's awareness.

Meteffectors: Metabolic Effectors. Nanotechnic devices that increase the efficiency of certain bodily processes, converting body fat to energy, and food to muscle tissue.

Microbion: Gene-tailored, microscopic artificial life-form designed to perform some ecological or life-support function, such as adjust a planetary ecology's tolerance to high or low carbon dioxide levels.

MJ: Megajoule. Measure of energy. The detonation of one kilogram of TNT releases approximately five MJ of energy.

Morphing: Xenophobe ability to change shape or repair itself within certain limits, made possible by flexibility of positioning and bonding between the machine's nanotechnic "cells."

MSE: Mental Stability Evaluation. Test recorded by full sensory link determining a subject's reactions, flexibility, and the presence of potentially hampering or unwanted prejudices or mental debilities.

Nangineering: Nanotechnic engineering. Use of nanotechnic devices in building or in medicine.

Nano-Ds: Nano disassemblers. Xenophobe weapon, delivered by mag-accelerated projectile or through contact with a specialized appendage, consisting of billions of submicroscopic machines programmed to disassemble molecular bonds. A high concentration of nano-Ds can cause several kilos of mass to disintegrate into its component molecules within seconds.

Nanoflage: Nanofilm on military vehicles designed to transmit colors and textures of vehicle's immediate surroundings. Selectively reflective, it does not reflect bright light or motion.

Nanomold: A semiportable nanovat used in construction. Placed on site, it uses Rogan's Process to convert dirt or other locally available raw material into fabricrete walls or prefab building sections.

Nanovat: Industrial tank used for growing nanotechnic products. Small vats can produce, on order and with proper raw materials, food, garments, disposable computers, and other small items. Large vats are required to grow pieces of large manufactured goods like vehicles.

NCM: Nanotechnic Countermeasures. Submicroscopic devices programmed to hunt down and destroy enemy nanotechnic disassemblers before they cause irreparable damage. In combat, applied as a patch or an aerosol.

Neopsychometrics: The science of measuring human psychological variables, such as aptitude, emotional disturbance, or psychotechnic disorders. "Neo" pertains to the revolution in human psychology brought about by link-assisted diagnosis and treatment.

New America: 26 Draconis IV. Frontier colony 48.6 light-years from Sol.

PLSS: Portable Life Support System, pronounced "pliss." A small and lightweight unit providing air, heat, power, and waste recycling for environmental suits and other protective garments.

Psychotechnic Disorders: General term for a group of mental disorders resulting from breakdowns in an individual's abilities to relate to high-tech, computer-oriented society. They include:

Technic Depression (TD): Feeling of inferiority to AIs, coupled with an inability to cope with speed of information transfers, virtual reality shifts, or changing styles.

Technomegalomania (TM): Delusion of godhood fostered by virtual realities. Marked by depression, anger, or hostility when subject is in the real world, by feelings of invulnerability and power when linked.

Technophobia (TP): Unreasonable fear of machines, computers, or aspects of technic society, such as analogues or cephimplants.

Quantum sea: Energy continuum reflected in "vacuum fluctuation," the constant appearance and reabsorption of vast quantities of energy on a subatomic scale. Tapped by starships operating within the K-T plenum.

Rank: Terran Hegemony ranks are based on the Imperial Japanese rank structure, though the English terminology is preferred in common usage. A rough comparison of rank in the Hegemony Military, as compared to late twentieth-century America, is given below:

Enlisted Ranks




	U.S. Army/Marinesg

	Imperial Military


 

	[image: ]




	Private 2nd class/(no equivalent)

	Nitto hei




	E-2 Private/PFC

	Itto hei




	Superior private/(no equivalent)

	Jotto hei




	E-3 PFC/Lance Corporal

	Heicho




	E-4 Corporal/Corporal

	Gocho




	E-5 Sergeant/Sergeant

	Gunso




	E-9 Sgt. Major/Sgt. Major

	Socho




	WO Warrant Officers (CWO)

	Jun-i








Commissioned Ranks




	U.S. Army / Navy

	Imperial Military




	[image: ]





	0-0 Cadet

	Seito





	0-1 2nd Lieutenant/Ensign

	Sho-i





	0-2 Lieutenant/Lieutenant (jg)

	Chu-i





	0-3 Captain/Lieutenant

	Tai-i





	0-4 Major/Lieutenant Commander

	Shosa





	0-5 Lieutenant Colonel/Commander

	Chusa





	0-6 Colonel/Captain

	Taisa





	0-8 Major General/Rear Admiral

	Shosho





	O-9 Lieutenant General/Vice Admiral

	Chujo





	O-10 General/Admiral

	Taisho





	O-11 General of the Army/Fleet Admiral

	Gensui








Recjack: Using implants for recreational purposes. These range from participation in ViRdramas to shared multiple sensual stimulation to direct stimulation of the hypothalamic pleasure centers (PC-jacking).

Riderslot: Opening in an ascraft or other transport's hull designed to receive striders. Usually equipped with grippers, magnetic locks, and autoplug ICS and datafeed connectors.

RJ: Military slang for free time spent recjacking.

Rogan Process: Nano construction technique, named after inventor Philip Rogan, employing assemblers and any plentiful raw material. Through "RoPro" or "RoProduction," walls, buildings, roads, any similar large structure, can be "grown" out of rock and earth quickly and cheaply.

SDT: Subsurface Deformation Track. Path through a planetary crust previously used by Xenophobe underground travelers. Rock once turned plastic by intense heat and pressure offers subsurface "highways" more easily traversed by subsequent craft.

Selfware: Jacker slang for the human mind, both the physical processes of neuronic impulses and the less quantifiable processes of consciousness, reasoning, and "self." If software is the program run on hardware, selfware is the program run on wetware.

Shichiju: Literally "The Seventy." Japanese term for the seventy-eight worlds in seventy-two systems so far colonized by Man.

Silicolubricant, silicarb: Greasy black silicon compound used to reduce friction in interior working parts.

Sky-el: Elevator used to travel between a planetary ring and the surface of the planet. A cheap and efficient way of moving people and cargo back and forth from surface to orbit. Earth has three sky-els: Singapore (Pulau Lingga), Ecuador (Quito), and Kenya (Mount Kenya). New Earth has two. Other worlds have one. Some, including New America, have none.

Slang, profanity:

easy feed: Slang expression for "no problem," or "that's okay."

gok, goking: Sexual obscenity. From Japanese goku, "rape."

I'm linked: I'm with you. I'll go along with that.

jackin' Jill: Girlfriend, especially as a casual RJ sex partner.

nork (also NORC or NORC-Socket): Colloquial for an idiot. From nonregistered C-socket, it refers to the common practice of illegal "back-alley" implant surgery for people who don't have the money or the connections to secure a legal (registered) implant. Many such operations result in permanent brain damage.

nullhead: Stupid. Empty-headed. By association, crazy.

odie: Let's odie = let's do it, let's move. From Japanese odori, "dance."

pulling strings, jerking strings: Slang expression: "You're kidding me."

scut, scutting: Worthless. A useless person. From medieval scuttage, a tax paid in feudal times to avoid military service.

staticjack: Mild curse. Expression of disgust or amazement.

static free: Easy, direct, simple, problem-free.

straight hont: The truth. From Japanese honto no koto.

Slot: 1) Linkage module for human controller. Warstriders have one, two, or three slots; a three-slotter strider has places for a commander, pilot, and weapons tech.

2) Space for equipment aboard transport. Ascraft have "slots" to carry four or six warstriders. (Slang) By popular usage, a place for a person in an organization, i.e., a "slot in the infantry."

Software: The programs run by computer hardware, up to and including AIs.

Stridertink, tink: Personnel who perform routine repair, maintenance, and service on striders, vehicles, and heavy equipment. Also called techs or techies.

Synchorbit: That point, different for each world, at which a satellite has an orbital period exactly matching the planet's rotation. Planetary sky-els rise from the world's equator to extensive constructions—factories, habitats, and other orbital facilities—in synchorbit.

Synchorbital: Facilities built at synchorbit.

Tacsit: Military slang for Tactical Situation.

Teikokuno Hoshi: Star of the Empire. Imperial medal for supreme service to the Emperor.

Teleop Weapons: Long-range missiles operated by weapons technicians at remote locations. Control can be by radio or—to avoid battlefield jamming—laser or a molecular fiberline unreeled behind the projectile.

Tenno Kyuden: Palace of Heaven. Seat of Imperial government, located at Singapore Synchorbital.

Thermal: Military slang for any infrared sensory device or scanner.

TO: Table of Organization.

Towerdown: The base of a sky-el tower, a busy terminus for freight and passengers.

Transplas: Synthetic building material, transparent and very strong.

T-socket: Temporal socket. Usually paired, one on each side of subject's skull, in temporal bone above and behind the ear. Used for full-sensory, full-feedback jacking in conjunction with an AI system, including experiencing ViR, full-sensory communications, and computer control of ships or vehicles.

VCH: Vehicle Cephlinkage Helmet. Allows direct human control of warstriders ascraft, or other military vehicles. Internal leads plug into the operator's temporal sockets, while external sockets receive leads from AI interface.

ViR, Virtual Reality: Made possible by cephalic implants, virtual reality is the "artificial reality" of computer interfaces that allows, for example, a human pilot to "become" the strider or missile he is piloting, to "live" a simplay, or to "see" things that do not really exist, save as sophisticated computer software. An artificial world existing within the human mind that, through AI technology, can be shared with others.

ViRcom: Full sensory linked communication. Linker enters a chamber and plugs into communications net. He can then engage in conversation with one or more other humans or their computer analogues as though all were present together.

ViRdrama: Recreational jacking allowing full sensory experience through cephlinkage. Linker can participate in elaborate canned shows or Al-monitored games. Two or more linkers can share a single scenario, allowing them to interact with one another.

ViRnews: Also ViRinfo. Jack-fed informational programs permitting viewer interaction and questions with programmed "guides."

ViRpersona: The image of self projected in virtual reality dramas or communications. Clothing styles and even personal appearance can be purchased as a cephlink program, much as someone would buy new clothes.

Warstrider: Also strider. Battlefield armor on two or four legs, giving it high mobility over rough terrain. Generally consists of a fuselage slung between two legs, and equipped either with two arms mounting weapons or with interchangeable weapons pods. Sizes include single-slotters (eight to twelve tons), dual-slotters (ten to thirty tons), single-slotters three-slotters (twenty-five to seventy tons), and special vehicles such as Armored Personnel Walkers that carry large numbers of troops.

Wetware: The human brain, the ultimate computer.

Whitesuit: Slang for Hegemonic naval personnel. From their dress uniforms, which are white with gold trim.

Who-was: Rumor, scuttlebutt Corruption of Japanese uwasa.

Xeno, Xenophobe: Human name for the life form that first attacked the human colony on An-Nur II in 2498. So-called because of their apparent hatred or fear of other life forms. Investigations within the Alya system in 2541 proved Xenophobes are machine-organic hybrids evolved from fairly simple organisms billions of years ago. They are defined by their technlogy, much of which has been borrowed from other civilizations.

Yukanno Kisho: Medal of Valor. Imperial decoration awarded in ten orders, or dans, for bravery in the line of duty.


Japanese Words and Phrases

Baka: Foolish, stupid, or silly.

Daihyo: Representative. In twenty-sixth-century usage, the Emperor's representative to a government or local military force within the Shichiju.

Dan: Order or ranking.

Fushi: Eternity, immortality. Era-name of current Emperor: Fushi 84.

Gaijin: Foreigner, specifically a non-Japanese.

Hema: Damned mess. Bungled situation.

Kichigai: You're crazy!

Nengo: Era-name, determined by each new Emperor, for purposes of dating.

Nettena-yo: Wake up!

Sen-en: One thousand yen (en in Japanese).

Sensei: Master. Title of respect for the teacher of a given discipline.

Sheseiji: "Bastards." Related to shesei, "posture" or "attitude."

Shoko: Military officer.

Tatami: Padded floor or floor mat.

Tenno-heika: Formal title of address—His Majesty, the Emperor.

Uwasa: Rumor, gossip.

Yujo: Camaraderie. It has taken on the special meaning of "warrior's bond."

Zugaikotsu: Skull.
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Japanese Words and Phrases


Prologue

There was Rock . . . and there was »self«, the former parting for the latter in the flux of powerful magnetic fields. A universe of rock subtly textured and diverse surrounded »self« in a warm and comforting embrace that flowed around »self's« shell with semimolten plasticity as it burrowed upward through the yielding strata. Behind lay the depths of Mother Rock; ahead, closer now was the goal, a concentration of riches undreamed of a magnetic anomaly tasting of deliciously, dizzyingly pure metals, ceramics, and hydrocarbon compounds.

»Self« could sense its universe in myriad ways: through density and water content and something that might be called the taste of silica, quartz, limestone, metal-sharp ores, and hydrocarbons: through the tug of gravity: through magnetic fields and the far weaker trickle of electrons within the Rock; through the life-giving heat of encompassing Rock and the dimly sensed "flavor" of remarkably concentrated metals now so close ahead.

Though »self's« concept of time was not, strictly speaking, linear, it knew that it wouldn't be much longer now.

Dimly. »self« remembered Self, a far vaster progenitor of »self« now far below and behind the upward threading fragment. It shared Self's perception of the universe, of course, though it remembered only dream-vague slivers of its past life. Self's view of the universe was shaped by its evolutionary genesis eons past in the bowels of another world light-millennia distant, and by a harshly Boolean logic that perceived its surroundings in terms of yes and no, of Self and not-Self, of Rock and not-Rock. It did not, could not, recognize the concept of other worlds. In Self's curiously inverted reality. Universe was an infinite sea of Rock, growing ever denser and ever hotter in all directions out from the Center, while at the Center itself lay a vast emptiness, the Chasm at the Heart of Creation. Self's former Selves, its predecessors that had vaulted the gulf from another world to this, had passed down memories of the crossing as frozen lattices of magnetic bonds between Self's subcellular, nanotechnic components, but those memories held images only of black emptiness and slow-dragging eons of time, and not of separate worlds or stars or the basis of astronomical theory.

Tunneling through rock turned plastic. »self« was suddenly aware of near-vacuum, of a flood of radiation, of alien sensations that recalled the memories of the central Chasm. Breakthrough! Self had emerged in the emptiness at the universe's heart!

Disorientation swirled within the several parts of "Self" dizzying, mind-wrenching. This particular local expression of Self had never pierced the walls of the Great Cavern, and inherited memories were weak and fragile things compared to this new perspective on the world.

Analysis . . .

The vacuum was not absolute. There was matter beyond the cavern wall, a thin gas of recognizable elements combined in unfamiliar molecules. Oxygen was present, for instance, but as free O2 instead of the usual SiO2 or Fe2O3 of Rock. Self's knowledge of astronomy was nonexistent, but its understanding of physical chemistry was superb, its analysis of its surroundings flawlessly precise. »Self« was bathed in electromagnetic radiation as well, energy in two separate frequency bands, one between 107 and 1010 hertz, and another between 1014 and 1015 hertz. It suspected that the gap between the two sets of frequencies was the result of absorption by the tenuous gas that blanketed this place.

Self »self« lived by absorbing energy directly through shifting, nanotechnic surfaces, but the high-energy end of the spectrum was more than it was used to, or needed. Adjusting its surface to a dazzling, reflective silver, »self« began to morph from the slender, streamlined shape used in through-rock travel to the more utilitarian, globular shape of an explorer. Tentacles flicked out, questing. Weapons formed, a precaution in case of attack.

But »self's« movements were painfully sluggish, slowed by the bombardment of raw data from eighteen separate senses. Reality was far stranger than second- and third-linked images of transmitted memory, imperfectly perceived, imperfectly understood. Emptiness clawed at »self«, the raw wonder and terror of the not-Rock Void at the Heart of Creation. And . . . and there were things here, things at once not-Self, yet, impossibly, they moved, reacted, acted in all ways alive . . . like Self, yet not. . . .

And they were attacking.

Through fragmentary recollections of past encounters, transmitted to its progeny by Self, »self« knew of the not-Self 'things that could not be alive because they were not-Self, yet nevertheless seemed to have some alien, unreachable life of their own. Something perhaps twice »self's« mass, something of intricate and literally incomprehensible form, was already probing the outer shell that protected »self« with a barrage of various radiations. Something like a smooth-shaped rock penetrated »self's« shell, then detonated.

Hurt! Dysfunction! Appendages lay on the ground, uselessly writhing, now little »selves« of their own and independent of »self's« control. Pivoting, »self« brought weapons of its own to bear. . . .

Too late! »Self« could feel its consciousness dwindling, lessening with each new, explosive impact. »Self« was, in fact, a cascade of separate consciousness, of many »selves« nested within one another. Dominant was »self«, but »self« was the sum total of hundreds of separate Nodes, and each Node was composed of trillions of cells, some biological, some technological, and each capable of an independent, if limited, existence. Many Nodes working together made »self«, just as many trillions of »selves« together composed the far vaster Unity of Self.

Flame, a white-hot plasma, scorched the writhing tendrils and seared away »self's« outer layers. Worse, the Adversary's own nanotech weapons had been loosed and were disassembling »self's« molecular structure almost atom by atom.

Then »self« was gone, replaced by the random gropings of the Nodes, those that had survived the explosion, at least. And under the deadly assault by radiation and flame and nanotechnic disassemblers, even the Nodes were beginning to dissolve. The memories of other places were gone now, as was any memory of »self's« personal past or of the glory of lost Self

And then, even awareness itself was gone.

The LaG-42 Ghostrider stood at the crater's edge. Within the Ghostrider's protective armor, Lieutenant Vincent Creighton, 3rd New American Mechanized Cavalry, surveyed the scene through the warstrider's senses, probing the milk-white haze above the disintegrating Xeno.

The Xeno was dead . . . and it was damned lucky Creighton had seen the thing when it first nosed clear of the ground. Xeno snakes were always a bit slow shapeshifting to combat mode, and that was definitely the best time to hit them. This one had been a Mamba, a big son of a bitch, and more than a match for a LaG-42 when it was fully morphed and ready for a fight.

Grimly, Creighton turned his attention from the crater to his surroundings, a densely forested hillside beneath an azure-green sky. The domes of Winchester, the planet's capital, glittered in the distance. Closer at hand, scattered pastiches of red and gold forest reminded him of New America . . . though the gauzy, mushroom-shaped trees of the Wilderland only remotely resembled the arboreal forms of either 26 Draconis IV or Earth itself. Eridu was a lovely world, one of the Hegemony's richest and most promising extrasolar colonies.

Or it had been.

Now that the Xenos were here, Creighton knew better than most that the world's eerie loveliness was doomed. More of the subterranean monsters would appear . . . then more. Nuclear weapons would be used. Eridu would become a wasteland, her native ecology ravaged, her population herded into camps. The terraformers would have their way at last.

The thought filled Vince Creighton with a bitterness that left him, momentarily at least, unable to link fully with his warstrider. For several seconds, he stood motionless on the crater rim, concentrating on the largely automatic process of safing his weapons and reporting the Xeno kill over his tactical net. Then, finally, he was able to swing the big machine about and start it stalking back toward his base.

A gentle rain began falling an hour later, washing the milk-thick mist back into the ground, until little remained of the Xenophobe machine save blackened lumps of twisted metal.


Chapter 1

     Nippon's ascendance to world domination during the twenty-first century was scarcely surprising. By stepping into the high-tech void left by the former superpowers when they abandoned space research in the late 1900s and early 2000s, Japan assured its preeminence in space manufacturing and materials sciences. These advances led directly to even greater revolutions: nanotechnic engineering, biocomputer implants, and ultimately, of course, to the K-T drive that gave Man the stars.
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North, the glowing white thread of the Singapore Sky-el slashed vertically out of the sky, ruler-straight against the night. East, the full moon rose silver above the glittering pillar of its own reflection.

With a dwindling hum, the magflitter settled gently onto the teak landing platform beneath hovering glowglobes. A scarlet-clad attendant was at its side at once, sliding the canopy aside and assisting the slender young man from the vehicle.

"Konichiwa." the attendant greeted him with a crisp bow, his Nihongo perfect though his features looked Malaysian or Indonesian rather than Japanese. He held out a book-sized facereader, its slick black surface drinking the glowglobes' light. "Identity, please?"

Dev Cameron extended his left hand, bringing the intricate pattern of golden wires and circuits embedded at the base of his thumb into contact with the reader. Somewhere beneath this mountaintop, the estate's computer would be scanning his interface and, through it, the cephlink plexus embedded between the hemispheres of Dev's brain, reading his service record and ID data.

The black surface of the reader flashed green. "Domo arigato gozaimashte," the attendant said, bowing again, and Dev sensed, rather than heard, the marginal relaxation of unseen figures in the darkness outside the circle of light on the landing deck. Kodama's personal guard, no doubt, watching for uninvited guests. "Welcome to Lord Kodama's estate. Chuisan. A servot will store your vehicle. Please, this way."

He led Dev onto a curving, stone-walled path, around a garden of exotic night-blooming plants and up toward the estate proper. Taisho Yasunari Kodama's party had already been in full swing for hours, though guests continued to arrive as the night sky darkened overhead. The Admiral, a member of the Emperor's personal staff, was well-known for these affairs, and to be invited to one was not only an honor, it was considered a mark of special favor. For military personnel, at least, an invitation to Pulau Kodama indicated a rising career, even official Imperial notice.

Dev, tall, pale-complexioned, and unaccustomedly resplendent in the immaculate dress blacks of an Imperial army officer, stepped into the throng gathered on the veranda outside Kodama's imposing, sleekly modern hab. It was difficult to tell at a glance where outside ended and the building began, for walls and skylights were open to the night air, and dancing holographic sculptures shifted and interpenetrated in soft-glowing abstracts and geometrical patterns.

Hundreds of guests were already present, gathered in small groups for conversation and drinking, or swaying rhythmically in larger circles to the liquid ripplings and tone-shifting drips and plops of Hagiwara's water music. Attire, Dev noted, ran the gamut from full military dress with sword and honors to formal jackets or gowns to masquerade costumes to complete undress. Many of Kodama's guests, men and women both, were nude save for jewelry, richly ornate skin implants, elaborate masks, or headpieces. The military officers present were all Imperials, in army black or navy white, and all were high-ranking, taisa or above.

Which left Dev feeling unpleasantly out of place. He couldn't attend a function like this without surreptitiously checking from time to time to make certain that his tunic was clean, the folds of his arm cloak were hanging straight, and his gold braid aiguillettes were still secure on his shoulder. His rank of chu-i, equivalent to that of a Hegemony army lieutenant or a naval j.g., was startlingly junior in this gathering of shoshos and chujos, while the glittering civilians present included senior Imperial administrators, diplomats, well-known ViRdrama personalities, and even a few Hegemony governors returned to Earth from the frontier.

Still, the starburst medal at the throat of his blacks, the Teikokuno Hoshi, commanded a respect beyond that usually accorded the two cherry blossom pips of a chu-i on his collar tabs and shoulder boards. The Imperial Star had opened doors undreamed of just a year or two earlier. All things considered, Dev had done quite well for a gaijin—a non-Japanese—from the free housing warrens of BosWash.

A servant in a traditional kimono approached, bowed low, and offered him a sensphere.

"Arigato." Dev said, accepting the crystal sphere. It warmed pleasantly against his interface, inducing an erotic tingle and a mild euphoria as he walked deeper into the crowd. An Imperial Navy shosho, a rear admiral, smiled and nodded back as Dev inclined his head in a polite bow. Yes, he'd come far indeed for a gaijin. Pride and the stimulation of the sensphere mingled, countering self-doubt.

Scanning the throng for a familiar face, he saw only strangers and had to suppress an irrational disappointment. Kodama's hab, after all, was huge, and he'd seen only a tiny piece of it so far. But he still wanted to know: had she come? The black pillar of an information kiosk caught his eye, and he pressed his way toward it through the crowd. Shifting the sensphere to his right hand to free his interface, Dev placed his palm against the cool slickness of the pillar, framing his questions: Is Katya Alessandro here yet? If she is, where is she?

Answers formed in his mind as the hab's AI consulted its memory, then scanned through the hab's many rooms, levels, and balconies. A map drew itself in Dev's mind. He was here, near the main entrance. She was there . . . through the main foyer and out on the north veranda.

So she had come after all. Maybe she'd changed her mind, then, about leaving Earth. He hurried on into the central core of Kodama's hab.

The entire island belonged to Kodama. Once, it had been given over to a sprawling warehouse facility, part of the far-flung Towerdown complex encircling the base of Earth's oldest sky-el space tower some one hundred fifty kilometers south of Singapore. Fifty years earlier, however, Kodama's father, himself a member of the Imperial Court, had purchased the island, then loosed a cloud of nanotechnic converters on the place, stripping it to bedrock and transforming the sterile ranks of storage towers into this palatial estate—a small city in one building, actually—clinging to a mountaintop above impenetrable, genetically nangineered jungle.

Though the Inglic word hab suggested a permanent habitation, Kodama rarely lived here, but it was a spectacular place for a party. The main foyer was like a cathedral's interior, the vaulted ceiling three stories overhead. Gene-tailored koi of fantastic shapes, miniature dragons and whales and indescribable monstrosities, swam in the stone pool beneath shifting patterns of holographic geometry. The walls were lost in stars, and the thronging thousand or so people in the room seemed to stand on empty space, with the vast, crimson-cored pinwheel of the galaxy turning slowly beneath their feet.

Following the map still outlined in his cephlink RAM, Dev made his way to the north veranda. Through a shimmering veil of liquid light, more dozens of people were gathered outside on a railed balcony overlooking jungle, silver beaches, and island-dotted sea.

"Excuse me," a woman's sultry voice said at his back. Her Nihongo had the crisp precision of someone using a downloaded RAM language implant. "Are you Devis Cameron? The one who destroyed the Xenos?"

He turned at the voice and found himself facing a cute Eurasian woman wearing sandals, a startling spray of peacock tail feathers as a halo about her lavender hair, and little else. An intricate pattern of loops and whorls etched in glowing gold descended from her right shoulder to her wrist, bright enough to cast shadows that shifted across her skin in interesting patterns as she moved.

"Destroyed them? No. I was with the team that first managed to talk with them, though, out at GhegnuRish."

The woman rubbed her sensphere against her cheek with slow, sensuous movements as she listened to him, but her violet eyes lacked any trace of comprehension. "I ViRed what you did out there," she said, her voice dropping to an intimate huskiness as she shifted to deliciously accented Inglic. "It was wonderful!"

The way she said the words triggered memory. Dev thought he recognized her now . . . a well-known erotic ViRdrama actress. He was a little taken aback. He was certain he'd enjoyed simming as her lover more than once—through a recjack linkage, of course—but he could remember neither her name nor the scenarios she'd played in.

"Just—ah—lucky. I was in the right place at the right time."

He didn't add that he'd stumbled into a hole in the ruins of a long-dead city on the DalRiss homeworld, fallen into a cavern deep underground, and there confronted the alien horror known to Man as the Xenophobes only because he'd had little choice. A DalRiss biological construct, a sheath of living tissue on his arm called a comel, had enabled him to touch some part of the Xenophobe's mind, enough to learn a little about what it was and how it viewed the universe.

"Oh, no" the woman breathed, her peacock feathers rustling, their eyespot patterns faintly luminous in the dim light. "You're far too modest. I understand that, because of what you did down in that awful cave, the Empire's won the Xeno war!"

"Well, let's hope so." Dev decided that it wouldn't do any good to explain reality to her. His brief contact with a Xeno world mind had taught him something about that enigmatic blend of biological organism and submicroscopic nanomachine. The war would be continuing for a long time to come, but he very much doubted that the girl was interested in Xeno life cycles or worldviews or that she'd believe him if he told her the truth. Looking past her, he thought he saw a familiar silhouette against the moonlight on the veranda.

"Uh, excuse me," he said, breaking away just as she took a step closer. "Shitsurei shimasu. There's someone over there I have to see."

"Hurry back, Devis. I'm looking forward to finding out all about Earth's greatest hero."

Some hero, Dev thought, with an ironic cock of an eyebrow. He'd been scared.

Katya Alessandro stood on the veranda, lithe and slender in her Hegemony dress grays, in sharp contrast to the gaily clad or disrobed people around her. The moon hung enormous, low in the east behind her. The night was clear, the white razor slash of the sky-el starkly visible from the north horizon, where it rose in splendor against the orange sky glow of Singapore's lights, clear to the zenith, where it dwindled and was lost among the stars.

"Hello, Katya," he said, walking over to her. "I'm glad you came."

She looked at him, an unfathomable expression locked away behind eyes of ice. "I'm still not so sure this was such a good idea. Dev."

Katya's collar tabs proclaimed her a tai-i, an army captain, but her uniform was that of the Hegemony Guard, not Imperial. Once she'd been Dev's commanding officer in Alessandro's Assassins, A Company, 1st Battalion of the 5th Loki Warstrider regiment, the Thorhammers. Then they'd gone to the DalRiss worlds, and the confrontation with the Xenophobes on Alya B-V.

Like Dev, Katya had been offered an Imperial commission, but to his surprise she'd turned it down cold, preferring to remain with the Thorhammers. She looked more out of place here among all the Imperial white and black than he did.

Well, to be honest, he'd turned down the posting too, at first, but that had been before his sponsors at the Imperial Court had pointed out how valuable his firsthand expertise on the Xenophobes could be. Then too, there was the matter of his father. . . .

He smiled at her.

"I really wanted to see you before you left," he said. "And, well . . ." He gestured at the glittering crowd around them. "You don't turn down an invitation from Admiral Kodama!"

"Maybe you don't." Her words were cold. "This scenario isn't for me, Dev. Thank God I don't have to be part of it any longer."

"So? Why'd you agree to come tonight?"

"Because you insisted. And because I'm going up-tower in another ten hours."

"And then where?" He offered her his sensphere, but she refused with a curt shake of her head. Her dark hair was close-cropped at the sides, longer on top, a style that left the silver rings of the T-sockets behind her ears free. They gleamed in the moonlight as she moved.

"I'm leaving for the Frontier, Dev. My early out with the Hegemony came through. This is good-bye."

"I . . . don't want you to go. I thought we had something together."

An expression passed over her face, one of . . . was it weariness? Reaching out, she flicked the Imperial Star at his throat with her finger, the sound a tiny click of nail on metal. "I'm afraid this got between us somehow."

"It doesn't need to." He was surprised at how angry his own words sounded. "Things aren't as bad as you sometimes pretend they are."

"Come on, Dev," Katya said. "Look around you!" She gestured at the crowd on the veranda with a grimace of distaste, taking in glittering and perfumed Court parasites, a nude man jacked glassy-eyed into a pleasure sim, a half dozen bureaucrats in elaborate, 100-sen-en cloaks, and three women in the corner in an erotic embrace that must have been embarrassing to someone of Katya's rather provincial background.

He smiled and shook his head a little sadly. Katya had always been a bit uncomfortable in the Shakai, as the blend of culture, manners, refinement, and, she would say, the decadence of Japanese society was called. They'd had this discussion before, in more private places. He knew she felt as though the character of the Frontier worlds was being swallowed by the more relaxed culture of Shakai.

Dev quickly changed the subject.

"Please, at least tell me where you're going." He ground the sensphere against his palm implant with a deliberate, rolling pressure. The induced stimulation was already quickening his senses, adding extra dimensions to the gurgling tones of the water music, to Katya's musky scent mingled with the heavier odors of perfume and jungle and salt air. "Loki? New America?"

The 5th Loki, the Thorhammers, had originally been raised as a planetary militia, the 2nd New American Minutemen, and New America was Katya's homeworld. If she was really leaving Hegemony service, she would probably go back there.

"Away from Earth and the Empire." Katya said.

"I wish you'd change your mind."

"And I wish you'd open your eyes, Dev. I wish you'd see what the Empire is, what it's doing. . . ."

Dev shook his head slightly, eyes narrowing. Admiral Kodama probably wasn't in the habit of eavesdropping on his guests, but his hab AI was almost certainly keyed to pick up on certain words or phrases. Rebellion, say, or Empire. Just to be on the safe side.

"Arts and entertainment," he said softly, a veiled warning. The so-called civilized pursuits, techno-art and virtual entertainment, were the universally accepted safe topics for casual discussion.

"I've said nothing treasonous," she said, defiant, daring him to say more. "And they don't own my mind. Not yet. And admit it. The fact that you feel you have to shut me up proves just how bad things are getting—here on Earth, anyway."

Dev clamped down on an immediate, almost automatic retort. Arguing with Katya here and now would accomplish nothing, save, possibly, getting them a visit tomorrow from Imperial Security. They'd argued politics more than once before, and Dev found the whole subject tiresome. It had been the one source of friction between them since they'd arrived on Earth two months earlier.

He hated to see her leave, but he didn't want her to make trouble for herself. Earlier, when he'd first called her, he'd been unwilling to see her within the artificial intimacy of a ViRcom. It was on his insistence that she'd come corporally to Kodama's hab tonight at all. She'd wanted to say good-bye over the ViRcom, but he hadn't wanted to settle for Katya's virtual presence. He'd needed to see her, to touch her in person.

That was a mistake, he now realized.

"Things really aren't so bad."

"Are you saying that for yourself, Dev? Or for your father?"

"Leave him out of it!"

Shosho Michal Cameron had been an Imperial naval officer, one of only a handful of gaijin to be given a slot on the Emperor's staff. Later, however, in command of an Imperial K-T drive warship, he'd destroyed the sky-el on Lung Chi to keep the Xenophobes from reaching an evacuation fleet at synchorbit, an act that had doomed half a million civilians and five thousand Imperial Marines still on the planet's surface. The elder Cameron had been disgraced by that action and later had committed suicide. Only recently, after Dev's encounter with the Xenos at Alya B-V, had he been officially and posthumously rehabilitated.

"You're wrong about the Empire, you know," Dev went on, his voice pitched scarcely above a whisper. "Except for the odd insurrection or two, they've kept Man at peace for better than three centuries. The Core Worlds are prospering, the Frontier worlds are as free as they can be—"

"Good God, Dev, why don't you link in and switch on? The Frontier has just as much freedom as the length of the Empire's leash. They control our trade with Earth and with the other colonies, tax us to death, and tell us we can't develop our own technological base . . . 'for our own good.' But then, you're an Earther, aren't you? Core World. So you wouldn't understand how we feel on the Frontier."

"Yeah," Dev said, his own anger rising. Their arguments had followed this pattern before, and he knew the script. "I'm from Earth and I'm proud of it. I'm also proud to be an Imperial officer." He touched the starburst at his throat. "I'm proud of this."

"Don't be too proud of that trinket. Remember, I was there too."

Yes, she'd been there. She'd descended into that pitch-black hole after he'd fallen in, overcoming old, old nightmares of the dark to come after him. She'd loved him once. What had happened to them?

"Katya—"

"Good-bye, Dev," she said firmly. "We won't be seeing each other again. Congratulations on your new posting."

"Uh, thanks. But—"

"And if I catch you and your Imperial friends on New America, you're dead meat." She turned sharply at that and walked away. Dev started to go after her, then stopped. It was over. Clearly and definitely, his relationship with Katya was over.

And, like his insisting on seeing her in person, maybe that relationship had been a mistake as well.


Chapter 2

     There are those, particularly among the ultra-Green radicals, who hold that Man, as defined by his culture and technology, is no longer entirely human. The focus of their argument, of course, is implant technology.

     Consider: nanotechnically grown cephlinks and RAM intracranial implants, palm interfaces and link sockets, have utterly transformed work, entertainment, economics, communication, education, indeed, have revolutionized every aspect of civilization over the past four centuries. The Greens miss a crucial point. Man's tools may well be the foundational basis for his evolution. The crude, chipped-stone implements of Australopithecus, by improving his diet and encouraging an upright stance, may well have put him solidly on the path to Homo erectus: who can today imagine the final destination of the path we have already chosen?
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Two weeks later, Dev was up-tower at Singapore Orbital, continuing his almost single-handed crusade before the Imperial Staff and the Council of the United Terran Hegemony to implement the plan that had become known as Operation Yunagi. He'd returned to his quarters and downloaded the day's accumulation of messages from his console. Some small, irrational part of him continued to hope that there'd be a message from Katya, even though she must still be en route to New America.

Travel times between the stars being what they were, it would be two months at least before he could expect something from her. New America—26 Draconis IV—was 48.6 light-years from Sol, clear out on the fringe of the Shichiju's Frontier. Typical travel times for the big liners averaged about a light-year per day, a fast courier carrying mail perhaps twice that, and . . . well, the numbers spoke for themselves.

Besides, that last time he'd seen her she'd been pretty flat-out definite about not wanting to see him again, ever. He had the room prepare him a drink, which was delivered in a squeeze bottle. One wall was set to show Earth, a cloud-wreathed, three-quarters' sphere hanging in space. Dev floated in the microgravity of synchorbit, trying to turn his mind from Katya to something productive.

To Yunagi.

The Nihongo word was a poetic reference to the calm that falls at evening. Operation Yunagi had been Dev's single-minded pursuit for almost the entire two and a half months since he and Katya had returned from the Alyan expedition. It had been his idea, one he'd first discussed at length with Katya, then later with the Emperor's military staff. He was the acknowledged expert on the Xenophobes for the simple reason that he'd actually brushed minds with one; a small part of that alien presence was still with him, giving him a unique perspective on the Xenos . . . and on humans as well.

What had that ViRsim actress said at Kodama's party? He concentrated for a moment, retrieving the girl's image and words from his RAM: I understand that, because of what you did down in that awful cave, the Empire's won the Xeno war!

No, they hadn't won yet, but Dev was convinced that Yunagi would make that final victory, that final peace of the evening calm, possible. His thoughts flashed to Katya for a moment, as he wished she could have enjoyed his success . . . then drew back sharply. Damn!

Katya's comment about his father had bitten deep. He didn't like to admit, even to himself, that the elder Cameron's unprecedented transfer to the Imperial Navy had had anything to do with his own success. It felt to Dev as though he'd been battling his father's shadow for a long time now. With the award of the Teikokuno Hoshi from the Emperor's own hand, he'd finally stepped into the sunshine on his own and even managed to make peace with his father's ghost. Michal Cameron was no longer on the Navy's lists as a traitor.

Hegemony and Empire. The two together straddled the worlds of Man like a colossus. Imperial Nihon ruled directly a relatively small percentage of Earth's surface—the home islands, the Philippines, and a scattering of territorial enclaves ranging from the states of the Indian subcontinent to Kamchatka and Vancouver. By puppet governments and the presence of Imperial Marines, they dominated perhaps half the planet beyond those borders, maintaining the Teikokuno Heiwa, the Imperial Peace, in such scattered former war zones as central Asia, South China, and Africa.

Japan's real political presence, however, was expressed through its silent control of the Hegemony, the interstellar government consisting of fifty-two member nations on Earth, plus the seventy-eight colonized worlds in seventy-two star systems that comprised the far-flung Shichiju. Technically autonomous, the extrasolar colonies were overseen—ruled was too harsh a word—by governors appointed in Kyoto. Local planetary governments made laws, managed industry, and even maintained armies, the planetary militias, in almost total freedom.

The single restriction lay in the Hegemony's control of trade and travel between the stars and of the technology that made such travel possible. Only Hegemonic and Imperial ships possessed the K-T drives that let them cruise the Kamisama no Taiyo, the "Ocean of God" that reduced to days or months voyages that otherwise would have taken decades or centuries.

Katya, Dev knew, saw Japan's monopoly on space-based technology and trade as tyranny, its taxes on colonial industries as crippling, its veto power over Hegemony affairs as nothing less than absolute dictatorship. For Dev, the system had its faults but it possessed one notable advantage: it worked. Until the first of the Xenophobe incursions, the Japanese had kept the peace for three centuries, save for a few inevitable isolated uprisings and the odd minor rebellion. By retaining sole control of nuclear weaponry they'd kept a fragmented humanity from destroying itself. And for the past forty years, they'd coordinated the Shichiju's defense against the Xenophobes, succeeding—usually—where the scattered response of dozens of frontier worlds would certainly have failed.

On the other hand, he understood Katya's bitterness toward the Shichiju's masters even if he didn't fully share the feeling himself. Certainly, some individual freedoms were restricted under the Imperial Peace. Citizens of the former United States in particular had long traditions of domestic independence that had been sharply curtailed by the Hegemonic Act of Union three centuries before, and in some areas bitterness against Imperial Japan still ran surprisingly deep. There'd been some ugly incidents; the Vancouver Massacre of '21 and the Metrochicagan Riots were still fresh in most Americans' minds.

Those attitudes had spread to the half dozen or so worlds of the Shichiju where colonists of American descent had tried to resurrect some measure of their imagined past glories. Worlds like New America, Katya's homeworld. She might have been raised in that planet's Ukrainian colony, but she'd obviously been infected by the positively ancient, conservative atmosphere of the place.

All things considered, Dev thought, the Empire was at worst a cumbersome and unwieldy bureaucracy, but at best the instrumentality that had made Man's outreach to the stars, even his very survival, possible. In his firm opinion it was both. For him and his family, the Empire had long been both blessing and curse.

To begin with, Michal Cameron had been forced to divorce his wife when he won his appointment to the Imperial Navy. Command officers, those ranking captain and above, were expected to marry for political advantage and to mingle within circles defined by the Imperial Court, and Mary Jean Pruitt-Cameron—a gaijin girl from West Scranton who couldn't even speak Nihongo—simply hadn't been of the proper social class. A new marriage had been arranged for Michal by the Emperor's Council of Protocol.

Even so, Michal had been allowed to retain his former wife as mistress, and he'd been able to provide for his two sons. Dev would never have been able otherwise to acquire his hardware, an NOI Model 10,000 Cephimplant, with left-palm-embedded control interface, twin temporal sockets, and a cervical receiver for direct feedback work.

Without those high-priced C- and T-sockets, Dev Cameron would never have shaken free of Earth or the Hegemony Protectorate Arcology. He would have been just another of the hundred million BosWash citizens plugged into recjack feeds and living on the Fukushi dole, the welfare handouts provided by the government to its unemployable citizens.

After his father's disgrace and suicide. Dev had nursed a black bitterness toward the Empire, but he'd not been able to maintain such personal hatred toward so large and impersonal a system for long. From Dev's point of view, it was his father's enemies who had rigged the court-martial's outcome, not the system. The Empire was far, far larger than any individual citizen, larger even than the Emperor himself.

His father's disgrace had very nearly ended his own career as well, and before it was properly started. He'd already received his appointment to the Hegemonic Naval Academy at Singapore when word of the Lung Chi disaster reached Earth, and the appointment had been quietly revoked after the court-martial, "to avoid unfortunate repercussions to the Academy's reputation." Ultimately, Dev had taken working passage aboard the freighter Mintaka to the Frontier just to escape the onus of his father's name, but that could hardly be blamed on the Empire, could it?

Nor was it the Empire's fault that, after joining the Hegemony Guard on Loki, he'd been selected, not for ship training as he'd requested, but as a striderjack.

All his life Dev had wanted to be a shipjack, and he'd picked up plenty of experience aboard the Mintaka, jacking everything from cargo handlers to second helm. Even now he still found it surprising that, after years of dreaming about cruising the godsea as a starship, he'd ended up jacking warstriders. He'd never wanted anything to do with the lumbering fighting machines, the heavy mobile armor of twenty-sixth-century warfare, and had always looked down on the men and women who ran them. It had taken a hard-fought campaign against the Xenophobes infesting Loki, followed by the four-month voyage to contact the DalRiss symbionts of distant Alya to convince him that it was the people who counted in a fight, not the technology, and certainly not the outward form of his cybernetic prosthesis. He was proud now of his skill at handling LaG-42 Ghostriders or ponderous Warlords, and he rarely thought anymore about jacking starships.

Dev had changed a lot in the past couple of years, in his attitude and in his relationships with other people. Once he'd been stiff, suspicious, even hostile with those he didn't know, a loner who insisted on doing things his own way. Now he got on well with everybody . . . nearly everybody, at least. Katya's rejection still burned. He'd loved that fiery Ukrainian company commander—still did, if the turmoil he was feeling now meant anything.

A chimed note interrupted increasingly bleak thoughts, shaking Dev from a gloomy contemplation of the cloud-swathed Earth below. Someone was asking for a ViRcom link. He concentrated on the mental formula that unlocked the communications circuit in his cephlink implant.

The thought materialized his analogue ViRpersona, attired in dress blacks and with the Imperial Star at his throat. In his own mind, he stood, seemingly unmoving and unprotected in open space, Earth beneath his boots, the gleaming thread of the sky-el dwindling with the perspective of distance against the clouds below and the star-dusted night above.

"Chu-i Devis Cameron?" The woman's voice seemed to speak from emptiness beside his left ear.

"Yes?"

"Excuse the interruption, sir, but Taisa Kukuei Tsuru desires immediate ViRcom linkage. Will you accept?"

"Of course."

The rank of taisa was equivalent to a colonel in a planetary militia, but rank was less important here than position. Tsuru, Dev knew, was an Imperial Liaison, one of some tens of thousands of Japanese officers who served as links between the Imperial government and the Hegemony military forces. Their word carried the mass of official orders, even when delivered to ranks nominally superior to their own. Theoretically, a raw sho-i, if he were a liaison officer, could give orders to a Hegemony general, though such a situation would never be allowed to occur in practice simply because senior officers could not afford to lose face. The sho-i might advise that general, however . . . and the general would be expected to listen carefully. Imperial Liaisons carried considerable political clout.

Their own name for themselves was Annaisha, "Guides."

Tsuru's ViRcom analogue, the "public mask" presented through ViRcom linkages, was tall, trim, and fit in Imperial blacks resplendent with gold braid and decorations. Though he'd never met the liaison officer formally. Dev had seen him once in the flesh—at another of Kodama's parties, as a matter of fact. He knew that the real Tsuru was a corpulent slug of a man, only seventy-five centimeters tall and still massing at least 130 kilos.

It was more pleasant to deal with his Al-generated analogue.

"Konichiwa, hajimemashte." Dev said formally, bowing. He was guessing that Tsuru was on Singapore time, which was now mid-afternoon. Konichiwa was the appropriate polite greeting for any time between mid-morning and early evening. "Cameron des."

"I know who you are. Devis Cameron." Tsuru's image replied, his Inglic fluent, precise, and curt. "Your orders have just come through."

"Hai. Tsurusama." He used the very polite -sama honorific and bowed again. He tried to mask his excitement and his curiosity, both of which could be construed as bad manners. Besides, he could sense a hard edge, an undercurrent of trouble, perhaps, locked behind the bland and emotionless mask of the Liaison's analogue.

"Operation Evening Calm has been approved," the image said bluntly. "You are to take charge of the field phase of the project, effective immediately."

Dev's heart leaped. Wonderful!

"Thank you, Tsurusama. But where, please—"

"Eridu." The analogue's dark eyes regarded him without emotion. Information, meanwhile, unfolded in Dev's implanted RAM. Eridu, he noted, was Chi Draconis V, twenty-five light-years from Sol.

"Thirty days ago," Tsuru continued, "several Xenophobes broke through to the surface near Winchester, the capital city. There has been fighting, and casualties. Until that time, the only activity noted on the planet was some minor seismic disturbances and a few cavern traces fifteen thousand kilometers from the nearest human colony. Eridu's governor has requested immediate Imperial support."

Which meant military support. Damn! "But if fighting's already started . . ." Dev began, hesitant.

"Your orders will explain everything," Tsuru said. "Stand by for direct RAM feed."

Dev manipulated the necessary codes in his mind. Data flashed across the ViRcom interface, flowing from Tsuru's AI to the random-access memory of Dev's cerebral implant. He saw that it was marked gokuhi, "secret." and could be scanned only through the use of his personal authorization code.

"Feed complete." Dev said. "Sir, I wonder if—"

He stopped. The ViRcom interface had been broken from Tsuru's end, a cold and bluntly discourteous ending to the conversation that left Dev uneasy. Was the Imperial Liaison worried about link intercepts? The Imperial Staff and the Court at the Tenno Kyuden, the Palace of Heaven, itself had far more than their share of intrigue and politics. Was that what was behind Tsuru's curtness, a need for secrecy? Or something more?

Hesitantly, he unfolded the electronic text orders in his mind.

Yes! Yunagi had been okayed, its funding approved by the Colonial Affairs Council! He was being attached to the office of Eridu's Imperial Governor; he would report to Chiji Prem himself, though his immediate military supervisor would be a Hegemony Colonel. Emilio Duarte, of the 4th Terran Rangers. A fast courier, the Hayai, was being put at his disposal to get him to Eridu that much faster.

He forgot Tsuru's manner, forgot the pain of Katya's leaving, as he thought about what this would mean for his career. He felt as though everything that had happened to him in these past few years would at last be given meaning.

Man had been at war with the Xenophobes for forty-four years, ever since the first surfacing on the colony world of An Nur II in 2498. Only last year, however, with contact with the alien DalRiss, had he begun to learn just what it was that he faced.

They were called Xenophobes because it was assumed they feared or hated all other life forms, an assumption that Dev had personally learned was not true. In fact, the Xenos were not even aware of other life forms; they reasoned in a curious black-white, yes-no world of Boolean logic and had trouble even perceiving the existence of creatures such as humans. They lived deep within the planetary crust, a kind of group mind, two-kilogram "cells" resembling black gobs of jelly linked together like the neurons of a human brain, but filling underground caverns that spanned hundreds, perhaps thousands, of kilometers.

They absorbed rock—though they seemed to prefer the purer elements and components of human technology—to reproduce, and to hollow vast caverns for themselves in the depths, where they metabolized the heat of the planet's core. Their life cycle spanned worlds and eons. When a planetary crust was riddled with tunnels and enmeshed in the webwork of a single organism that called itself the "One" and that humans called the "World Mind," it hurled cell-colonies into the emptiness of the Great Void, protected in shells that rode the magnetic winds between the stars; after millennia, some few of those seed pods might be drawn to suitable worlds with the magnetic fields and core heat the Xenos found comfortable, there to begin all over. There was no communication between one Xenophobe world and the next.

And perhaps strangest of all, their worldview was inverted from that of humans. They saw the universe as an infinity of rock, with the Great Void a hollow emptiness within.

This much Dev had assimilated on the DalRiss homeworld when he'd encountered a Xenophobe One and touched it with the organic communicator called a comel on his arm. He'd learned that the One was extremely intelligent, though the nature of that intelligence might well be beyond human grasp. He'd learned that it responded to attack—perceived as the loss of some of its scattered parts—by striking back with technologies assimilated from other species on other worlds ages ago, and transferred from World Mind to World Mind through the passages of each generation.

And he'd learned that the Xenophobe World Mind of Alya B-V, say, had nothing to do with the Xenophobes infesting Loki . . . or Eridu. Each was distinct, sundered by light-years of distance and many thousands of years in time. The World Mind, the so-called "contemplative phase" that was no longer struggling to integrate itself throughout the planetary crust, did not even think of the earlier "acquisitive phase" as intelligent, though there was plenty of evidence to the contrary.

All of which meant that Dev had not ended the war simply by talking with one contemplative-phase Xenophobe. For peace to be won, humans would have to seek out the Xenophobes of every world they'd infested and contact them independently.

And that was precisely what Operation Yunagi was all about.


Chapter 3

     The Xenophobe War is like no other conflict in Man's bloody history because, for the first time, his opponent is a complete unknown. In past wars, at least, the enemy was human, his science known, his reasons for fighting rational or at least intelligible, his worldview comprehensible. After four decades of war, however, the only motive we can ascribe to the Xenophobes is hatred or fear of other life forms—hence their name. Some researchers go so far as to suggest that their thought processes may be so alien to ours that we may never understand their reasoning.

—The Xeno Foe

HEMILCOM Military ViRdocumentary

C.E. 2537

The Imperial courier Hayai was waiting for Dev at Bay Three, Berth Seven, a stubby, thirty-meter lump of outsized power tap converters and receptor nacelles capped by a heavily shielded crew module smaller than some lifeboats Dev had seen. Captain Tokuyama, a small, wiry man with a clean-shaven scalp, greeted him at the docking tube.

"Konichiwa," Tokuyama said, extending a reader for Dev's palm interface. He wore rather shabby green coveralls bearing, not military insignia, but the patch of the Sekkodan, the Imperial Scout Service. He shifted easily to Inglic. "You must be my special cargo."

Dev pressed his hand to the reader, transferring identity data and the relevant part of his orders to Hayai's artificial intelligence. "I guess so. I'm afraid I still don't know why the rush. I thought they would send me out on a starliner, or at least aboard a regular military transport."

Tokuyama grinned mirthlessly. "And when you get to Eridu they'll keep you waiting until the next starliner catches up with you, and you find you could have made the trip in comfort after all. I know the routine well, O-nimotsusan."

Dev chuckled and gave the captain a wry bow. Nimotsu was Nihongo for "baggage," and even with the polite construction and the suffix meaning "honorable" it was an unflattering but accurate assessment of Dev's status aboard the courier.

Eridu was the fifth world of Chi Draconis, an F7 star twenty-five and a quarter light-years from Sol. Typical passage time for a Tsukai-class fast courier would be anywhere from twelve to sixteen days, depending on the skill of its five-man crew.

Unfortunately, the Artificial Intelligences aboard fast couriers rarely had much in the way of simulated diversions for passengers. Most of their capacity was reserved for navlinks with the ship's helmsmen, and there was little to spare for "honorable baggage." Two weeks for the K-T portion of the voyage, plus time for in-system maneuvering; no matter how he looked at it. Dev was in for an extended period of mind-numbing boredom.

Dev wished he'd had time to pick up some long-run ViRdramas at some Singapore Orbital shop. He did get permission from Tokuyama to access the ship's ephemeris. Memorizing data on Chi Draconis V might not only be useful at his destination, it would help pass the time and let him emerge at the other end still sane.

Four hours after he'd boarded the Hayai, Dev was outbound from Earth at a steady three-G boost. Swaddled in a bodysuit and hooked into mechanisms that kept his physical self fed, hydrated, and clean; sealed inside a tank of heavy fluid that helped ease the strain of constant high-G acceleration; Dev began marking the time as best as he was able, immersing himself in research.

He went carefully through his orders again first, of course. From a close reading, it was evident that Yunagi had been approved by a relatively small majority on the staff. He'd expected that, after the trouble he'd had winning some of them over to his side. Many simply didn't believe meaningful communication with the Xenophobes was possible at all. Others were politically motivated. Gensui Munimori, he knew, and a number of others, were openly hostile to gaijin, preferring only Japanese to work on potentially high-prestige projects like this one.

Operation Yunagi was, of itself, fairly straightforward. A number of DalRiss comels, budded from the comel that he'd used to talk to the Xeno World Mind on Alya B-V, had been prepared in laboratories on Earth. When Xenophobes were discovered on another human-colonized world, the comels would be shipped there.

Ideally, the attempt to communicate should have been tried before humans and Xenophobes clashed on the target world; according to Tsuru, it was too late for that on Eridu, and that aspect of the plan may have been unrealistic to begin with. It was hard to keep colonists from shooting at something that persisted in snacking on city domes, power plants, or warstriders. In fact—Dev's arguments before the Imperial Staff had stressed the point—it might only be possible to approach Xenos on a world where active fighting had already broken out, simply because there was no way to get at the ones that were still kilometers underground.

Perhaps the biggest unanswered question was whether or not he could even get close to an acquisitive-stage Xeno without being killed.

That was a question which could not be answered until he tried.

Dev didn't like looking at that aspect of Yunagi too closely, though he'd watched enough Xenos to be pretty sure he'd be able to at least approach the things, once he found some on the surface. He filed that for later, and tapped into Hayai's ephemeris.

Linkcode accepted. Datafeed commence—

Stellar Data: Chi Draconis

Type F7 V, mass 1.25 Sol, luminosity 3.0 Sol, stellar radius 1.13 Sol.

Planetary system: six major bodies, including one Earthlike world (V) located within the star's habitable zone. . . .

Planetary Data: Chi Draconis V (Eridu)

Mean orbital radius: 1.78 a.u., eccentricity: .00513, period: 2.124y; natural satellites: two.

Diameter: 11.244 km, mass: 4.1 x 1027g, density: 5.501 g/cm3, surface gravity: .879 G: rotational period: 32h 15m 24.119s, axial tilt: 01° 13 ' 28 ": magnetic field: .47 gauss. . . .

Albedo: .58: temperature range (equatorial): 40°C to 50°C: Atmospheric pressure (sea level): .81 bar: composition: N2 87.1%. O2 9.5%, Ar1.2%, H2O (mean) 2.1%. CO2 845 ppm, SO2 2.7 ppm, O3 0.515 ppm. . . .

Note: Due to low partial pressures of atmospheric oxygen, plus somewhat elevated carbon dioxide and ozone levels, the atmosphere of Chi Draconis V is not breathable by humans without artificial assistance. Plans to modify the planetary atmosphere for human needs have met with surprisingly widespread local resistance. . . .

For hours, Dev walked the ViRsim surface of Eridu, getting a feel for the world and its terrain, his cephlink persona unaffected by the thin and oxygen-starved air.

Hot and wet were the words best characterizing Eridu. Popular sims and travelogue feeds described the place as a jungle world, though such a simplistic characterization of any planetary ecology was patent nonsense. The air was humid, and at the equator where temperatures hovered around fifty degrees Celsius, steaming, brackish swamps and continent-wide tangles of exotic native flora reminiscent of Earth's long-lost jungles were the rule.

The climate at Eridu's iceless poles, however, was equivalent to that of northern BosWash, say, or the Pacific Northwest. An almost nonexistent axial tilt eliminated seasonal variations; climate was determined entirely by latitude and altitude, not by winter or summer. North and south of fifty degrees, the gently rolling hills were blanketed in open woodlands or steppelike grasslands. Winchester, near the planet's southern pole, was one of the largest of Eridu's colonial settlements. Unlike on other colony worlds, where an equatorial towerdown had become the planet's principal city, Eridu's towerdown at Babel was little more than a stopover for freight and passengers going up- or down-tower. Transport to the more pleasant climes of the poles was accomplished by rail magflitter or by hydrofoil. Perhaps half of the world's surface area was given over to small landlocked seas: more of Eridu's original allotment of primordial water had escaped to space early in its history than had been the case on Earth, beneath a milder, gentler sun.

There'd been quite a lot of political controversy over Eridu, Dev noted. Universal Life was active there, as were several modern offshoots of the old Green Party political activists. In Winchester, he watched a demonstration by anti-Hegemonists, a chanting mob of dissidents advancing through the city's main dome. A thin line of Authority Police blocked their way with stunners and light laser weapons.

"Troublemakers," Tokuyama's voice said, seemingly at his side. Dev opened a RAM code extending a silent invitation for Hayai's Captain to join him. Tokuyama's ViRpersona, Dev noticed, was identical to his real-world self, right down to the grease-stained and shabby green coveralls. "Hooligans and troublemakers."

"What's the argument all about?" Dev asked. "Whether or not it's ethical to terraform?"

"Eridu'd be easy to T-form," Tokuyama said. "Double the partial pressure of oxygen. Lower the CO2. You could manage that in fifteen years with a single atmosphere converter. That'd make the air breathable for humans and have the added benefit of reducing the greenhouse effect enough to make the equatorial regions bearable. A cinch compared to some hellhole like Moloch or Loki, neh?"

"It would also exterminate the local flora and fauna," Dev noted. With an effort of will, he shifted his vantage point from the city square to a point outside, where a forest of odd, mushroom-shaped things that might have been trees, stained in shades of red, gold, and brown, crowded close together above orange-tinted things that looked like dry-land sea anemones. Something fluttered through the air, all gauze and crimson streamers, but Dev couldn't see it well enough to tell what it was. "Double the oxygen and you'd poison the natives. Their metabolisms are geared for nine percent oxygen and thinner air."

"So? It's our planet now. Hell, some people say we didn't have the right to T-form prebiotics like Loki or Hephaestus, but we do. Better'n letting them go to waste, right?" He shook his head in disgust. "Some people are baka. Fools. They don't know when they have it good."

Dev didn't answer, but Tokuyama's curt dismissal bothered him. He was no enviro or greenie, certainly, but the Hegemony had taken a lot of public relations flak over the years for its rape-and-plunder colonial policies. There'd be less talk about rebellion on the Frontier, he thought, if some of those centuries-old policies could be softened.

Besides, according to the entry in Hayai's ephemeris, Eridu's ecology already provided several important trade products. A fungus from the humid equatorial forests, for example, provided a drug useful for biological memory enhancement, while a chemical extract taken from a freshwater weed called grennel was reputed to improve sexual performance.

"Any rebel activity on Eridu?" he asked Tokuyama.

"Oh, the usual who-was," the Captain said. Who-was, an Inglic corruption of the Nihongo uwasa, was slang for "rumors" or "hearsay." Tokuyama was as earthy and as colloquially direct as most Americans Dev knew.

"Like what?"

"Nothing official. The greenies keep threatening to start an armed rebellion if the Hegemony starts T-forming. Eridu was colonized by Americans, though. Americans and Europeans. That makes it a breeding ground for weird anti-Imperial notions, neh?"

Dev wondered whether Tokuyama was trying to get a rise out of him, or if he'd genuinely forgotten that his passenger was an American. After a moment's thought, he decided that his being an Imperial officer was all that counted for the old scout captain. He would relate to Dev as he would to any other Japanese official.

As for dissident activity at Eridu, well, it wouldn't affect his mission there. The sudden emergence of Xenophobes suggested that even anti-Imperial rebels would be keeping their heads down for the time being. Travis Sinclair and his New Constitutionalists might hate the Hegemony and everything about it, but even they couldn't prefer Xenos to their fellow humans. Humans you could talk to, negotiate with. Eventually you could reach an understanding with them. Xenophobes were so alien it was difficult to know what they were thinking . . . or even whether or not they were capable of thought at all.

As he continued experiencing the sims recorded on Eridu, however, Dev couldn't help wondering about the factions that seemed poised for battle, ready to duel for control of Eridu's destiny. He felt a certain sympathy for the people fighting to preserve the planet's natural order, if for no other reason than that mass extinction within the planetary biosphere would ruin the livelihoods of tens of thousands of colonists. Until an Earth-based ecology could be established, there would be mass dislocation, poverty, even famine if the local government failed to address the colonists' needs.

On the other hand, surely the Hegemony had the best interests of the people at heart. Worlds where men could walk without E-suits and breathe the air unaided, like New Earth or Elysia or Earth herself, were achingly rare. Terraforming created such worlds, given the proper raw materials and a few centuries in which to work.

Most T-formed worlds in the Shichiju had begun as prebiotic planets, worlds of water and ammonia and carbon dioxide that had the potential for evolving life but had never done so. One theory held that they would never do so; the Lunar Hypothesis suggested that only on worlds with large, close, natural satellites could prebiotic chemicals form the complex chains of amino acids, proteins, and ultimately DNA analogues. Tides, the proponents of the Lunar Hypothesis argued, tides such as those on Earth or Elysia, were necessary for the appearance of life. If humans didn't terraform such worlds, they would forever remain lifeless, poison-shrouded wastes.

On Eridu, the situation was a bit more complicated, but different only in degree, not in principle. There, life had formed some hundreds of millions of years ago, but the most advanced phyla were insectlike pollinators of the plant life that girdled the planet from pole to pole. Most animal life remained in Eridu's shallow seas, a recapitulation of Earth some three hundred fifty million years earlier. Intelligence, if it was to evolve at all, could not possibly arise on such worlds for many tens of millions of years yet to come.

The environmentalists, then, were interested in preserving primitive local life forms, creatures of particular interest to the exobiologists, of course, and to the locals who harvested grennel or trekked through the jungle searching for patches of Dracomycetes mirabila. But a world open to full habitation and exploitation would benefit everyone.

Surely, Dev thought, new careers could be found for out-of-work grennel harvesters, for example, and modern medical nanotechnology promised that any chemical compound could be perfectly and cheaply synthesized. It wasn't as though Mankind was losing anything by terraforming such a world. He was gaining an entire planet, one with blue skies and breathable air, and the chance for launching new art, new achievements, a whole new expression of the diversity and the inventiveness of Man.

Besides, a scattering of local rebels and malcontents would be no match for the Hegemony Guard. They must see that their cause was hopeless.

Why then did they persist? Dev returned to the ship's simulation of Eridu many times, walking invisibly with the protestors, listening to their shouted curses and slogans. "Don't poison our world!" What was that supposed to mean? "Leave us alone!" and "Down with the Imperial Hegemony!" and "Chiji no! Life yes!"

Didn't the chanting, angry citizens know that they'd not survive on a hostile world like Eridu for six weeks without the Hegemony? They might grow food enough for themselves in the orbital hydroponics farms, but machine parts, tools, replacements, AI computers, weapons, all of those came from Earth or the other developed worlds of the Core.

To Dev, it seemed that the whole colony was on the verge of going mad.

Still, the disturbances appeared to be caused by a relative handful of extremists. Simwalking the demonstrations and riots, it was easy to forget that the vast majority of a world's citizens were law-abiding, wanting nothing more than to be left alone. It was those people who would suffer most if civil war broke out . . . or if the Xeno threat wasn't contained.

Dev refused to think about it anymore. The governor and his guard would have to look after the threat of rebellion. Dev's concern was for the Xenos and how he was going to carry out his orders, especially if the fighting between Xenos and humans on Eridu had already begun. That situation was more than enough headache for any one man.

Any rebellion on Eridu could look after itself.


Chapter 4

     Travis Ewell Sinclair—soldier, politician, author, statesman, philosopher . . . and principal author of that remarkable document called The Declaration of Reason, if the Confederation Rebellion doesn't owe its existence to this man, it at least owes him much of its character.

—Rebellion

ViRsim documentary

Richard Fitzgerald Kent

C.E. 2542

It had been years since Katya had been on New America, and she wasn't entirely sure how she should feel about her homecoming. What she actually felt was . . . numb. She had no family here to speak of any longer, and her memories of growing up on a farm in the Ukrainian colony were not good ones.

The world was as she remembered it, though—wild, rugged, and beautiful. New America was one of the handful of worlds in the Shichiju that had evolved an ecology of its own before men from Earth had come . . . and it was one of the even smaller number of worlds where the organic chemistries were sufficiently like those on Earth—right down to left-handed amino acids and right-handed sugars—that many native foods could be eaten by humans. A garden world, unspoiled and beautiful, at least so far.

Perhaps the world's single disadvantage from a commercial viewpoint was its lack of a space elevator: New America possessed a single large, close moon, Columbia, whose pale and ruggedly cratered face loomed huge in the sky even in daylight, and whose tidal pull was so strong that no sky-el would have stood for long without becoming dangerously unstable.

But for Katya, that had always been one of the place's few charms. No sky-el meant no cheap surface-to-orbit transport, and that meant little Imperial or Hegemony interference on a world where shipping costs were high. It made for a precarious planetary economy, but the Hegemony government stayed more or less off the people's backs.

Inevitably, perhaps, that and the fact that two thirds of its population were descendants of American colonists, had made it notorious as a breeding ground for dissident groups, strange philosophies and religions, and would-be rebels.

Katya's liner, the Transluxus, had docked at the New American Orbital, a space station in low planetary orbit. She'd ViRcommed ahead from the station, then transferred to a civilian ascraft shuttle for the descent to Jefferson Spaceport. They were waiting for her when she walked through the arrivals gate.

"Katya! Good to see you!"

"Hey, how was Earth?"

"Where's Dev? Is he coming?"

"Welcome home, by God!"

The Thorhammers had returned to Loki after the Alyan expedition, but with the Xenophobe threat gone from that world, the Hegemony had announced that it would be cutting back on the size of its Lokan garrison, and that veterans of the expedition could take early outs if they wanted.

Many had, including most of the striderjacks of A Company, 1st Battalion. Alessandro's Assassins. Significantly, many of the unit's Lokan warriors had ended their hitches as well, investing their mustering-out pay in passages to New America.

For revolution was brewing.

Vic Hagan hugged Katya and gave her a brother's kiss. Lara Anders took her hand, beaming welcome. Harald Nicholson took her flight bag from her, and there were Lee Chung, Rudi Carlsson, Torolf Bondevik, Erica Jacobsen . . . God, it looked like half the company was present!

Of them all, only Vic Hagan and the small, black-haired Lee Chung were, like Katya, native New Americans, all that were left of the original 2nd New American Minutemen who'd formed up right here in Jefferson just five years ago. Katya sometimes felt like a fugitive from the law of averages, for all of the rest were Lokans, men and women who'd signed on after the unit had been stationed on 36 Ophiuchi C-II and become the 5th Loki Warstriders.

"Hi, people." she said as warmly as she could manage. "Dev's . . . he's not coming."

She saw the disappointment in their faces, and the questions. After the unit had returned to Loki, only she and Dev had gone on to Earth to be honored by the Emperor. They'd expected that both of them would be coming back.

"We've got a room for you at the Hamiltonian," Lara said.

"Good," Katya said. "I'm just about dead."

"Forget about sleep," Erica said. "You've had two months to sleep. Tonight, we've got something special planned."

Katya groaned. Long trips always wore her out, not because they were strenuous but because they were boring. The flight to New America had taken sixty-three days, with stops at Loki and at P'an Ku along the way. The Transluxus was renowned for its extensive ViRsim drama and travel library, but Katya had always preferred the real thing to simulations, and never mind that there was supposed to be no reliable way to tell one from the other. Two months of virtual reality trips to various colony worlds, skin diving in the Great Barrier Reef, ViRdramas both modern and old, and a review of Imperial history since the Tokugawa Shogunate had been too much. The one ViRsex encounter she'd tried had left her unsatisfied and wistful.

Why hadn't she been able to get through to Dev? Why couldn't he see that she had to do what she was doing?

She'd not been able to talk freely at that damned orgy at Kodama's island, but she'd discussed it openly with him other times, during their stay on Earth. She'd told him about her contacts in Singapore Orbital with an underground organization that called itself the Network, and how she was convinced that the Empire, the real political power behind the Hegemony, was strangling human effort and creativity on every world of the Shichiju.

In fact, she'd maintained such contacts for years. Only lately, though, since she'd seen Imperial stupidity and heavy-handedness in the Alyan campaign, had she finally begun working for the Network. The organization's goal was nothing less than the eventual overthrow of the Hegemony, and an end to Nihonjin rule of the worlds of the Frontier.

Even on the twelve worlds of the Core, even on and around Earth itself, the Network was surprisingly strong, with a membership never accurately reported but certainly numbering in the hundreds of millions. The Empire was not popular, especially on the outlying worlds of the Frontier like New America, and the only reason it still held power was the fact that it still held the monopoly on interstellar travel.

But when she'd told Dev about it, when she'd tried to explain how she felt about the Empire and its ruinous policies, he'd thought it was a joke, had actually laughed at her.

Only much later did she realize how much Dev needed the Empire. She was pretty sure it had to do with his father's political rehabilitation, almost as though Dev thought he owed his father his loyalty to the Imperium.

Not long after that. Katya had noticed that they were drifting apart. Dev had been terribly busy at the time, delivering a long series of lectures to the Hegemony Council on Space Exploration. With his medal and his new Imperial uniform and his endless round of appointments at the Court and with the Emperor's staff, he'd rapidly become inaccessible to her.

She'd stuck it out for six weeks before deciding to give up and return to New America.

They took a public magflitter to the Hamiltonian, where her old friends helped Katya unpack. Then they whisked her up twenty floors to a private suite decorated in dark wood paneling, thick carpets, wood-beamed ceilings, antique books, and a surprisingly realistic illusion of a fire in a great stone fireplace.

A man stood in front of the fireplace, his beard more salt than pepper, his hair long and still mostly dark. He wore a costume typical of the New American Outback—kilt, plaid shoulder cloak, and tan blouse—and a white plastic commpac embracing the back of his head from ear to ear. "Hello, Captain Alessandro," he said, and to Katya's ears his Inglic carried the soft drawl of home. "I'm Travis Sinclair. I imagine you may have heard of me."

Heard of him? Travis Sinclair was arguably New America's most famous citizen, the self-styled philosopher and political writer who'd helped form the New Constitutionalist Party. If any one man could be said to represent the disparate, fragmented, and contentious groups on forty worlds that called themselves the Network. Sinclair was it.

"This . . . is an unexpected honor, sir."

"Please, it's Travis. And you're Katya?"

She nodded, totally at a loss for words as he extended his hand in the old-fashioned manner and she took it.

Katya had seen Sinclair once, years ago, right here in Jefferson. He'd been in the capital to deliver a speech, and his call for resistance to the Imperium's dominion over human government had led to Hegemony-wide warrants for his arrest. She was pretty sure that her own interest in politics dated from that rally.

Sinclair had been in hiding now for over eight years, though the who-was had it that he still managed to travel a lot among the Frontier worlds. How he'd kept from being picked up by the Directorate of Hegemony Security for this long was a mystery known only to the hundreds of loyal supporters who'd helped him stay free so far.

"I apologize for all the secrecy bringing you up here," he said. "And for not telling you ahead of time who you were coming to see. But at last report, there was a reward of fifty thousand sen-en on this shaggy head. I have to be careful."

"Fifty million yen?" Erica whistled. "That's a pretty fair chunk of credit."

"Please," he said genially, gesturing toward a bar complete with a spidery-armed servot programmed for mixing drinks. "Grab yourself something wet and get comfortable. I've been looking forward to meeting you for a long time, Katya."

She refused the offer of a drink and took a seat, as the others scattered about the sunken conversation area and made themselves comfortable. "Why me?"

"I've met the others, of course," Sinclair said. "And I appreciate their help. But I was particularly fascinated by the media accounts of you and . . . was it Dev? Dev Cameron. On Alya B-V. I'd like to hear more about that."

"I'm afraid Dev isn't here."

"I heard."

"He's . . . well, I think he has too much of a commitment to the Empire. I'd hoped he would join the Network, but . . ." She shrugged.

"That's too bad. What do you know about Project Yunagi?"

Katya started. Dev had talked about that quite a bit, at least early on, before it became shrouded in secrecy. In fact, the two of them had spent much of the trip from Alya B back to Earth discussing the possibility that humans might one day be able to establish regular communications with the Xenophobes, ending the threat they posed to civilization without further war.

"Some," she said cautiously. "We discussed it a lot. He had the idea that we could use DalRiss comels . . . uh . . . you know about them?" Sinclair nodded and she went on. "Anyway, that we could use comels to approach Xenos, even acquisitive-phase Xenos, and put a stop to their attacks. They don't think like we do and it might be hard finding some common ground, but something as simple as 'Don't eat our city and we won't wipe you out with nuclear depth charges' might work."

Nuclear depth charges, first used on Loki, were the breakthrough that had ended the Xeno menace there. Kiloton atomic warheads were fitted into devices that used captured Xenophobe technology to sink them kilometers into the ground and detonate them . . . with catastrophic results for the deep-buried Xeno nests.

"Could the Xenos respond to that kind of negotiation?"

"He thinks so," Katya said. "I'm not so sure. They seem so . . . well, different. But he says the One he talked to was tremendously intelligent, more intelligent in absolute terms than a man, though the two can't really be compared to one another."

"And what do you think, Katya?"

"It might work. The person who tried it would have to be suicidal, though. To actually climb down a hole and touch one of those things . . ."

"Mmm. Indeed." He seemed to be far away for a moment, thinking. "Captain," he said at last, "I must ask something of you. Something unpleasant. I know you've joined our organization on Earth, but frankly I need some proof of your commitment to us."

Her eyes narrowed. "What kind of proof?"

"These folks have all demonstrated their loyalty to the cause already. Each one of them has vouched for you, of course, but now I must know, directly. And, perhaps, it would be fair if I had the same pledge from you all."

"I hate the Empire," she said. "I don't know what else I could—"

"Would you submit to a truthprobe on it?"

"A linked truth assessment?" She swallowed. "I guess so. If I had to."

"I don't like the idea any more than do you. You understand. I'm sure, that we can't accept the word of everyone who shows up on our doorstep volunteering to join our organization."

"My oath's not enough. I suppose."

"My dear, if I understand aright, you are still a reserve officer in the Hegemony. You're breaking your oath by not turning me in. Are you not?"

She felt her cheeks burn. "Yes."

"Actually, all I need is some RAM-stored statement of yours, something that might tell me what you feel about the movement. Can you think of something you might have said and stored that would help?"

She thought, then nodded. "I"ve got something."

He held out his hand, palm up. The threads of silver and gold embedded in his skin glinted in the room's overhead lighting. "Play it for me. Please."

Katya nodded, then closed her eyes, composing herself. She stretched out her hand, touching palm interfaces. Using key alphanumeries, she called up a menu in her mind, ran a quick search, then requested a projection of a particular segment.

Personal RAM file, extract 1213:281/41—

Dev stood before her once again, resplendent in Imperial blacks, the Imperial Star glittering at his throat. Water music plopped and gurgled in the background above the murmured conversations of Kodama's guests.

"Where are you going?" Dev asked. He clutched at a sensphere, squeezing it, knuckles white. "Loki? Or New America?"

"Away from Earth and the Empire." She felt again the pain she'd felt that night. And she felt, too, Sinclair watching, measuring. It was possible for a good AI to determine whether a RAM segment was real or a digital construct, a fantasy, and that commpac he was wearing could serve as a modem, allowing an Artificial Intelligence to look over his shoulder, as it were. She reminded herself that it would be more interested in, say, the texture or the cloth in Dev's uniform than in her emotions.

The thought steadied her somewhat, but she still felt embarrassed at this naked revelation.

"I wish you'd change your mind."

"And I wish you'd open your eyes, Dev. I wish you'd see what the Empire is, what it's doing . . ."

Dev shook his head, eyes narrowing. "Arts and entertainment," he said softly.

"I've said nothing treasonous," she snapped back. "And they don't own my mind. Not yet. And admit it. The fact that you feel you have to shut me up proves just how bad things are getting—here on Earth, anyway."

"Things really aren't so bad."

"Are you saying that for yourself, Dev? Or for your father?"

"Leave him out of it!" He stopped, breathing hard, his face flushed. "You're wrong about the Empire, you know. Except for the odd insurrection or two, they've kept Man at peace for better than three centuries. The Core Worlds are prospering, the Frontier worlds are as free as they can be—"

"Good God, Dev, why don't you link in and switch on? The Frontier has just as much freedom as the length of the Empire's leash. They control our trade with Earth and with the other colonies, tax us to death, and tell us we can't develop our own technological base . . . 'for our own good.' But then, you're an Earther, aren't you? Core World. So you wouldn't understand—"

"That's quite enough, Katya," Sinclair's voice said, breaking in. "More than sufficient. Thank you."

—Interrupt—

Cancel. Return.

She was again in the room on New America, blinking back the tears in her eyes.

"That must have been difficult for you, Katya." Sinclair spread his arms. "Again, believe me. I'm terribly sorry to put you through that, but I had to be sure. You see, I have a very special need of your services, and we needed to be certain that we could trust you."

"What services?" Katya demanded. "So far, Mr. Sinclair, we've been giving and you've been taking. Perhaps now you'd like to tell us what you want of us."

"It's 'General Sinclair,' actually," he said a bit stiffly. "And we are fighting a war. Oh, the real shooting hasn't started, not yet, anyway. I pray God that it never does. But we are fighting for our independence from Dai Nihon. More, we are fighting for the chance to be ourselves. This may be the most important struggle our kind has ever faced. At stake is not just the survival of the Constitutionalist movement but the survival of the human species itself."

"I'm not sure I understand," Rudi said.

"Diversity." Sinclair said, whispering the word as though it were holy. "Our species thrives on diversity. In human society, as in nature, it's survival of the fittest, with a million failures for every million-and-one experiments. American Independence in 1776. The French Republic. The Bolsheviks and Communism. The Nazis. The American Left Socialists. The Greens. All of them were social experiments of one sort or another. Some succeeded, at least for a time. Others destroyed themselves, top-heavy and slippery with blood. The Hegemony was an experiment too, but for the first time it's an experiment with all of Mankind's eggs in one small basket. If it fails . . ." He raised a hand, then let it fall.

"Ancient Greece became the beacon for Western civilization," Sinclair continued. "Why? The separate city-states—Athens, Sparta, Corinth, a hundred others—each evolved on its own, isolated from the others by the mountains that divided their tiny peninsula. When exchanges between the city-states began, new ideas took root, new ways of looking at the world were discovered. Democracy. Atomic theory. Heliocentrism. It was a golden age that touches our lives even today.

"The move into space should have opened the opportunity for social experimentation." Sinclair said. "In a way, it may be unfortunate that we stumbled across the K-T drive so soon. Maybe, if we'd had a few thousand years of developing separate societies in separate, scattered worlds and planetoids, each with its own vision of what makes life worth living . . ." He shrugged. "But it didn't happen that way. And now the Hegemony is directing our cultural evolution, and with a damned heavy hand. Our lords care less for their colonies than they do for the means of exploiting them. We have one approved culture, one approved way of doing things. Our growth is stifled by the taxes Kyoto drops on us to pay for feeding the arcologies on Earth. We need to shake loose, find the stars again, and make room for a thousand destinies instead of only one!"

"Won't all those destinies make for some pretty nasty wars?" Katya wanted to know. "I seem to recall that there was as much fighting between those old Greek city-states as there was cultural exchange."

"Greece was limited in area, and limited in productivity. We face the challenge of expanding into a Galaxy of four hundred billion stars. I think there will be room for us, in all of our diversity, without resorting to war."

It was, Katya thought, an optimist's ViRdrama, a universe of plenty with war obsolete. Somehow, she could not quite believe in it. Man would remain Man, however far he spread.

"In the meantime." Sinclair said, "I need you. All of you."

Katya thought she saw where he was going. "Operation Yunagi," she said. "You're afraid that if Dev communicates with the Xenos, the Hegemony'll find a way to use them against you!"

"That's part of it. My sources tell me that he and at least one DalRiss comel have already been dispatched to Eridu for the attempt.

"So, I have a proposal for you gentlemen and ladies, one that is strictly for volunteers. I and my staff are leaving for Eridu in three days. I would like the eight of you to accompany us. Once there, we'll join up with the local Network. You can be of invaluable help there, by the way, organizing and training our military forces.

"But more important. I want to assemble an assault team to steal a DalRiss comel, get it to a safe place, and use it to communicate with the Xenos for our side." He waited, smiling expectantly. "Well? What do you say?"

"You," Katya said quietly and with great deliberation, "are out of your goking mind!"


Chapter 5

     Chi Draconis V offers exobiologists special insight into the evolution of life, and special problems as well, for the stellar explosion that transformed the star's binary companion into a white dwarf must have sterilized the system's worlds within the past billion years.

     Yet life, of bewildering variety and energy, undeniably exists today on Eridu. Togo and Namura (2465) have suggested that the system's F7 sun, coupled with the world's slow rotation, introduced sufficient cyclical variations in temperature to favor the evolution of complex life from prebiotic compounds that fortuitously survived that early holocaust. Even so. Eridu remains a testimony to the native stubbornness and tenacity of Life, wherever in the universe it may be found.

—Dawnings: A Survey of Evolutions

Dr. Ella Grant Walker

C.E. 2488

Dawnings was one of the twelve books in Hayai's tiny shipboard library, and Dev read it through three times during the passage to Chi Draconis. He paid particular attention to Walker's chapter on Eridu.

Nothing he read, however, explained the Eriduan colonists' determination to keep the Hegemony Colonial Authority from redesigning their planet. The Universal Lifers and the greenies were a tiny minority, and the workers whose livelihoods would be affected by terraforming the planet had been promised retraining, even relocation. Perhaps, after all, it was as Tokuyama had said: "Some people are baka."

For Dev, the two-week flight had passed with relative ease. There was plenty of technical data on hand, both in Hayai's library and through linkage with the ship's AI. Better still, once Tokuyama had been willing to let Dev look on through the navsim as the courier's helmsman threaded the little ship through the blue-glowing storm of the Quantum Sea. It had been a long time since Dev had ridden the currents of the Kamisama no Taiyo, the godsea of quantum space. He wasn't allowed to patch in his C-socket and interface with the ship's drives, of course; he could do no more than watch as the blue-white glory of the K-T plenum exploded past his senses, but it reminded him again of his old dream of being a starpilot, a whitesuit like his father.

Against all reason, there were still times when he felt that old tug of longing, even now. He shook his head at the unwanted thought. He'd had his chance. The Emperor himself had as much as told him he could take any posting he wanted, a pure dreamjack. He'd elected to remain a warstrider, and now . . . what was he?

He felt a bit lost, actually. He couldn't maintain the fiction of being a striderjack when he was no longer a Thorhammer. For almost two years the 5th Loki and Alessandro's Assassins had been both family and home.

Now he had the Empire, a concept too large to provide any sense of belonging. Once he'd made his decision to accept the Emperor's offer and transfer from the Hegemony Guard to the Imperial forces, he'd been enthusiastic enough about the change. The Imperial Navy was by far the most powerful spacefaring force in human space, and the appointment itself a singular honor for any gaijin officer.

What then, he wondered, was he supposed to make of his assignment to the 4th Rangers, a Hegemony unit? His orders were for TAD—Temporary Attached Duty—so it wasn't like this was a permanent demotion.

Why did it feel that way?

He watched impassively through his cephlink as the blue light engulfing the Hayai flared and vanished, replaced by the black of space. One star, brighter than the rest, detached itself from the sun-strewn backdrop. Hayai's AI picked out worlds against the stars, marking them with brackets and scrolling columns of data. The fifth world was less than a hundred million kilometers ahead, already showing the red-gold tint of vegetation. Two small moons circled at a distance, reminding Dev of the Lunarian Hypothesis. Could those tiny twin worlds raise tides enough to explain the presence of life on Eridu? Or did they merely demonstrate that human exobiologists didn't yet know all there was to know about life in all its forms and haunts?

Numerous points of colored light crawled slowly across Dev's vision, each identified by coded data. Hayai was beginning to pick up the radio transponders of ships in-system and was projecting their locations and IDs on the cephlink display. Slowly, slowly, as deceleration dragged at Dev and made him feel ponderously heavy, Eridu swelled into a mottled disk of oranges, blues, browns, and dazzling swirls of white. Babylon appeared as a point of silver light three and a half planetary diameters out.

Linkcode accepted. Datafeed resume—

Synchorbital facilities: Single sky-el link. Babel to Babylon, height 39.690 km, permanent orbital population (2536) 112.219. . . .

Thanks to the planet's thirty-two-hour-plus rotation, Eridu possessed one of the tallest sky-els in the Shichiju—almost forty thousand kilometers. The synchorbital facility, though home to over a hundred thousand people, was a relatively small and primitive-looking straggle of pressurized habs and modules and a single docking facility, Shippurport. Several ships were already docked at the sprawling orbital gantries, including an Imperial destroyer, the Tokitukaze. Dev wondered what had brought her to Eridu, and whether her arrival had anything to do with his mission.

In keeping with the system's ancient Mideast naming motif, the spaceport's town was Shippur, the main orbital city was Babylon, and, inevitably perhaps, the sky-el itself was the Tower of Babel. The towerdown was called Babel, little more than a large frontier trading camp located on an equatorial plateau between jungle and sea. Eridu had little to recommend it as a site for human colonization, mild polar climate or not, but there would always be a few. Dev knew, who would tolerate impossible conditions for the chance of striking it rich . . . or simply for a chance to start life over.

The Governor's official residence was in Babylon, not far from the spaceport, inside a rotating carousel that duplicated Eridu's eight-tenths surface gravity. Five hours after the Hayai finally docked at Shippurport, Dev, wearing his best dress Imperial blacks and with his Teikokuno Hoshi at his throat, was palming his ID into the Residence AI, then being led by bowing courtiers to the Governor's office.

Eridu's Chiji was not an ethnic Japanese, though like many Hegemony governors he was of Imperial birth. Prem Thanarat was from Bangkok, one of Japan's Imperial enclaves on Earth, and it was said that he owed his post to his long and personal friendship with the Fushi Emperor himself.

"So, Lieutenant Cameron. You are the Emperor's expert on the Xenophobes," Prem said in perfect Inglic as Dev stepped up before the Governor's ornate work desk. He was a small man with nut-brown skin and old-fashioned, thick-rimmed glasses balanced on his nose. He didn't look older than fifty or so, and Dev wondered just when and how he had gotten to be friends with an Emperor who had already ruled for eighty-five years. Possibly Prem, too, was on an anti-aging regimen . . . which just might explain why his dark eyes looked so tired. His voice, though, was light, almost musical in its intonation.

"Hai, Chijisama." Dev bowed formally. "Hajimemashte."

"Please, no formalities and no Nihongo." Prem said, carelessly waving a hand. He gestured and an aide produced a comfortably padded chair on a frictionless base. "Sit, sit. How was your trip from Earth?"

"Fine, Your Excellency. A little tedious." His weight in the chair locked the base to the floor, and the back shifted to a more comfortable position. Most of the technology and art in the room. Dev saw, had come from Earth or other Core Worlds.

"I can imagine. Scant room on a courier for civilization. O-cha?"

"Yes, thank you, sir."

Prem gestured, and a young woman appeared with cups and a pot of green tea. Dev wondered how much it cost to export that staple of Imperial shakai across twenty-five light years.

"I would be gratified, Chuisan" Prem said as Dev took his first sip, "if you would tell me more about this Operation Yunagi."

"Of course, sir." Dev began reviewing the plan carefully, wondering as he did so whether Prem was one of those, like Admiral Munimori, who opposed communication with the Xenophobes. Quite a few people on the Imperial Staff felt that the success of the so-called nuclear depth charges on Loki should be exploited on every world the Xenos had infested.

Genocide, in other words . . . a literal xenocide. It was easier to kill the things than to talk to them.

"The most difficult part," Dev concluded, "is actually approaching them. On GhegnuRish . . . uh, that's Alya B-V, the DalRiss homeworld, the Xenos had already progressed from the acquisitive phase to the contemplative phase, a single world mind. I stumbled, literally, into a cavern where I could touch the organism with my comel. We just don't know if we'll be able to approach acquisitive Xenos. They're not all linked together, like the One, and they're not nearly as intelligent. But they do coordinate their actions on the surface. There have been times when small units have been able to get quite close to Xenophobes on the surface without triggering an attack. That's what we hope to do with Yunagi."

"It still sounds dangerous," Prem said. "And there is, shall we say, a small complication. The comels have not yet arrived from Earth."

Dev was taken aback. "But I was told—"

Prem shrugged. "A temporary delay, I am sure. I am surprised they did not ship them aboard the Hayai."

"It sounds," Dev said slowly, "like someone screwed up."

Or like deliberate sabotage. Had someone deliberately done this? Munimori, for instance? Or someone in the Court's anti-gaijin faction?

"Tell me more about the comel." Prem said. "As I understand it, it allows you to share thoughts with the Xenophobes. Telepathy?"

"With the Xenophobes, not quite. Their thoughts are just too different. You get, well, impressions. Memories. Feelings. Mental images, though those are awfully distorted." He described the DalRiss-engineered creatures to Prem, answering what questions he could and admitting ignorance on the rest. Much about comels, how they worked, how they were programmed, was still a mystery, though biologists on Earth were beginning to learn how DalRiss biotechnics duplicated certain aspects of human technology.

The comel was a living creature, designed by DalRiss bioengineers, that somehow bridged the gap between two mutually alien neural systems, allowing an exchange of sensory impressions. The data transmitted from one species to another was necessarily crude and incomplete, but until Dev had confronted a Xenophobe Self with a comel on his arm, no one had even been able to say for sure whether or not the Xenos had feelings.

"I see," Prem said, as Dev finished describing what he knew of DalRiss biotechnics. "And, as I understand it, the Xenophobes form a community mind. Each individual is in constant communication with all of the others."

Dev hesitated on that one. "With the . . . the phase I talked to on Alya B-V, all of the Xenos occupying the planet, trillions of them, were in physical contact with all of the others. Think of the trillion or so cells in your body. They think, act, as a single organism."

"But not this, ah, acquisitive phase you mentioned. The dangerous ones. Could one man, with nothing but this comel creature, actually hope to approach a Xenophobe machine without being killed?"

"Well, Your Excellency, we're not going to just walk up to one and try to shake hands. Operation Yunagi calls for someone to try to approach a Xeno cell group that's been isolated—in a damaged Xenophobe combat machine, say, or building the crystal structures we've observed next to some of their exit craters. While he tries to get close, he'll be covered by a squad, preferably a warstrider section armed with flamers."

"And if you can talk to them, you'll give them a message to take back to the rest, is that right?"

"Essentially. At least we'll be able to decide whether or not there's any point in trying to approach one of their underground nests." He shrugged, spreading his hands. "It's the only approach that makes any sense."

An electronic tone sounded from Prem's desk. "Excuse me, Lieutenant. We have guests." He gestured, and an aide manually opened the large, dark wooden doors to the room. Dev stood and bowed as two men, a Hegemony taisa and a civilian in an elaborate gold-trimmed cloak and bodysuit, walked in.

The taisa was a Westerner, a Hegemony army colonel, his two-toned grays bearing an array of battle honors and ribbons. The civilian was Japanese and wore the red sash of an Imperial daihyo.

Prem, too, rose behind his desk. "Ohayo gozaimashte. Omigatosama." he said, bowing. He looked at Dev. "My Lord, this is Chu-i Devis Cameron. He arrived moments ago, aboard the Hayai, and is the man behind Operation Yunagi." He turned to Dev. "I have the honor, Chuisan, of presenting His Majesty's special envoy, the Daihyo Yoshi Omigato."

Dev bowed low. "Hajimemashte, Omigatosama."

Omigato acknowledged with a grunt and stiff nod. Imperial daihyos, or representatives, commanded fantastic authority, speaking for the Emperor and reporting personally to him. This man, Dev realized, was why that Imperial destroyer was docked at Shippurport. It must be Omigato's personal transport.

"And this, Lieutenant," Prem continued, indicating the Guard officer at Omigato's side, "is Taisa Emilio Duarte, commander of the 4th Terran Rangers. He will be both your commander and your escort while you are here on Eridu."

Dev glanced at the collar devices and rows of ribbons on the man's uniform as he bowed. The man was stridertrained. Two battle ribbons and a Medal of Valor, eighth dan. The scarlet Shishino Chi, the Lion's Blood, indicating a serious wound in the line of duty. A blue-and-white Alyan Expeditionary Force ribbon; he'd been to the DalRiss worlds, too.

Duarte seemed to sense Dev's question. "You are right," he said, smiling. "I was at Alya A. Aboard the Saiwai Maru. But we stayed with Yamagata at ShraRish while you were doing your thing with General Howard over at GhegnuRish." He grinned. "Some guys get all the luck, eh?"

Omigato scowled, and Dev had the feeling he disapproved of Duarte's manner . . . or perhaps he didn't like the public airing of the near split in the command of the Imperial Expeditionary Force. Admiral Yamagata, Dev remembered, had very nearly removed Howard from command over the issue of using gaijin troops at the DalRiss home systems.

"We should concern ourselves with more immediate problems," the daihyo said, speaking Nihongo. "I am concerned with this entire plan to communicate with the Xenophobe enemy. Perhaps we should discuss our strategy should the honorable Cameron's attempt fail."

Now there was a cheerful thought. If he failed to communicate with the Xenos, it was quite likely that he would be dead.

"You are speaking of the nuclear option, of course," Prem said.

"A number of ground-penetrating nuclear charges were brought here aboard the Tokitukaze" Omigato said. "We will release them for deployment as necessary. The Imperial Marines already on Eridu will take charge of the operation."

"I take it you're not too hot on the idea of talking peace with the Xenos," Duarte said in Inglic.

Omigato appeared to understand him, even though he replied in Nihongo. "The plan is foolhardy and can confer no advantage to us. How could we sense whether or not such alien creatures are lying? Simpler to destroy the threat once and for all."

"If we could talk to them, my Lord, it would make terraforming this world a hell of a lot easier," Dev pointed out. "They could do the job for you."

That idea had been discussed before, once it had been learned that a Xeno world mind could nanotechnically alter the chemistry of a planet's atmosphere. Some day perhaps, Xenos and humans could form a symbiotic partnership, taming worlds together for the benefit of both species. Exchanges with the Alya B World Mind had hinted that such cooperation might well be possible.

Only a few people within Imperial or Hegemony command circles shared that vision so far, however, and Omigato clearly was not one of them. "Baka mitai!" The blunt phrase, meaning roughly "That's stupid," was deliberately rude. "They are aliens!"

Dev blinked, startled. Omigato had called the Xenophobes gaijin, literally "outsiders," a word that could mean aliens or foreigners. The same word was used to refer to anyone who wasn't Japanese. It was strange, Dev thought, to be verbally lumped with the Xenos.

Did Omigato think of everyone who wasn't Japanese—human and nonhuman alike—as the same, as a foreigner, not to be trusted? An interesting question. It was possible, Dev thought, that language shaped a culture's point of view at least as much as the other way around.

"I return to the Tokitukaze," Omigato said abruptly. "You will, of course, keep me informed of Operation Yunagi and of all new developments."

Prem's boot heels clicked as he bowed. "Hai. Omigatosama."

"Now there's an iridium-plated, unalloyed bastard," Duarte said to the silent room seconds after the Japanese daihyo had left. "Cheerful sort, eh?"

Ignoring Duarte's assessment, Prem turned to Dev. "Chuisan, you will be assigned to the 4th Terran Rangers during your stay here. Taisa Duarte will show you your quarters and get you settled in."

"Very good, Your Excellency."

"You will have the official position of koman with the unit, which gives you a certain measure of authority. Please remember, however, that Colonel Duarte must maintain the respect of his people if he is to maintain discipline. I will brook no interference with his command."

A koman was a military advisor, usually answering to an authority outside the normal chain of command. Dev opened his hands. "I'm just a chu-i, Your Excellency. I'll stay out of the way."

"I will inform you when your comel arrives." He sighed. "Until then, we will do what we can. Perhaps you can familiarize yourself with this world, and with Colonel Duarte's people and equipment."

"What is the Fourth. Colonel?"

Duarte smiled. "It was a mechanized scout regiment. Light stuff, mostly. RLN-90s and Ares-12s. LaG-42 command vehicles. After your experiment with leggers last year, though, we've been experimenting with combined arms tactics, too. Companies of armored troops working in close support with light warstriders. That'll be something you can help us with, maybe."

Dev smiled. Cameron's Commandos had been the name of his legger close-support company. "I'll do my best. You think you can find a strider to fit me?"

"Oh, we'll dig something up, I expect."

"I leave it to you gentlemen, then," Prem said, in obvious dismissal. "I will expect weekly reports."

Dev and Colonel Duarte were ushered from the room by a pair of staff servants, and two hours later they were aboard a delta-winged ascraft descending from Shippurport toward Eridu's atmosphere. The sky-el trip, Duarte explained, took two days, and another two were required for the magrail trip from Babel to the polar zones. With the air-space craft, they would be on the ground in Winchester in a few hours.

Operation Yunagi was off to a bad start. Confusion within the Imperial Staff, his one piece of vital equipment missing . . . and the Emperor's personal representative at Eridu seeming implacably opposed to the entire project . . . almost as though he had some hidden agenda of his own.

At least, Dev thought, he was finally going to get to jack a warstrider again.

Somehow, that seemed a small consolation.


Chapter 6

     Simply being part of a crowd affects a person. Each person in a crowd is, to some degree, open to actions different from his usual behavior. Crowds provide a sense of anonymity because they are large and often temporary congregations. Crowd members often feel that their moral responsibility has shifted from themselves to the crowd as a whole. . . .

—Field Manual 19-15

"Civil Disturbances"

Department of the Army, 1985

"According to Intelligence." the briefing officer said, "we can expect another mass demonstration today, beginning at the Assyrian Concourse. We have been directed by HEMILCOM to initiate a period of martial law within Winchester and its environs, and we should anticipate the possibility of a hostile response from an aroused populace. All patrols will operate under Class Five ROEs."

A chorus of low-voiced murmurs echoed through the squad bay. Class Five rules of engagement called for the unit to arm and engage their weapons only if they were fired upon. Still, it was a step up from Class Six, which prohibited any use of weapons or lethal force under any circumstances. And martial law! That had been threatened for months now, but the reality had never materialized.

Things must be getting desperate.

Dev sat with the other striderjacks of A Company, 1st Battalion of the 4th Terran Rangers in an open space in the bay. Each morning briefing for the past month had been more of the same—"Expect mass demonstrations or civil disturbances"—but the pace of events seemed to be picking up. So far, there'd been remarkably few incidents between the local population and the Hegemony peacekeeping units stationed on Eridu, but the change in ROEs was almost a sure-fire guarantee that the situation was also going to change.

The staff briefing officer stepped away from the small wooden podium that had been erected in front of the ranks of folding chairs. Colonel Duarte took his place. "Thank you, Captain Ranescú." He paused for a moment, gripping the sides of the podium as he stared out over the faces of the assembled company.

They were in the capital city of Winchester, not far from Eridu's south pole. Company A currently mustered twenty light warstriders out of a usual complement of twenty-four, organized into two platoons of eight each, plus a command section. Present were the strider crews, along with key maintenance and armorer personnel, plus 115 men and women of Company D, one of the regiment's two close-support leg infantry units. Companies B and C were stationed in a neighboring city, while the 2nd and 3rd Battalions were posted halfway around the planet in Eridu's north boreal region.

"Okay, people," Duarte said. "You've heard the word. There are rumors in the city that there's been a major Xenophobe breakout just a few kilometers from here. The rumor is false, but the dissies are using this to stir up the mobs, convincing them that we're about to use the Imperial solution."

Dev whistled softly to himself. "The Imperial solution" was a military euphemism for ground-penetrating nuclear warheads. By Charter law, only Imperial forces could deploy nuclear warheads. "Dissies" were dissidents, the anti-Hegemony or anti-Imperial factions who had been stirring up trouble on Eridu for nearly a year.

If Dev had learned anything during the two months he'd spent on Eridu, it was that the locals—the vocal minority involved in the demonstrations, at any rate—were fanatically opposed to the use of nuclear weapons of any kind on their world.

How did the majority feel about it? Dev wasn't sure. There were several pro-Hegemony groups on the planet that supported Imperial intervention, but their voices tended to be lost in massed freedom-for-Eridu chants. Most Eriduans. Dev suspected, wanted nothing more than for the noisy people, pros and antis alike, to go away and leave them to get on with their lives. After six months of demonstrations, strikes, and protests, Eridu's economy was in chaos.

"Our mission until now," Duarte continued, "was simply to keep the peace. Today, however, we have been directed by Hegemony Military Command to disperse the mob and declare martial law.

"HEMILCOM does not believe there will be armed resistance to the order. Nevertheless, we have been directed to use every precaution. We will return fire only if fired upon, but we will maintain a highly visible presence within the city until the Governor's office has time to restore calm through political means. Warstriders will at all times avoid the use of unnecessary force. Company C squad commanders, you will see to it that your troops are issued with Iijima-44 sonic stunners in addition to their regular combat gear. Our call sign will be Blue Lancer. Are there questions?"

Dev wanted to ask about events elsewhere on Eridu. The 4th Terran Rangers were one of just two Guard Regiments stationed on Eridu: the other was the 3rd New American Mechanized Cavalry, which, like the Rangers, had units scattered across the planet. What was happening with the two companies of the 4th stationed at Memphis and Chaldee, just a few hundred kilometers from Winchester? Or at the towerdown outpost of Babel, or at the equatorial plantations? Was there rioting out there as well, or was the trouble just here in Winchester? There'd been no news for weeks, ever since Governor Prem had ordered total censorship of all media broadcasts and news linkfeeds.

Damn, Dev thought, you'd think that someone would tell the people tasked with trying to keep a lid on things.

He held his questions. He'd already heard the current who-was on the matter. Dev's most reliable sources insisted that there'd been riots in most of the cities on Eridu where Guard military units were stationed. Tensions had been mounting for two months, ever since a sniper had killed a couple of off-duty Rangers at a sidewalk restaurant in Memphis.

Dev leaned far back in his chair, arms folded. And still the promised comel had not arrived from Earth! He'd decided that Omigato, or someone, had blocked the comel's shipment, or intercepted it, for reasons of his own. He'd queried Earth twice in six weeks, though it was impossible to tell if his courier messages were even getting through until he got a reply: there was nothing more that could be done until the bureaucratic tangle—or sabotage—sorted itself out.

Meanwhile, he was stuck on Eridu, with his TAD to the 4th Rangers dragging relentlessly toward a permanent transfer. The local mincies—the word was derived from minshu, a Nihongo word for "civilians"—had long ago replaced the Xenos as Dev's primary concern. He rarely even thought about Operation Yunagi anymore, so caught up had he become with the day-to-day routine of life in a Guard warstrider regiment.

He was still in an uncomfortable, lame-duck position with the Rangers, though, for he was senior to all of the line officers in A Company except for Captain Siegfried Koch . . . and Koch had been reassigned to HEMILCOM headquarters in Babylon three weeks earlier. Duarte himself had taken command of  until the bronze-bearded Koch returned. Technically. Dev was on Duarte's staff as part of his command section; in fact, he was a third leg who helped with the administrative work when he could, helped with the planning and organization of the battalion's two legger companies, and otherwise tried to stay out of the way.

Dev continued to listen as other members of the unit asked questions about deployment and parts availability. Duarte answered them, asked if there were more, then stepped from behind the podium. "Okay, striderjacks. Mount up and plug in! Let's impress hell out of the mincies!"

With a clatter and scraping of folding chairs, they rose and dispersed, the striderjacks heading across the steel grate floor toward their waiting machines, the leggers queuing up in front of the stores arsenal to be issued their lasers and sonic stunners.

The company's warstriders lined both sides of the vast interior space of the squad bay, silently waiting giants of durasheath armor, steel-gray surfaces, and menacing weapons. Dev broke into a trot, angling across the floor toward his strider, which stood quiescent, partly obscured in the tangled embrace of a maintenance access gantry. It was a single-slotter, an RLN-90 Scoutstrider similar to the machine he'd jacked during the Alya campaign.

Standing three and a half meters tall, the light recon strider massed nearly twenty tons. The Scoutstrider was among the most strikingly anthropomorphic of warstrider designs, most of which tended to look vaguely like aircraft or cannon shells slung between massive, back-angled legs. RLN-90s had a rather stubby, squared-off upper torso section rotating freely above the lower chassis and leg assemblies; the right arm could mount either a 100-megawatt laser or a high-speed autocannon, while the left arm sported a massive four-fingered hand. Kv-48 weapons packs on each armored "shoulder," mounting rockets, grenades, and machine guns completed the strider's primary armament. Almost as an afterthought, an M-90 Chemflamer had been strapped to the left forearm, a field modification made necessary by the chance of combat with Xenos. The strider's hull nanoflage hadn't been charged yet, so the machine's overall color was still a dark and lusterless gray.

Dev's eyes strayed to the Inglic letters picked out in white paint high up on the torso's armored carapace. Some wag in the company's maintenance team had painted the word Koman-do there, and Dev had accepted the bilingual pun with good humor. The phrase translated as "the way of the advisor," but it put him in mind of his old Cameron's Commandos. His Scoutstrider's name was a kind of memorial to those men and women who'd fought with him, first on Loki, then on the worlds of a star system over one hundred light-years from home.

He wondered how the Thorhammers were getting on now without him.

One question led smoothly to the next. Where was Katya now, and what was she doing?

"Everything set, Gun?" he asked the squat man with silicarb-blackened hands and arms standing before the strider. Gunso Gio Olivetti—his rank corresponded to that of sergeant—was crew chief of Dev's Scoutstrider.

"All set, Lieutenant," he said, wiping his hands with a dirty rag. "Your C-90 tanks are dry, but you shouldn't be needing them. Your '48s are loaded with DY-20s and 30s only. No rockets, no MGs."

"Fine." Facing a civilian mob, there'd be no need for flamer, rockets, or machine guns. DY-20s were tube-launched grenades that detonated with a dazzling flash and an earsplitting noise. DY-30s were gas grenades. Depending on the type, and he would be loaded with a variety, they could blind, stun, or panic a crowd, and were generally used for riot control. With a last look around the cavernous squad bay. Dev started up the gantry ladder, climbing three meters to the accessway.

The narrow, circular pod hatch was already open. Careful not to snag his military bodysuit, Dev squeezed feet-first through the opening, snuggling down into a horizontal tube somewhat more cramped than a coffin.

His VCH—the vehicle cephlinkage helmet—was hanging in a recessed nook above his head. Carefully, he snapped the interior jacks home in all three of his sockets, then pulled the helmet down over his head. Other fittings, tubes and cables, plugged into connectors in his bodysuit. While he was jacking the strider, the machine's AI would watch over his physical body, keeping it clean and healthy while his brain was otherwise engaged. Connections secure, he snapped the couch harness into place, then brought his left palm down on the interface built into the console at his side.

With a dazzling inner flash of light, Dev's claustrophobic surroundings vanished. He was standing again in the open squad bay, the framework of the gantry pressed close about his torso. Olivetti stood below him, his head barely at the level of Dev's hips. Again, Dev felt the surge of power, the thrill of majesty and irresistible strength that accompanied the cephlinkage of Man and Warstrider.

Through that link. Dev was not the combat vehicle's pilot; he was the Scoutstrider, and he could feel the texture of the waffle-molded steel deck beneath his flanged feet, could sense the air temperature and noted automatically that it hovered at close to thirty degrees Celsius. Alphanumerics cascaded across his vision, indicating power levels, systems status, and weapons readiness. Below him. Olivetti touched a control and the gantry folded back out of the way. Dev gestured, effortlessly raising the one-ton mass of his left arm in a casual salute. His crew chief returned the gesture, then moved back out of the way as Dev took his first step forward.

"Okay, Blue Lancers," Duarte's voice said over the tactical link, sharp within Dev's mind. "We'll take it in open deployment. No straggling."

Duarte's command strider was twenty meters ahead, just inside the high, trapezoidal opening of the squad bay door. His LaG-42 Ghostrider was more typical of warstrider design, over four meters tall and massing better than twenty-five tons, a blunt, cylindrical fuselage slung between heavy legs with digitigrade articulation, like a bird's. A 100-megawatt laser paired with a chemical flamer jutted from a chin turret beneath the blunt prow. Instead of arms, it mounted Kv-70 weapons packs, larger versions of Dev's Kv-48s, though external waldo manipulators could be plugged in at need. The Ghostrider was a double-slotter, with two jackers lying beneath the long, paired blisters on the hull's dorsal surface. Duarte's number two was an experienced chu-i named Charles Muirden.

Duarte's Ghostrider bore one touch unusual for a modern combat vehicle. Rising from its back between the weapons pods was a slender telescoping mast with a crosspiece mounted at the top. Hanging from the crosspiece was a Hegemony banner, the blue-and-white globe of Earth displayed against a gold-bordered field of green. Such banners seemed like an affectation from another age, harking back to some medieval era of military regalia, but at times they could play an important psywar role. It was vital that the citizens in Winchester's streets who saw the advancing warstrider platoon know that it was the Hegemony Guard that they faced.

Dev fell into line with the other warstriders, two rows of ten facing the door. To the rear, the legger troops were filing into their waiting hover APCs. Slowly, the huge doors began sliding aside, opening onto the interior of the city of Winchester.

Eridu's capital was not the largest city on the planet, but it was one of the oldest, dating back to the very first colonial outposts in 2312. The city's main dome was over two kilometers across and housed a warren of older structures, pressurized domes and habs, industrial facilities, and warehouses. The Rangers' squad bay was part of a smaller, adjoining dome on the east side of the city called the Armory, which served as barracks and training center for A and D Companies. The Armory opened directly into the main dome, where Tarleton Avenue ran straight to City Center and the Assyrian Concourse at the commercial and government heart of the city.

The Concourse was a broad, open park surrounded by modern buildings, with Government House brooding over the north end, the older Workers' Guild Hall at the south. The dome overhead was transplas. Angling his optics toward the city's roof, Dev could tell it was raining outside. Water was streaming down the dome's curved surface in rippling sheets.

"Keep it tight." Duarte's voice said. "Close it up. Set nanoflage for display. Show the colors!"

In Hegemony practice, the thin layer of programmed nano coating each strider normally was set to reflect surrounding colors, while deleting bright flashes of light or quick movement, creating a kind of camouflage that was extraordinarily effective at ranges of a hundred meters or so. Within the close confines of city streets, such camouflage would be of little use. Besides, the point of this exercise was to be seen. Each warstrider in the column shimmered, then flashed to a deep, brilliant blue, with white trim at each set of joints.

Blue and white—the colors of Earth, and of the Hegemony.

Dev was right behind Duarte's Ghostrider, walking alongside a smaller LaG-17 Fastrider jacked by an Eriduan sho-i named Beverly Schneider. The double line moved swiftly through nearly empty streets. Ground transport in Eridu's cities tended to be floaters levitated by magnetic rails embedded in the pavement, and the streets could be crowded at times, but the area seemed almost eerily deserted. The few civilian pedestrians out ducked for cover into the surrounding buildings as the warstrider company trooped by.

"Hey. Chu-i Cameron?" a voice said over a private channel. Dev recognized it as a young sho-i, new to the unit. Martin Koenig. Like Schneider, he'd been recruited here on Eridu, rather than on Earth where the Rangers had been organized.

"What is it, Koenig?"

"Just wondering if you'd heard the latest who-was, Lieutenant," Koenig said. "They say that all these demonstrations and strikes and stuff are being caused somehow by the Xenophobes, maybe Xenos that're somehow taking people over. They say they're trying to weaken Eridu before they launch their big attack."

"You've been simming too many ViRdrama thrillers, Koenig," Dev replied dryly. "Xenos don't understand human politics. Hell, they don't understand humans."

The Xeno World Mind he'd communicated with on Alya B-V had barely been able to comprehend that humans were sentient non-Xenos. To their way of thinking, the terms sentient and not-Self taken together were an oxymoron, an alien and virtually incomprehensible concept. The Xenos loose inside Eridu's planetary crust almost certainly shared that same bias. The idea of Xenophobes lurking in their deep caverns and tunnels and somehow subverting human groups and organizations on the surface struck Dev as ludicrous.

"I don't know about that. Lieutenant," Koenig replied. "There's this guy I know in Memphis who—"

"Koenig," Dev interrupted, "I've been there, okay? We're not facing Xenophobe agents masquerading as humans, and we're not up against a Xeno secret weapon."

"Lieutenant Cameron's right," Duarte's voice cut in. "We're facing scared, misguided humans this time, not monsters, and that's the straight hont. Are you linked on that?"

"Yes, sir," Koenig said. He sounded hurt. "Linked."

"Let's keep the chatter down, then, and stay alert. We've got something happening up ahead."

The demonstration, Dev saw, had already begun. Perhaps the reason the city streets seemed deserted was the fact that most of Winchester's population appeared to be crowded into the park at the Assyrian Concourse. They were facing the Guild Hall, where speakers were addressing the crowd from a broad, open balcony. Dev engaged his telephoto optics, letting his vision zoom in on individuals within the crowd. DOWN WITH THE HEGEMONY and ERIDU IS OURS were two popular banners, though dozens of others hung in the air above the mob, bobbing up and down with the chants that punctuated the speakers' deliveries.

Dev let part of his mind scan the local broadcast frequencies. With a crowd that large, the speakers must be using some sort of radio transmission.

There it was! Dev heard the usual political blather, the same stuff he'd been hearing for weeks until Prem had ordered the media censorship to begin. Something about the New Constitutionalists . . . and taking power back from the tyranny that was grinding them beneath its duralloy boots. . . .

The warstriders entered the Concourse, spreading out in a single line, keeping the mob before them. Behind the strider line, the hover APCs grounded, their opening hatches disgorging ranks of armed and armored Hegemony leg infantry.

A shrill warble sounded in Dev's ear and he switched off his monitor; Duarte had just started jamming the transmission frequency. Seconds later, he heard Duarte's voice booming out over the crowd, relayed through the Ghostrider's external speakers.

"Citizens!" the voice thundered. "This is Colonel Duarte of the Hegemony Guard. This is an official order to disperse! Martial law has been declared in all portions of Winchester and its satellite domes. You are to disperse and return to your homes immediately. . . ."

It began as a low, rumbling sound, interspersed with catcalls and wild yells, but it grew, swelling rapidly to a pounding, chanting roar like the crash of waves on a rocky seacoast: "No! No! No! No!"

More soldiers were running into the square, men in red-and-green uniforms with ferriplas cuirasses. They were locals, Dev knew, members of the 1st Eridu Legion, a militia force quartered in a satellite dome on the west side of the city opposite the Armory.

He sensed the increase in tension. The Hegemony troops behind the warstrider line didn't trust the militia, and Dev was sure the feeling was mutual, but for the moment at least they were still following the government's orders, deploying in a thin, colorful line between the mincie crowd and the Hegemony Guard forces.

"No! No! No! No!"

From where his Scoutstrider was standing, Dev had a good view of Duarte's Ghostrider, just ahead of him and a little to the right. Something was happening there, movement up on the strider's dorsal surface. An access hatch popped open, and Duarte himself rose into view astride his machine.

He must be trying to overawe them, Dev thought, like a man on horseback confronting a man on foot.

"I say again," Duarte's voice roared, drowning out the crowd. His link with his strider broken now, he was using a throat mike to transmit his words. The green Hegemony banner hung limply behind his bare head. "Go home! Go home! Governor Prem has declared martial law in Winchester and its satellite communities. . . ."

"No! No! No! No!"

From half a kilometer away, in a window high up in one of the buildings beyond the Assyrian Concourse. Gunso Isamu Kimaya, 3rd Imperial Marines, saw that his opportunity had arrived at last. He'd been watching for such a chance for weeks now, but not since those Hegemony soldiers had offered themselves to him in Memphis had his target been so perfectly available.

He raised his weapon, an Ishikawajima Type-83 sniper's rifle, a rugged, heavy weapon that fired explosive 15mm rocket rounds almost as long as his thumb. The interface in his left palm was already resting against the contact plate in the weapon's forward grip. As Kimaya peered through the weapon's optics, targeting data was relayed directly to the marine's cephlink. He zoomed in on the Hegemony taisa's bare head, bracketed it, locking in the chambered round's tracking computer.

Kimaya let out his breath partway, letting his mind focus on a kokorodo mantra that focused his concentration on the target: Shi-da!

I am death.

The Type-83 had no trigger. Instead. Kimaya's mind gave the order to fire, gently, without the misaligning tug of a trigger pull. The shot, muffled by the weapon's sound-suppressor barrel, was no louder than a harsh cough.

An instant later, in Kimaya's optics, the bracketed head of the Hegemony colonel disintegrated in a spray of blood and fragmented bone, splattering the green banner behind it. . . .


Chapter 7

     O judgment, thou art fled to brutish beasts, and men have lost their reason!

—Julius Caesar

Act III, scene 2

Sheer, raw chaos had engulfed Winchester's city center. As Duarte died, the mob's roar faded, then resurged, a rolling wave of sound echoing across the plaza.

Dev watched, horrified, as Duarte's bloody, headless body sagged backward, legs still caught in the strider's open dorsal hatch, outstretched arms dangling over the Ghostrider's hull above the primary heat exhaust manifold. Almost automatically, he replayed the instant of Duarte's death in flashing, freeze-frame images fed from his Scoutstrider's AI to his cephlink RAM; a trained portion of his right brain calculated possible vectors for the explosive shell based on the snap of Duarte's head and body as the projectile struck.

The round had come from that direction, high and to the right. Dev pivoted his upper body, enhancing the visual scan image, zooming in on row upon row of windows.

Infrared. Overlay.

Smeared colors, warm reds and yellows, cooler greens and blues, blurred his vision. Literally hundreds of shapes were visible in or behind those windows, people watching the mass demonstration below. Only one heat-glowing shape was moving, however, shifting with remarkable speed as it faded back into the cooler depths of the building.

That particular window vanished in a sun-bright dazzle of heat, and Dev's strider AI cut out the thermal visual component to preserve its optics. Lieutenant Muirden, jacking Duarte's command strider, had performed the same trajectory scan-and-track as Dev, spotted the same moving figure, and cut loose with a pulse from the Ghostrider's chin laser.

One hundred megawatts of laser energy discharged in a hundredth of a second was the equivalent of the detonation of perhaps a quarter of a kilo of high explosive, fractionally less than a single stick of old-fashioned dynamite. The window shattered, spraying out from the face of the building in an avalanche of debris.

"Cease fire!" Dev snapped over the tactical link. "All units, hold fire!" Prisoners would be better than charred bodies . . . but in any case, the half-glimpsed heat source had been moving quickly the instant before the laser hit. Had Muirden nailed the sniper? There was no way to tell, at least until someone searched the wreckage of that apartment. Switching to thermal again, Dev saw that the hole in the building's facade was now a white-hot mass of thermal radiation. It was impossible to see anything.

And the Rangers had other, more pressing problems now. The mob was surging forward against the red-and-green line of militia troops, a tide pounding against the shoreline in an attempt to reach the higher ground beyond. The militia line was struggling to hold its position . . . was sagging dangerously in a dozen places. . . .

"All units! This is Cameron, taking command." The decision was effortless, completely automatic. He was now the senior officer present, and it was vital to avoid confusion in the transition of command. "Set weapons pods for DY-30C, wide dispersal, air burst. One from each strider, on my command . . . Fire!"

The DY-30C gas grenade contained a binary chemical charge with a white smoke marker. On bursting it released an allophenothiazine derivative—or APT—an incapacitant with a powerful tranquilizing effect.

Unfortunately, tranq gas took time to take effect, sometimes as much as three or four minutes. The other gases in the warstriders' magazines—hallucinatory psychotomimetics, temporary optoinhibitors, phobinducers that caused attacks of acute fear, and irritants like tear and vomit gas—were all faster . . . and in this instance, far more deadly. With a crowd this large, widespread panic would inevitably lead to tens, maybe hundreds of people being trampled to death. Dev could see kids in the crowd: a few infants in parents' arms, many older kids obviously caught up in the excitement of the mob. He didn't want to be responsible for a massacre of innocents.

The gas grenades exploded with deceptively gentle pops above the heads of the demonstrators, eliciting screams and a momentary surge of the very panic Dev wanted to avoid. Clouds of white smoke descended across the plaza.

He switched on his external speakers. "Citizens!" he called, his voice echoing back from the face of the Guild Hall. "The demonstration is over! Go home! You will not be harmed! Go home!"

Like a frayed rope stretched too tight, the red-and-green line dissolved and the crowd surged through. Someone in the vanguard brandished a laser rifle wrenched from the grip of a militiaman, shaking it above his head. Then, horrified, Dev saw that many of the militiamen had actually turned around, joining the front ranks of the mob as they closed with his own forces. "It's the revolution!" someone was screaming over and over again. "It's the revolution!"

"Kill the Impies!" The yells were shrill, mindless, like the bellowing of animals.

"Lieutenant!" It was Koenig's voice, quavering at the edge of panic. "Can we shoot?"

"DY-30As only!" Dev snapped. The 30A was a smoke grenade. If he could create a forbidding-looking wall of smoke between the Guard forces and the mob . . . "Two grenades each! Target the front of the crowd. Fire!"

White smoke blossomed, mushroomed, spread . . . and the front ranks of the advancing crowd staggered to a ragged halt, not knowing whether they faced smoke or something more dangerous.

"Company C!" Dev called over the tactical net. "Sonics only! Advance and fire!"

In situations such as this the towering bulk of the warstriders was actually a disadvantage. Almost anything a strider did to defend itself would result in mass death and destruction; the support infantry, however, armored against the mob's weapons and armed with sonic stunners, were better equipped to break the mob's charge.

As the central mass of the crowd kept pressing ahead, the vanguard was catapulted forward, into the smoke. Guard foot soldiers, each in full combat armor, trotted past the line of warstriders, their lasers and heavier weapons slung over their backs, sonic stunners at the ready. As sergeants barked orders over the tac frequencies, each trooper dropped to one knee, aimed into the swirl of smoke, and fired.

Caressed by ultrasonic pulses, dozens of charging civilians faltered, stumbled, and collapsed.

A warning flashed across Dev's vision. Forty megawatts of laser energy had just washed across his left leg, scouring the nano coating of his armor but otherwise causing no damage. Turncoat militiamen, or civilians with captured rifles, were firing at the warstriders towering above the smoke. Another pulse of coherent light smoked from his right shoulder, melting some of the armor and leaving a small, puckered crater.

The leggers of Company C continued firing, gradually wearing away the front ranks of the mob. Why hadn't the warstriders been equipped with sonic stunners? Even a makeshift job, like the strap-on flamers, would have been better than nothing. The unconscious bodies were stacked now three and four deep on the pavement. Behind that wall, the rest of the mob hesitated like some huge, confused beast, unwilling to press forward, unable to turn back. The question was whether they would break before the battery packs in the troopers' stunners started giving out.

There was a swirl of color and motion to Dev's right. Turning, he saw a new threat, an arm of the mob spilling around the Guard unit's right flank, running, turning inward, colliding with the kneeling line of legger troops in a wild hand-to-hand melee.

Then they were everywhere, bearing down the Guard troops. "Company C, fall back!" Dev ordered. Those who could retreated. Others continued to fight, surrounded now by the tide of rioters. Sheer weight of numbers had knocked several troopers to the ground, where they were helplessly pinned and stripped of their weapons. "Warstriders on the right!" Dev called. "Forward!"

Each Scoutstrider and Fastrider was twice as tall as a man. They advanced slowly, sweeping forward with relentless power. Few rioters were able to stand unmoving before the approach of a twenty-ton monster, however determined they might be. Dev glimpsed Bev Schneider's Fastrider alongside Koenig's Scoutstrider, wading into that human sea. The mob's charge was broken, the demonstrators beginning to turn and flee back toward the Guild Hall.

But ten meters away, the crowd had engulfed Duarte's Ghostrider; several men had clambered up on the torso, clinging to the hull fittings, groping past Duarte's corpse for the bloodstained green banner still hanging from its mast. Muirden was trying to pivot the Ghostrider to throw his attackers off, but there were too many of them. Even a warstrider could be overwhelmed by enough sheer mass and determination. Dev saw the LaG-42 shudder, then visibly tip as a hundred rioters hurled themselves against Muirden's legs.

Turning, Dev moved forward, plowing into the mob, parting it before him like a steel-and-duralloy Moses. The noise was deafening, a thunderous roar of chanting voices filling the entire volume of the huge city dome. Targeting the Ghostrider, he fired another smoke grenade. It detonated against the LaG-42's hull, the burst of choking white smoke panicking the climbers, sending them tumbling back to the ground or on top of their fellows. Others crowded back as Dev's machine approached, a towering blue shadow in the thick mist that was beginning to envelop everything at ground level.

One determined young man clung to the top of the Ghostrider, still tugging at the green banner. He wore a gas mask, which let him ignore the smoke, and Dev guessed he might be one of the leaders of this insurrection. Swiftly, delicately, Dev reached out his left hand, opening duralloy fingers. The man, half blinded by the smoke, had not noticed Dev's approach, but he heard something now and spun, eyes wide behind the transparency of his mask. Gently, but irresistibly, Dev closed his fingers around the man's waist, plucking him off the Ghostrider's hull like a grape from the stem. The man shrieked and struggled, arms flailing, legs kicking wildly, but Dev swung him effortlessly above his head, holding him well above the crowd below.

"Thanks, Lieutenant," Muirden's voice said over a private channel. The Ghostrider's upper torso spun, free now, and he took a careful step forward. "I'm clear now."

"Pull back," Dev said. He shifted to the primary tac channel. "All units, pull back slowly! Give them room!"

The noise was dwindling, and so too were the movements of the crowd. It seemed as though the entire mob had somehow had a change of heart. At the perimeters, people were beginning, to break away and wander off, straggling clear of the riot.

The tranq gas was beginning to work.

"HEMILCOM," Dev called, switching to the command frequency. "HEMILCOM, this is Blue Lancer Leader."

"Go ahead, Lancer," a voice replied in Dev's mind. "We've been monitoring your situation."

He'd known they would be. "Roger that. The DY-30C is starting to take effect. We're going to need medics in here, and fast."

"Affirmative, Blue Lancer. Medical personnel are on the way."

The effects of tranq gas varied widely, depending on the age, physical condition, and size of the victim. The instant "knock-out gas" popular in adventure sims simply didn't exist; what would render a twenty-year-old male in good condition unconscious would probably kill a man of ninety . . . or an infant. Tranq gas didn't knock people out. Instead, it inhibited dopamine receptors in the brain and central nervous system, blocking emotions, slowing thought and memory, sometimes interfering with the victim's motor response.

As a result, most of the rioters forgot they were angry and began wandering about, dazed, confused, even lost. Some would suffer amnesia. Others lost consciousness and slumped to the pavement, or responded in unexpected ways, panic or hysteria. A few lay on the ground, twitching helplessly or jerking uncontrollably as they were wracked by convulsions.

Dev felt a dark and bitter anguish rising within. There were certain to be casualties; damn it, when hordes of screaming, unarmed civilians charged ranks of armed troops and warstriders, there were going to be casualties! He'd tried to minimize them, but . . .

"Company C," he ordered. He scanned the dissolving crowd, looking for the infants he'd spotted earlier. They might need help, too. There was an antidote for tranq gas, but it had to be given quickly. Where were the medics? "I want one man in three to holster weapons and go try to help those people." The ones going into convulsions might swallow their tongues or injure their heads; some of the unconscious rioters at the bottom of that human wall felled by the leggers' stunners might be suffocating. Glancing up, Dev saw that he was still holding the body of the rioter he'd plucked from the LaG-42, now as limp as a rag doll. The guy had fainted.

Gently, Dev lowered him to the ground. "Sergeant Brunner," he called.

A squad gunso trotted up in front of Dev, saluting. "Yes, sir!"

"Take charge of this man. I think he was one of the mob leaders. Intelligence will want to question him."

"Yes, sir!"

Dev was tired, the inevitable aftermath of combat.

Of all the battles Dev had fought in his life, this was one of the hardest, facing men and women, civilians, most of them unarmed, all of them determined to get him and his people, with him not wanting to hurt them in return. Warstriders were marvelously flexible war machines, but they simply were not designed for this type of action.

Suddenly, Dev wanted to unplug, to immobilize his strider and climb out, to join the leggers moving now among the hundreds of victims lying on the pavement of the plaza. He could not, however. By assuming command of the unit, he'd assumed the responsibility to stay where he could monitor communications, tune in on orders from HEMILCOM, or assess developing threats.

Where were the medics?

Three days later. Dev stood again in Governor Prem's office, describing the events of the clash in the Assyrian Concourse. Prem had conducted the interview, but a third figure, Omigato, stood silent in crimson robes in a far corner of the room.

"The final count was twelve dead," Dev was saying, "and perhaps fifty who required hospitalization." He glanced once at Omigato, then fixed his eyes steadily on Prem. "The medical assistance never did arrive from HEMILCOM. Your Excellency. I patched a call through to a hospital in Winchester, however. They dispatched trauma techs and ambulance flyers to the Concourse."

"Hmm. A mix-up in communications. I expect. And casualties among your troops?"

"One, Excellency. Colonel Duarte."

"Yes, of course. A good man." Prem sighed. "He will be difficult to replace."

"Major Barton is an experienced officer, Excellency." Barton, currently the CO of the Rangers' 1st Battalion, had been stationed with B Company at Eridu's towerdown. "He should prove to be an excellent regimental commander."

"Mmm, I daresay. To tell the truth, it was a replacement for CO of A Company I was thinking of. Taisa Duarte has been doing double duty and covering that post since Tai-i Koch has been stationed up here."

"But . . . surely Captain Koch will be coming back—"

Prem exchanged glances with Omigato. "Tai-i Koch has important duties here. Actually, Chu-i, I was thinking of you."

The Governor's words caught Dev completely by surprise. "M-me!" He shook his head. "Excellency, I'm flattered, but—"

"Flattery has nothing to do with it. You acted with skill and precision in Winchester, taking command of two companies at a moment of great danger, when Duarte's assassination could have shattered both units' cohesion. You held the line against that mob when a single mistake would have led to your being overwhelmed. You also showed keen judgment in assessing precisely the right level of force to use . . ."

"I killed twelve people. Excellency." Would it have been better if he'd tried panicking that mob with tear gas? He still didn't know.

"Most of them were suffocated after being hit by stunners and then being covered over by other bodies, or they were trampled. Chu-i, HEMILCOM Intelligence estimates that there were three thousand people in that plaza. Almost anything you tried would have resulted in some deaths. If you'd used panic gas or tear gas . . ." He shrugged. "Hundreds could have died in the stampede. More important, your skill at handling both the warstriders and the foot soldiers in the battle may well have saved both companies."

"Your action also won us a prisoner," Omigato said suddenly in Nihongo. It was the first time he'd spoken at all since Dev had entered that room nearly an hour before. "He has been broken. His confederates are being rounded up as we speak."

Something about the way Omigato said the word broken sent a chill down Dev's spine. He did not want to hear more about what had happened to the young man he'd captured.

"Cameronsan," Prem continued, "the Daihyo has recommended, and I concur, that you be given brevet promotion to tai-i and put in command of both A and C companies of the 1st Battalion."

Dev was stunned. There were other tai-i in the battalion, other chu-i with more experience and time in service than he. Bumping him over their heads could cause some bad feeling among the other officers.

Besides, did this mean he was back in the Hegemony Guard for good?

"It has been decided," Omigato said, again in Nihongo. "The experience will do you good."

"Hai, Omigatosama." Dev said, bowing. "Domo arigato gozaimashie." There was nothing else to be said.


Chapter 8

     The Emperor shall be the symbol of the state and of the unity of the people, deriving his position from the will of the people with whom resides sovereign power.

—The Constitution of Japan,

Article I

C.E. 1946

Yoshi Omigato sat cross-legged on emptiness, unsupported, unprotected against the vacuum of space. Beneath him, filling the Al-generated universe of this, his private ViRsim, the splendor of the Galaxy stretched across one hundred thousand light-years, the nucleus a red-gold furnace, the spiral arms an entwining mist of blue-white gossamer streaked and smeared by vast rivers of dust and gas.

Omigato's physical body floated weightless within his quarters aboard the Tokitukaze, but here his spirit moved unfettered across the galactic sea. It was sobering to realize that at this scale, from this simulated distance, the entire one-hundred-light-year reach of the Shichiju was invisible, a microscopic clumping of dust motes lost among so much glory.

"My Lord . . ."

The voice was that of his analogue and was identical to his own. "Speak."

"The marine has returned from Eridu. He wishes to make his report."

Briefly, Omigato considered having his analogue handle the debriefing. That, after all, was a primary function of such computer-generated alter egos, to serve as buffers against the outside universe.

Not everyone could afford full-range analogues, computer programs that could flawlessly duplicate the thinking of their human counterparts, but those who could often used them as personal secretaries and chiefs-of-staff. They could double for their owners over a ViRcom link, where it was impossible to tell whether you were talking to a software construct or the person behind it.

He rarely used it that way, however. Yoshi Omigato was a traditionalist who believed that personal contact—and personal supervision—were necessities for anyone who wished to exercise true leadership.

"I will see him here."

Gunso Isamu Kimaya's persona materialized before Omigato. The black of his uniform so perfectly matched the velvet black of space that his head and hands and the white and blood-scarlet flash of the 3rd Imperial Marines on his shoulder appeared disembodied, pale shapes against the night. In this, Omigato's virtual reality, Kimaya was a tiny figure, a toy before the looming, planetary bulk of the brooding Imperial daihyo.

"Ohayo gozaimashte, Omigatosama," the figure said, bowing. "So sorry, I am unworthy. Thank you so much."

"Not at all. I rejoice that you survived your mission."

Kimaya made a dismissive gesture. "My survival was unimportant, my Lord. However, the disciplines of kokorodo served me well. By the time the warstriders returned fire, I was out of the room, shielded from the blast by a sturdy interior fire wall. I would have remained, of course, had that been your will."

"Of course. But it was important that your body not be found in the wreckage." He did not add that others in his employ had been within the building at the same time, waiting to remove or destroy Kimaya's corpse if his escape had not gone as planned. "Your report."

"Of course, my Lord. As you predicted, the demonstration became a riot when the Hegemony officer died. The Guard forces were nearly overwhelmed. Also, as you predicted, the warstriders managed to restore order and disperse the mob. I'm sure my Lord has already seen the casualty figures and damage reports." At Omigato's nod, the marine pressed ahead. "The atmosphere within the city is now one of intense frustration and deep-seated anger. The casualty reports are being deliberately inflated to feed that anger. In the three days since the Winchester demonstration, dozens of minor incidents have occurred. Yesterday, an off-duty Guardsman was assaulted and killed by a local patriot with a knife. There is open talk in the streets of revolt against the Hegemony."

"Very good," Omigato said. "You have done well, Isamusan."

The marine visibly preened under Omigato's praise. "Arigato, Omigatosama." He bowed deeply. "Domo arigato gozaimashte. What are your orders?"

"For now, you will wait and watch. Be certain that you and your men are not involved with events on the planet. No Imperial must be connected with these events. Is that understood?"

"Perfectly, my Lord."

"Within a week, two at the most, the balance of your unit will be transferred to Eridu's surface. At that time, you will take your place again with your war-brothers."

"I live only to do your will, my Lord, and the Emperor's."

"The two, Gunso, are one and the same. You are dismissed."

Kimaya's image winked out, and Omigato was alone again in the emptiness of intergalactic space.

Gaman, he thought. Patience. That was the key to everything.

A very ancient folk tale contrasted the three great heroes of sixteenth-century Japan by picturing them sitting together, waiting to hear the first cuckoo's song in the spring. Nobunaga, who attempted to unite the fragmented provinces of the Empire by force, who at sixteen years of age had proven himself to be a man of inflexible will and purpose, was supposed to have expressed his mind by the haiku:

The cuckoo—

if it does not sing

I'll put an end to it.

Hideyoshi, the peasant's son who succeeded Nobunaga, who in ten whirlwind years extended his power over all of Japan, organized the country's central government, and attempted the conquest of Korea and China, Hideyoshi, known as the Taiko, or "Great Lord," was supposed to have said:

The cuckoo—

If it does not sing

I'll show it how.

And finally, there was Tokugawa Iyeyasu, victor of Sekigahara, the shogun who ultimately and completely united the nation's warring factions and warlords under one rule, who established the Tokugawa Shogunate that eclipsed even the power of the divine Emperor for 265 years. Iyeyasu's approach was characterized by the haiku:

The cuckoo—

If it does not sing

I'll wait until it does.

Yoshi Omigato had always thought of himself as Iyeyasu reborn. He did not believe in literal reincarnation, of course, for privately he was both agnostic and realist, but he nurtured within himself the spirit of the crafty shogun whose patience and understanding of men had won an empire and founded a dynasty.

And perhaps he bore with him some measure of Iyeyasu's karma as well. The shogun had confirmed in his rule the greatness of Japan, founded in the excellence of Bushido, the Warrior's Code. In Omigato, that greatness would blossom again, in time to reverse the Empire's decline.

There was within the Tenno Kyuden, even within the Imperial Staff itself, a powerful group of officers and aristocrats who called themselves Kansei no Otoko, "the Men of Completion." The Kansei Faction feared and detested the blurring of the traditional boundaries that separated the historic purity of the Nihonjin from the gaijin, the outsiders who had followed Dai Nihon to greatness, and the stars. Nowhere was that blurring more apparent than in the humiliation of the Emperor.

Once, the Emperor had been divine, the Son of Heaven, the most perfect of men. After the national disgrace of 1945, he had been demoted to the ranks of ordinary men, the country's leader, nothing more. Within the terms of the foreign-dictated constitution, he'd been relegated to little more than a figurehead, "a symbol of the state and of the unity of the people." His power, the glory that had defined Japan and its people, had been stripped from him.

In nearly six hundred years, that nakedness of spirit and character had never been corrected. The Japanese constitution had been revised several times in those centuries to keep pace with the changes and shifting balances of power on Earth and across Earth's domain among the stars, but still the Emperor remained a man like any other.

Omigato's facial expression betrayed no emotion, but the very thought was like the steady drip of some implacable acid within his heart, searing and destructive. Tenno-heika, the Son of Heaven, the divine Lord of the Stars, actually stooped to presiding at conferences, awards ceremonies, and ViRnews interviews with an earthy familiarity that appalled Omigato and the others of the Kansei Faction. He had ordered that gaijin like that fool Prem, like Cameron, and like Cameron's accursed father be appointed to high positions within Imperial service that traditionally had been held by Japanese alone. He had actually encouraged foreigners to approach him, to think of him as a mortal, and by so doing he had lessened the power that the very idea of Dai Nihon and the Tenno held over the hearts and minds of men.

Omigato was dedicated to changing all of that, and to erasing this last trace of the Empire's ancient disgrace.

The irony gave Omigato a small, grim pleasure; that he, an agnostic, should be dedicated to restoring the cult of the divine Emperor! He saw no hypocrisy there, however. If he did not believe in the gods, he believed implicitly in the divine purity, worthiness, and destiny of Yamato, the spiritual heart of ancient Japan. The Emperor's disgrace must be cleansed, and to do that he would use men like Kimaya and Prem, and even foreigners like Devis Cameron, when they could be molded like potter's clay into the workings of his plan.

Besides, though the fact was not well known, Omigato himself hailed from the Imperial line. The current Emperor was his cousin, as well as a childhood friend and confidant. It was not unthinkable that Omigato himself might one day aspire to the Sun Throne, if such was indeed his karma. . . .

In the meantime, Yoshi Omigato, like Tokugawa Iyeyasu, was willing to wait with an almost superhuman patience as his masterful spinnings rewove the tapestry of history.


Chapter 9

     The less government we have the better—the fewer laws, and the less confided power. The antidote to this abuse of formal government is the influence of private character, the growth of the individual. . . .

—Politics

Ralph Waldo Emerson

C.E. 1844

The straight-line distance from 26 Draconis to Chi Draconis is 36.11 light-years, and even with no stops along the way the voyage took over a month. Katya and the other former Thorhammers. Sinclair, and his staff had all taken passage as civilians, traveling under false IDs imprinted on their cephlink RAMs provided by the New Constitutionalist underground on New America. Their ship was a freighter, though the passenger accommodations were comfortable enough. Despite her name, the Saiko Maru, her captain and crew were all members of the New Constitutionalist Network.

Or the Confederation, as Sinclair had begun calling it. A committee of rebel leaders on New America, he told them, had appointed him to lead the drafting of a document—one very like the Declaration of Independence that had presented American sovereignty to an astonished world 766 years earlier. He had needed a name, something less cumbersome than the New Constitutionalists and less obvious than the Rebellion, that would describe the framework of virtual nongovernment that was holding the movement together.

"There was once," Sinclair explained to them in the Saiko Maru's passenger lounge, one shipboard evening while they were still in K-T space, "a political party in the old United States of America called the Libertarians. Their fundamental philosophies could be summed up, more or less, in two statements: the less government, the better; and what is immoral for the individual or an organization ought to be immoral for the state."

"Sounds like your New Constitutionalists, General," Bondevik said.

"A lot of the NC platform was patterned on the Libertarians, Torolf. Coincidentally rather than deliberately, I should add, since not too many people today have heard of them. But if seven centuries of progressively larger and more powerful governments have taught us anything at all, it's that the bigger the government, the greater the chance for the abuse of power. People are not free when the state taxes their productivity for programs that they don't have a say in. People aren't free when the state that rules them is too big to respond to their needs, or when there's no way to keep the state out of private life."

Katya had thought about her conversation with Dev at Kodama's party, and shivered. Nothing had happened, no one had been listening, but the Hegemony's DHS could easily have picked her up for questioning that night if they'd happened to overhear her. Modern technology, with AIs that could listen in on whispers at thirty meters, optical scanners the size of fingernails, and Virtual Reality communications monitored and enhanced by computer together all created an opportunity for eavesdropping and supervisory government unequaled in any other period of history.

"So what happened to the Libertarians, General?" Anders wanted to know.

"Something else they espoused was the need for people to be responsible for their own actions. Sounds good in principle, but in fact, life is simpler when you can download the fault to parents or poverty or society. The Libertarians were reviled, ridiculed, even accused of sedition simply because they proposed that people should think for themselves. And at the time—late twentieth, early twenty-first-century America, by the way—the clear trend was toward bigger and more powerful government, even though socialist superstates were crashing left and right at the time. The United States government crashed not long after its rivals, of course. Government micromanagement of the economy." He shook his head. "When ordinary mortals have trouble keeping track of their own credit balance, even with RAM implants and Al-assisted transactions, you can't expect a committee, or a bureaucracy, to do better. And that's when Dai Nihon stepped in and picked up the pieces.

"Anyway, what we're proposing for the worlds of the Shichiju that want to shake free of the Hegemony is not another interstellar superstate, but something more like a loose alliance. A confederation of equals, rather than a centrist federal state. Something like what the framers of that first Declaration of Independence had in mind."

"Are we going to get a look at this declaration you're writing?" Hagan wanted to know.

Sinclair had smiled. "Not yet. The draft is complete and agreed on, but I'm still cleaning it up. Maybe later."

The Saiko Maru docked at Eridu's Babylon synchorbital a week after the events at Winchester, to find the underground buzzing with rumor of open revolt. Despite martial law, enormous demonstrations had continued to erupt in all of the major domed cities. Public assemblies of more than three people were forbidden, but there seemed to be no way of enforcing the rule without lining up a company of warstriders and opening fire. People would meet in twos or threes in a dome's central plaza or park, the threes would mingle . . . grow . . .

And then the plaza would be filled, often with thousands of citizens. Apparently, these were less opportunities for public dissent than they were chances to communicate within the Network. Packets of RAM data were downloaded from person to person at these rallies as part of a kind of welcoming ceremony at the beginning, when everyone present would be asked to join hands for a moment in a display of public solidarity. Those packets could be letters or essays from Network leaders: lists of people arrested by the government; reports of rebel activity censored by the media; organizational directives; stories of government mismanagement, force, or stupidity; even copies of government documents lifted from secure files by Network hackers or by secret members still on the Hegemony payrolls. "Freedom of information," Sinclair had noted, "has always been the foundation stone of individual liberty."

Travis Sinclair used his commpac to make contact with the Eriduan Network from synchorbit, and then the party boarded a sky-el shuttle for the two-day descent to Babel.

Sinclair was in disguise, his appearance completely altered by the application of some specially programmed medical nano. He'd only trimmed the beard and changed its color to brown, claiming that no amount of technology could mask a weak chin, but the infiltration of submicroscopic devices into the skin of his face had puffed out his hollow cheeks, changed the look of his eyes, raised his hairline, altered his nose, and made him look at least fifteen kilos heavier. In gravity, he walked now with a slouch, and Katya suspected that he'd put something in one of his boots to alter his gait. The actual change in his appearance was slight, but the overall effect had been stunning. Wearing a fungus prospector's synthleather bodysuit, which added to the illusion of greater mass, he was unrecognizable.

On the surface, Katya could see most of the city through the Towerdown dome transparency as she stood with the others on a rumbling slidewalk that carried them from the sky-el shuttle complex toward the heart of Babel proper. The city domes hugged the top of a bare rock plateau atop white cliffs plunging one hundred meters to the blue-violet sea. The city had a population of about thirty thousand, most of them employed either by the sky-el, the monorail service, or by a local company called Dahlstrom that provided local flora for several major Imperial pharmaceutical firms. A second, smaller town, called Gulfport, had sprung up along the coastline at the base of the plateau, some one hundred meters below, connected to the towerdown proper by funiculars and enclosed people-mover tracks.

From her vantage point at the top of the plateau, Katya could look east across the Dawnthunder Sea and see the crisp, V-shaped tracks of hydrofoils and hovercraft. Closer at hand, monorail tracks snaked their way above the red-and-gold jungle to the north and to the south; Eridu's major cities were in the more temperate zones closer to the poles.

Dev, she'd learned, was almost certainly at Winchester, the planetary capital, some eighty-five hundred kilometers south of Babel.

They were met at the entrance to the Babel dome by a big, rangy, fair-haired man in a military jacket who introduced himself as Lieutenant Vince Creighton. On his left shoulder was a patch bearing a design in white and light blue, a horse's head and lightning bolt above the numeral three. Katya recognized the device at once. It was the insignia of the 3rd New American Mechanized Cavalry, one of the Hegemony units stationed on Eridu, but Sinclair embraced the man like a long-lost comrade. "Not to fear," he told the others. "Vince is on our side even if he hasn't quit his job yet. right?"

"Any time now," the soldier said, grinning. He wore the collar pin of a strider vet. "Just tell me where to park my strider."

"Equipment is still something of a problem in the Network," Sinclair explained to the others. "It's not easy finding safe facilities large enough to store heavy stuff like warstriders, or to repair and maintain them."

"We've got a new lead on that, General," Creighton said. Talking animatedly of rebel logistical problems, he led the way to a skimmer.

The rebels' secret base at Babel—under Babel, rather—was a complete surprise.

There were two main city domes resting side by side: Towerdown, surrounding the base of the sky-el and including both the elevator machinery and the shuttle access and debarkation concourses: and Babel itself, a kilometer-wide dome directly adjoining the first. A third city lay below these first two, under ten meters of rock.

Space elevators are not towers built up from the surface of a world. They are bridges hanging down, suspended from synchronous orbit and positioned above the equator so that they never move from the same spot. For engineering reasons, however, they are anchored in place, usually by pylons driven deep into a convenient mountain.

The first colony on Eridu had actually been built underground, as part of the sky-el anchor during its construction. The workers had used nanominers to excavate tunnels radiating out from the elevator base, sealed and pressurized them, and used them as living quarters until the RoPro molds for the first city domes were in place. Later the tunnels were used as storage space for equipment used in the construction of the secondary domes scattered about Babel, and as reservoirs for cool air for the enclosed city's climate control. Though most were still used for storage and all served as cool air reservoirs, the Network had appropriated some of these tunnels, creating a literal underground for the rebels.

Access to the lower levels was through any of dozens of elevators leading to the city's sublevels from either dome; Katya and the others were escorted through the accessway into Babel, then into an apparently empty warehouse, Number 1103, one of dozens in the main dome's warehouse district. Creighton led them down a ramp hidden beneath a meticulously faked shipping crate that slid back into place to conceal the entrance. Other secret routes, he explained, led elsewhere in the city, even winding down through solid rock to the docks of Gulfport at the base of Babel's plateau.

The tunnels were cramped but dry and well ventilated, lined with RoPro sheeting, plastic storage containers, vacuformed triphylene sheets, and durite, the ultradense rockform created by nanomining. A number of interconnecting chambers had been eaten from the solid rock and made as livable as the crowded circumstances permitted. She saw dozens of people as they passed in those corridors, many of them women and children.

Creighton was walking just ahead of Katya, so tall he had to stoop each time they came to a frame opening at a tunnel intersection. "Three of us are New Americans too," she ventured.

"Always good to see a fellow Newamie." Creighton replied. His casual use of the southern New American slang for an inhabitant of 26 Draconis V startled and pleased her. It had been a long time since she'd heard it used.

"So where 're you from, Chu-i?"

"Please," he said, wincing. "We don't use Impie ranksdown here."

Imperial forces, naturally, used Nihongo ranks, while local militias used their equivalents in the local language. Hegemony forces officially used Nihongo rank, but more often and informally used the Inglic form, lieutenant, for instance, instead of chu-i. Evidently, the rebel forces were shedding every vestige of the Imperial structure.

"Sorry." she said.

"Hey, no static. Anyway, I'm from Faraday," he said, naming a large town on New America's largest south-hemisphere continent. "Been ages, though."

"Are you all Newamies in the 3rd Mech Cav?" she asked.

Creighton tossed a smile back over his shoulder as they walked. "Hardly. I guess it's about half and half now, the old hands from back home and the new kids from here."

It was standard Hegemony practice to station Guard units on some other world of the Shichiju than the world where they were raised. It was difficult for nationalistic or revolutionary fervor to take root in a military unit stationed among strangers in a foreign country. Homeland and family were the two major rallying cries of any war, especially a revolution, and it was always better for the state if its military personnel didn't form too close an attachment to the people they were protecting.

That, at least, was the theory, but it didn't take into account the fact that the Guard units continued to recruit at their new posts. They had to, to replace the old hands who retired or transferred or died, and the newbies taking their place were mostly kids drawn from the world where the unit was stationed. Men like Devis Cameron—an Earther who'd traveled all the way to Loki to enlist in the Guard—were the exception rather than the rule.

It gave Katya an eerie, almost superstitious feeling, realizing how a unit could melt away like that. There were damned few Thorhammers like her left who'd been recruited on New America. So many people she'd known from her homeworld were dead now. Raul Guiterrez, Mitch Dawson, Chris Kingfield; they'd all been fellow Newamies, and all had died fighting Xenos on Loki. She missed them: sometimes, when she hooked into a strider's circuit, she could still feel them, as though the linkages they'd shared with her in combat lingered still, electronic ghosts adrift somewhere within her RAM implants.

She still had nightmares about Dawson and Kingfield, sometimes, and RAM dumps and therapy didn't seem to help. They'd died while linked with her aboard her warstrider.

"So what happened?" she asked, her voice sharper than she'd intended. The bad memories had upset her. "Did your whole unit desert? Or just you?"

"Oh, I haven't deserted, ma'am. Not yet, anyway. Some have, but I'm still puttin' in my watches at a base south of here called Nimrod." He grinned at her. "I'm just a rebel in my spare time, you might say."

"Doing what?"

"Oh, weapons training. Strider maintenance. We help people get away, mostly. Like those folks we passed back there. The government's been cracking down pretty heavily on violators lately . . . the people who don't like what the Hegemony's doing and are dumb enough to say so."

"Dissidents," Hagan said.

"Free people," Sinclair corrected him, "who simply want to stay that way."

"I'm still having some trouble pulling all of this together, General Sinclair," Katya said. They came to a door in the passageway, and Creighton stopped, ushering them through. "I'd heard there was a rebel underground, of course, but I've never heard of anything like this! What do you do down here, anyway? Build bombs?"

They entered a large room, well lit and with a conference table that made the place look more like a planning center in a HEMILCOM headquarters than something in an underground, illegal city.

Sinclair smiled. "For obvious reasons we don't advertise our presence. However, we run what we are pleased to call our 'liberty-el.' A few centuries ago, the term would have been 'underground railway.' "

"Railway?" Rudi asked. "Is that like a monorail?"

"A monorail with two maglev floater tracks instead of one," Hagan explained. "Old technology."

"We try to help get people out from under the authorities' heels," Sinclair went on. "We let them hide in places like this, or we smuggle them to places where they're not likely to attract official notice. Some we even move off-planet. Most we resettle in Outback towns where the officials don't look or don't care."

Even that, Katya thought, would be difficult on a world of enclosed bubble-cities. Someone who got in trouble with the local authorities couldn't simply leave. There would be ID checks at each airlock door, passes for travel aboard monorails or hydrofoils, bodyscans for weapons, internal passports. . . .

"We have our own printing presses down here," Creighton said. "And facilities for generating new cephlink IDs and records."

"How'd you get into all of this, Lieutenant?" Hagan asked Creighton. "If you don't mind me asking."

Creighton looked away. "A year ago I married a local girl," he said. "She was a Lifer. Didn't care for the Hegemony idea of wiping out the local flora and fauna in favor of ours." He shrugged. "Me, I didn't care much one way or the other, but she got arrested in a demonstration in Karnak. They let her go after a couple of weeks, but, well, the rebriefings were pretty rough for her. She . . . wasn't the same after that."

Katya had heard stories about DHS interrogation techniques . . . and about "rebriefings." There were ways of using a person's own RAM and link implants against them. . . .

"She was terrified of getting picked up again," Creighton went on. "Some buddies of mine in my unit told me about the liberty-el, and that's how I got mixed up in it. They helped her dump the garbage the DHS fed her, got her a new cephlink ID, and got her away to . . . well, to a small town, a plantation, really, a few kilometers up the coast. The Hegemony Authority doesn't have more'n three people in the whole dome up there, and the Impies never bother with little places off in the Outback."

"And now you're here helping other people . . . escape."

He looked at her, his eyes hard. "Something like that."

Sinclair was sitting at the conference table, an odd, blank look on his face. Katya had seen analogues look like that, when they paused in the middle of a conversation to refer back to their human control. It was, she realized, his commpac. He must be in communication with someone else, or with a computer net AI. The color had drained from his face, and for a moment she thought he might fall.

"General? Are you okay?"

He held up a warning finger and continued to stare into empty space, listening intently. The others around the table waited, the silence unbearable.

Then something inside Sinclair seemed to let go and he sagged a bit. He closed his eyes. "Oh my God."

"What's wrong. General?" Lee Chung asked.

His eyes opened, and he looked first at Chung, then at the others. "It's the Imperials," he said. "They've just used what they like to refer to as 'the nuclear option.' "


Chapter 10

     Experience should teach us to be most on our guard to protect liberty when the government's purposes are beneficent. Men born to freedom are naturally alert to repel invasion of their liberty by evil-minded rulers. The greatest dangers to liberty lurk in insidious encroachment by men of zeal, well-meaning but without understanding.

—Louis D. Brandeis

U.S. Supreme Court Justice

C.E. 1928

"Who is he?" Katya asked. The lights in the conference room had dimmed, and holographic ghosts shimmered and glowed above the center of the table. At the center was a corpulent, swarthy man in expensive-looking garments, addressing a city crowd from the depths of a public holoscreen.

"Jamis Mattingly." Sinclair replied. "Fusion power plant executive. He also happens to be the Network leader on Eridu."

Several other people had joined the group in the conference room. A thin, redheaded girl named Simone Dagousset had been introduced as one of the rebels' sharpest AI system hackers. Another was an Eriduan oberstleutnant, a lieutenant colonel with the Babel militia named Alin Schneider. Silver-haired, spare-framed, surgically precise in his speech and manner, Schneider was the coordinator of all Network cells in Babel.

"He and his followers had their headquarters in Winchester until the riot last week." Schneider added. "We have had reports that the dissident organization in Winchester was completely destroyed when they sent in the Hegemony warstriders."

"Affirmative on that." Creighton said. "Since then, Mattingly and his top people have been hiding out in Tanis. That's a mining community in the Euphrates Valley, about a hundred klicks northwest of Winchester."

"Mattingly himself sent this report," Sinclair said. The images they were watching were being downloaded from Sinclair's RAM through his commpac to the room's projection system. The scene shifted from Mattingly's speechmaking to a line of black Imperial warstriders stilting across a plain foot-deep in yellow vegetation. Katya could read the Imperial designations on their hulls.

"We've been staying out of the public eye for the past week," Mattingly's voice said from a hidden speaker. "But things have started moving damned fast down here, and we're going to have to act. This morning, Impie Marine striders planted two nuke penetrators not ten klicks from Karnak. They claim they've picked up sign of Xenophobe movement underground, and that they were delivering a preemptive strike. Listen to this."

The scene shifted again, this time to a Japanese man wearing the red sash of an Imperial daihyo. "The Emperor recognizes your discontent and your concerns for your own well-being." the man was saying. His words were in the artificial and slightly stilted Inglic of a translator program, and didn't match the movements of his lips. "It is my solemn promise to you, the people of Eridu, that your questions, your concerns, yes, your demands for greater autonomy in your own affairs be addressed at the earliest possible time.

"I must tell you now, however, that a grave danger to our mutual well-being on this world has forced upon us the need for drastic and far-reaching action. The Xenophobes, which have begun surfacing at diverse points on Eridu, threaten to destroy the Hegemony colonies on this world and render moot such relatively minor questions as how to administer an autonomous republic within the Hegemony, or whether or not it would be wise to terraform the planet. . . ."

"Kuso," Creighton said. "Old Oh-my-gosh's been dangling that 'autonomous republic' carrot in front of our noses for a couple of months now."

"Quiet, please," Sinclair said. "Listen. . . ."

"Now is the time to drop our differences," Omigato continued. "We are faced with an alien plague, a danger that threatens dissident and loyalist, Imperial and Hegemony colonist alike. Acting in my capacity as representative for His Majesty the Emperor himself, I have this date directed that nuclear weapons be released for use against deep concentrations of Xenophobes identified underground in the area near Karnak. The operation has already been carried out and has been judged a complete success.

"However, for the common safety of the citizens of the Euphrates Valley, I am directing that an evacuation program be started, effective seven days from now. Special refugee centers are being constructed now at sites closer to Winchester, where Hegemony and Imperial forces can offer full and complete protection from these enemies of Humankind. . . ."

"My God," Simone said, her eyes very wide. "They're actually going to do it."

"That's always been our biggest worry here," Sinclair explained to Katya and the other Thorhammers. "That the Imperials might use the Xenos as an excuse to exert more control over the populace. Since the first Xeno surfaced here a few months ago, there's been talk about bringing in depth charges, and the need to relocate large parts of the population for their own protection."

"They didn't do that on Loki," Katya pointed out.

"Loki's population isn't as dispersed as Eridu's," Schneider said. His face looked gray, and his voice was weak, as though he was having trouble getting the words out. "And here . . . here those weapons are aimed at the people as much as at the Xenophobes. Excuse me." Abruptly, he rose and left the room.

"You have to understand," Simone said quietly after he'd gone. "His daughter is stationed in Winchester. With a Hegemony strider unit. This . . . this latest declaration almost certainly means war, and he's wondering if he's going to be meeting his own daughter in combat."

"I still don't understand," Katya said. "Nukes worked against the Xenos on Loki. What's the problem here?"

"The Imperials' biggest worry on Eridu isn't the cities so much as it is the little outlying communities, the places where the Heggers can't maintain control." Sinclair's eyes flicked to Creighton, who was sitting at the table with his hands folded before him. "Places like where Vince's wife is hiding. The nuclear option gives them the excuse they need to eliminate that problem. They'll call for all the outlying plantations and towns to be shut down . . . 'for the duration of the emergency.' The populations will be transferred to camps 'for their own safety' and interned in some sort of protective area."

"How do you know this?" Hagan asked.

"We've seen the plans." Simone said.

"And Simone should know," Creighton added. "This is the lady who hacked them from HEMILCOM's Babylon AI files." He shook his head slowly. "If they pull this off, we'll never be free of 'em. It'll be rules and regulations, 'Where's your internal passport?' and 'Let me see your link ID.' "

"Do any of you know what it's like in the big metroplexes on Earth?" Sinclair asked.

Katya nodded. "Dev—Lieutenant Cameron—was from BosWash," she said. "He told me about them."

"Then you know about the system that feeds and houses the majority of Terra's population." He sighed. "Sometimes I think that the government wants nothing more than to reduce the entire human race to fukushi. Put every man, woman, and child on social welfare. Take care of all their needs. Give them free implants so they can work and pay taxes and stay happily linked to their sims. Feed them, educate them, entertain them. Number them, watch them, tax them, control them."

"I guess the control part follows, huh?" Bondevik asked. "If the population depends on you for everything—for food, security, whatever—then you've got them right where you want them."

"Government thrives by growing at the individual's expense," Sinclair said. "Unless it's pruned back from time to time, the state's power only grows. That's what the New Constitutionalists are all about. We're gardeners."

"Unfortunately, many people prefer the security offered by the state," Lee Chung said. "They don't want . . . pruning."

"We have no argument with those billions on Earth happily vegetating in their metroplex towers," Sinclair said. He was speaking quickly now, the anger sharp in his words. "We do object to the Hegemony telling us how to run our lives, harassing our citizens, demanding ever bigger bites of our lives, of our souls. No government as ponderous as the Hegemony can speak on behalf of all of the citizens living in one small nation or colony. To try to force one government on every citizen on seventy-eight worlds is absurd, a monstrous exercise in applied megalomania. What does some bureaucrat in Singapore Orbital know about me living out on New America, about how I live, about what I think of ViRdrama sex or the Imperial cult or how I want my kids educated? Damn it, he can't know, and he has no business putting his nose in my affairs."

His vehemence surprised Katya. Sinclair's reputation was that of a philosopher—quiet, studied, rational, perhaps a little on the eccentric side. But he was visibly furious now.

"You're still going to have a hell of a time getting most people to understand that," Lee said. "Or getting them to care."

"Fortunately," Sinclair said, "revolutions don't involve most people. At least, not at the beginning. . . ."

Later, Katya and the others were taken on a tour of the underground facilities, and they met some of the people living there. Katya was frankly astonished at the range of people joined together under the rather all-inclusive banner of the Eriduan Network.

On Eridu, the environmentalist movement had been the catalyst for rebellion, but there were as many different approaches and agendas to what they perceived as Eridu's problems as there were groups advocating them. Over a year before, the Hegemony had first announced the plan to terraform Eridu, promising a world of abundance where breathing masks wouldn't be needed for out-of-doors, where homesteaders could live where they wanted without being forced to huddle together in transplas domes. The plan had generated a bewildering melee of envie and dissie factions.

One group, the Scientific Rationalists, suggested that studies be undertaken to find a means of helping the Eriduan ecology adapt to changing conditions, genetic nangineering on a planetary scale. Several offshoots of the old Green Party held that Man had no moral right to interfere with an alien ecology simply because it was different. Universal Life held that view and added that even tampering with prebiotic worlds like Loki was robbing whole worlds of their evolutionary destinies. They suggested that Man should restrict himself to totally dead worlds with the heat, gravity, and water appropriate to human settlement—rare—or to planets like New America that were more or less compatible to Terran biochemistry—rarer still. Perhaps most extreme were the Weberites, named for their founder, who advocated a wholesale return to Earth, with the Imperium footing the bill. Man had never been meant, they insisted, to spread beyond the boundaries of the perfect blue world created by God for Man.

The environmentalists might have started the dissident movement on Eridu, but the issue had grown far beyond environmentalist concerns. Fungus prospectors and grennel harvesters feared that there would be no more work with the wholesale extinction of Eriduan life. Antimonopolist activists pointed out that terraforming Eridu would grant more power to Japanese space-based industries, which disliked competition from nonsynthesized raw materials imported from worlds like Eridu and New America. Anti-Hegemonists feared greater control over private lives, while every Eriduan colonist feared the higher taxes that would be levied to pay for planetary engineering. Large segments of the populations at Eridu's north and south poles pointed out that a reduction of planetary temperatures might well bring on extensive glaciation, even an ice age, and force the migration of most of the population to warmer, ice-free zones. A few doomsayers pointed out that glaciation would lockup all of Eridu's limited surface water and divide the planet between ice caps and barren desert.

"It's amazing that so many different factions have found a home with you," Katya told Sinclair. They were walking along one of the Babel Underground's tunnels. "You can't possibly keep all of them happy."

"We're not in the business of making people 'happy' with us. Katya. It just happens that, no matter what their background, all of these groups see the same problem—the government. The Confederation doesn't promise to make things better, but it does promise to let them have a crack at fixing what they think is broke. Ah! Listen!"

They stopped in the passageway, and Katya could hear music. Sinclair gestured toward an open door farther along the passageway and she stepped through, entering a large circular room that had been made over into a lounge.

Perhaps thirty men and women were gathered there, most of them young. They sat in a circle around a woman with somewhat Amerind features, straight black hair, blue eyes, and a red headband. She was sitting cross-legged on the floor and she was playing a mentar, its curved sounding board resting in her lap as her hand caressed the slick black glossiness of an implant 'face. Music danced and wavered in the air, weaving chords and rhythms called from the woman's mind through her link with the instrument.

Those in the room seemed linked as well, though not physically. Their voices blended with the mentar's as they sang along. Katya recognized the tune at once, an old, old folk song she'd known on New America and not heard for years.

Worlds grow old and suns grow cold

And death we never can doubt.

Time's cold wind, wailing down the pass.

Reminds us that all flesh is grass

And history's lamps blow out.

But the Eagle has landed. Tell your children when.

Time won't drive us down to dust again.

"It's called 'Hope Eyrie,' " Sinclair murmured during the bridge between verses. "Know it?"

Katya nodded, listening.

Cycles turn while the far stars burn.

And people and planets age.

Life's crown passes to younger lands.

Time brushes dust of hope from his hands

And turns another page.

But the Eagle has landed. Tell your children when.

Time won't drive us down to dust again.

But we who feel the weight of the wheel

When winter falls over our world

Can hope for tomorrow and raise our eyes

To a silver moon in the opened skies

And a single flag unfurled.

For the Eagle has landed. Tell your children when.

Time won't drive us down to dust again.

The people in the room singing along or listening seemed totally caught up in the music. Katya saw several faces, men's and women's alike, with wet eyes. Chung was in the group, she noticed, nodding with the beat, and Hagan too, a far-off smile on his lips.

One of the handful of popular folk classics surviving since the earliest days of space exploration, "Hope Eyrie" was popular on New America, where something like sixty percent of the population was descended from American colonists. In haunting, minor chords it recalled both the glory of Apollo and the bitterness of lost opportunity.

Irrationally, the song tugged at old memories, making her almost homesick. Her Ukrainian mother, years before, had told her a story about "Hope Eyrie," how translated first into Russian, then into Polish, it had become an underground song for Solidarnosc, a revolutionary underground in late twentieth-century Europe very much like the Network. The Eagle, she gathered, had been a totem of powerful nationalistic imagery for the Poles.

We know well what life can tell:

If you would not perish, then grow.

And today our fragile flesh and steel

Have laid their hands on a vaster wheel

With all of the stars to know

That the Eagle has landed. Tell your children when.

Time won't drive us down to dust again.

From all who tried out of history's tide.

Salute for the team that won.

And the old Earth smiles at her children's reach.

The wave that carried us up the beach

To reach for the shining sun.

For the Eagle has landed. Tell your children when.

Time won't drive us down to dust again.

There was no applause when the last chord sparkled into silence, only a long, collective sigh. "That piece has a very special meaning for Americans," Sinclair told Katya in a low voice. "I suppose it reminds us that we were first, before the Japanese, before the Terran Hegemony. We were great once. We will be again."

"My ancestors came from Kiev and Athens, General. We remember that those first pioneers came in peace for all Mankind."

"I guess you can look at it either way. The triumph of a nation. The triumph of the species. Either way, it should have been the beginning of a whole new era. An explosion of human diversity and culture and social experiment that filled Earth's Solar System.

"But the next men to set foot on Earth's moon were Japanese. They created a monopoly on space-based industries and never let go. We're living with the results of that to this day."

Katya studied the faces in the circle as they started another song. Most of them were so young . . . the student body of a school rather than an army. "Who are all these people anyway?" she asked Sinclair. "Refugees? They don't look like revolutionaries."

"Oh, they're refugees, I suppose. Most of them. But they're also the Confederation army." He pointed to a boy sitting across from the mentarist. "That guy was a Lifer activist. The Authority arrested him, forced him to download his entire RAM, and tried to rebrief him. It didn't take and he came here.

"The girl next to him, in the red skinsuit? That's Natalia. She couldn't afford anything better than the government's level one implant, but she had a friend who could get her the nano for a Model 200 and some unlicensed T-sockets. She got the implant, but the ID imprint was faulty. It gave her away the first time she tried to get a job. She managed to get away, though, and her friend brought her here.

"Now the guy in green, with the mustache . . . he's dangerous, a deserter. From Creighton's company, in fact. Name's Darcy, and he'd be shot if the bastards caught him. Next to him is Simone. You've met her. She's an absolute wonder with computers. Maybe too much so, because she was arrested for hacking the Heg Authority's tax offices.

"And that," he said, pointing at the mentarist, "is Lorita Fischer. She's in trouble because of her music."

Katya's eyebrows arched. "Her music?"

Creighton was sitting close enough to hear. He turned, grinning. "Hey, stuff like what she sings is seditious, didn't you know? Makes Newamies like us proud to be what we are, proud to be independent sons of bitches . . . instead of following the party line."

Katya listened to the next song and applauded softly with the others when it was done. But some deep reservations had taken hold of her, and she was having trouble shaking them.

The Rebel army consisted of kids and a ragtag mob of people representing a dozen different factions, political movements, and even criminal elements—a deserter, an illegal hacker, and maybe worse. None of them could be expected to have the same agenda or even the same way of going about the deadly serious business of revolution as their comrades. It was a recipe for chaos at best, for disaster at worst.

She might believe in the revolution now and subscribe to its ideals, but she had a terrible presentiment that the movement was doomed to failure. How long could such a disjointed and fragile alliance last against Dai Nihon?

In her own mind, she gave them perhaps one chance in ten.


Chapter 11

     Weapons are an important factor in war, but not the decisive one; it is man and not materials that count.

—Mao Tse-tung

C.E. 1938

The Confederation army needed three things desperately: equipment of all kinds, professional training, and seasoning. The Thorhammers couldn't help with the first, and only combat. God help them, would help the last, but Katya could set up a training schedule in an attempt to pass on to the newbies some of what she and the others had learned in years of Warstrider service.

Since Katya had arrived on Eridu, the notion of hijacking a comel and using it to run a Confederation version of Operation Yunagi had nearly faded away, not so much forgotten as moot. Network Intelligence had not even been able to learn if there were comels on Eridu yet, or where they might be stored. The Imperial use of nuclear weapons proved that the Imperials weren't interested in peaceful communications with the Xenos, and that meant that Katya and the others might never get their chance.

Almost in compensation, then, Katya threw herself into working with the newbies. She'd run military training programs both on New America and on Loki, and she was able to help now with the selection and indoctrination of warstrider recruits. Only those with both T- and C-sockets could jack warstriders, of course, since temporal sockets were needed for data input, while the cervical socket was necessary for direct neural feedback to the cybernetic actuators. Few of the recruits had direct experience with anything more complex than constructors or the various all-terrain striders used in the rugged Outback.

That was enough to get started with, however, for the principles of cybernetic jacking were the same whether the machine was a warstrider, a starship, a four-legged cargo hauler, or a fifty-ton constructor. In fact, many of the handful of warstriders in the rebel inventory were actually converted civilian machines. Those newbies without the proper hardware were slated for the legger infantry, learning how to maneuver in full combat armor and how to operate, clean, and assemble laser weaponry, assault rifles, and stunners. With seemingly endless drill, and with simulators rigged from ViRcom units smuggled into the Babel Underground, the recruits began shaping up.

They'd already chosen a name for themselves: the Eridu Freestriders.

The Freestriders' few available combat machines were kept at a jungle base, a collection of domes and underground storage facilities called Emden on the maps, located about fifty kilometers southwest of Babel. A fungus prospectors' trading and outfitting center for the past forty years, it had a permanent population of about fifty settlers, with perhaps half that number of transients at any given time . . . precisely the sort of place that Omigato would want to shut down. Already a Network member, the husmeister of the place had invited the rebels to use Emden for field training, for maintenance and storage of their heavy equipment, and as a staging area for operations in the jungle.

In Katya's opinion, the Freestriders were a warstrider unit in name only. It possessed one LaG-42 Ghostrider, two RLN-90 Scoutstriders, an Ares-12 Swiftstrider and a LaG-17 Fastrider, all of them compscammed from various Hegemony stores depots on the planet. Simone Dagousset, Katya learned, fully deserved her reputation as a genius when it came to any kind of computer hacking, and there were a handful of others like her in the rebel organization. By hacking false repair, replacement, or breakage write-off orders through various HEMILCOM stores facilities, they'd had those striders shipped to cargo depots at Babel, where rebel jackers had faked authorizing 'face IDs and simply walked them away.

By similar methods, four lumbering construction striders had been appropriated from some city dome or other and fitted out with bolted-on sheets of duralloy and jury-rigged lasers. Ammo, spare parts, and maintenance gear were almost nonexistent, however, and the strider squad bay was an empty equipment shed in the jungle.

Someday—come the revolution, as Sinclair liked to say—Creighton and other part-time rebels in the 3rd Mech Cav would add their own striders to the Confederation inventory, but that couldn't be allowed to happen until the rebels were strong enough to take on the Hegemony openly. In the meantime, the part-timers' positions with the government's forces were too valuable to jeopardize. Until covert insurrection became outright war, the rebels would have to make do with what they had: nine warstriders—four of them totally undeserving of the name—with almost nothing in the way of service or maintenance support if they broke down.

"This," she told the assembled group of recruits, "is a warstrider. It is bigger than you, faster than you, one hell of a lot stronger than you, and it's heavily armed enough to take on an army all by itself. Nonetheless, any one of you can take one of these things down solo, if you know how to go about it."

They were gathered in a clearing outside of Emden's main dome, in front of the hulking, unmoving statue of a LaG-42 Ghostrider. Nanoflage netting, designed to screen them from the prying eyes of HEMILCOM almost directly overhead, cast a pool of welcome shade, but it was still stiflingly hot. They all wore breathing masks and life support packs, of course, but most, men and women both, had stripped down to briefs and boots in the steamy, early morning heat. Part of the training was getting these kids used to living and working outside, whatever the climate, and working with machines too big to demonstrate inside was a good excuse. But as the long morning wore on, they would be forced to move indoors. Eridu's sun, which the locals called Marduk, was too intense to take unprotected for long.

As she stood in the clearing lecturing her class on the weaknesses of warstriders, her T-shirt already plastered unpleasantly against her skin, it occurred to Katya that a little terraforming on this hothouse might not be such a bad idea. Eridu, baked by a hotter sun in its early history, had less water overall than Earth, with shallow and land-locked seas, but the humidity still hovered around ninety percent in the equatorial zone. The vegetation surrounding them was a riot of red and orange; the molecule that served as chlorophyll on this world, transforming sunlight to energy, was a sulfur compound that stained the vegetation with its characteristic golden hues. It was a strange world, and a hostile one; humans could not walk abroad without respirators and masks. Chi Draconis—Marduk—provided energy enough to create an amazingly active local flora, including species that moved fast enough to be considered hunters in their own right.

But Katya knew that of all the life forms encountered in Eridu's jungles, the deadliest was certain to be Man.

"We've had warstriders now since the twenty-second century," she lectured. "There've been God knows how many designs since they first saw service, but their basic appearance and function haven't changed much in three hundred fifty years."

She knew the history of combat machines cold, the way any good craftsman knows his tools. She did not have it loaded into her RAM, however, which was why she had to pass the data on through lectures rather than palm-to-palm 'facing. Besides, Katya was old-fashioned enough to feel that knowledge acquired by more traditional means—through Mark I eyes and ears, especially—was somehow more a part of a person than data downloaded through nano-grown circuitry into personal RAM.

It just might be the difference between artificial and natural memory that saved a trooper's life someday, especially if he was on foot and facing a twenty-ton, two-legged behemoth.

Tanks—those lumbering, treaded, steel monsters of the twentieth century—had been rendered obsolete early in the twenty-first century by the worldwide proliferation of shoulder-launched AP rounds and smart missiles that could penetrate any armor. It had been another century and a half before materials science had produced lightweight armor that could survive the modern battlefield, leading to the revival of armored combat machines.

The first warstriders had been bipedal construction and freight vehicles that could traverse nearly any terrain. Jury-rigged with armor plate and light laser weaponry, the warstriders of the 1st Dai Nihon Mechanized Cavalry Division had been irresistible at Seoul and Shenyang, during the Manchurio-Japanese War of 2207.

Even after three centuries, though, warstriders were still controversial. Their critics liked to observe that, like the tanks of an earlier era, they were slow and cumbersome compared to aircraft or airspace vehicles; their advocates insisted that basic infantry combat still required ground forces capable of crossing a battlefield, taking the high ground, and holding it, tactical doctrine unchanged since the armies of Sumer and Egypt. And warstriders were infinitely more survivable on the modern battlefield than armored infantry, as well as being more mobile in varied terrain, better armed, and more terrifying to any nonstrider adversary. During the past three centuries they'd done far more than survive the modern battlefield. They had transformed it.

Yet throughout those centuries, warstriders had only rarely faced one another in combat.

That was one aspect of the Rebellion that had been troubling Katya since before her arrival on Eridu. Save for the simulated reality of training exercises, striderjacks rarely had to think about strider-to-strider tactics. Not many planetary militias could afford even one warstrider regiment, though most had a few old-model clunkers for show. More modern designs were restricted to Hegemony units, while Imperial forces were equipped with the very best—the fastest, smartest, and deadliest war machines in human space. In theory, at least, the distribution meant that planetary militias could never challenge Hegemony forces militarily, while Hegemony units would not be able to win against Dai Nihon Imperials. Long ago, the threat of striders fighting striders had become as improbable as . . .

. . . as improbable as the collapse of the Hegemony. That, she realized with a start, was a large part of what had been troubling her these past few weeks. If the gathering anti-Imperial movement triggered war, it would be a civil war, rending the Shichiju and setting former Hegemony strider units against loyalist and Imperial forces together. The thought terrified her, but it took her a moment to recognize why.

It wasn't the fact of armored combat alone, certainly. Katya had faced warstriders of a sort in battle before; Xeno Betas were human combat machines captured and nanotechnically reworked by the Xenophobes into parodies of their former selves, shattered, half-melted hulks known with biting black humor as "Xenozombies." But in a civil war things would be terribly, gut-twistingly different. Colonel Schneider might find himself up against his own daughter on the battlefield.

She might find herself jacking a rebel strider in combat against an identical machine jacked by Dev.

The thought, when she let herself examine it, carried with it an almost paralyzing depression. Could she fight Dev, if she had to, in the dirty, thunderous, close-ranged exchange of an armored clash? She honestly didn't know. Hell, could she face any warstrider in combat, knowing that the pilot might be an old friend, a fellow New American maybe, someone who'd trained with her or maybe once jacked a Ghostrider in her platoon?

She didn't know, and that shook her worse than anything she'd ever had to face.

Since arriving at Emden, she'd learned more about where Dev was and what he was doing. Network Intelligence had confirmed that he was a company commander now, stationed with the 4th Terran Rangers in Winchester, further that he had been the one responsible for shutting down Network operations in the capital by breaking up a mass demonstration and personally capturing a rioter who, unfortunately, had known most of the Winchester Network's organization.

Dev Cameron, damn him, was still taking his loyalty to Hegemony and Empire seriously.

"So the weak points in any strider under twenty tons." she was telling her class, "are the leg joints—ankles, knees, and hips. No matter how the armor shields are arranged, those spots are going to be vulnerable to satchel charges or point-blank energy discharge."

A faceted, mag-levitated sphere drifted toward Katya from the direction of Emden's main dome, and she interrupted her lesson. "Captain Alessandro," it said with Sinclair's voice. "Sorry to intrude, but I need to see you in my office, ASAP."

Damn. "Right away, sir," she said, and the teleoperated speaker bobbed once and departed. She turned back to the class. "Okay, people. It's getting too hot to work out here anyway. Lieutenant Chung is waiting inside to go over combat field nanotechnics. Dismissed."

Five minutes later she was in Sinclair's office, a small, spare compartment that had once been a Dahlstrom purchasing agent's cubby.

"You weren't wearing your compatch," Sinclair said as she walked in. His face was back to normal now, and his beard was slowly reverting to its original color.

"Sorry, sir," she said. Katya's cephlink equipment didn't include a radio, something for which she'd always been grateful. Soldiers and officers alike usually wore compatches, small adhesion disks that either stuck to the skin behind the ear and jacked into a T-socket, or plugged in directly. In Eridu's climate, though, the adhesion patches made her skin itch and she didn't like wearing them.

Which meant that Sinclair had had to send a speaker hunting for her.

"Our position out here is precarious," Sinclair told her. "Suppose a Hegemony attack had gone down? I would've needed to be in immediate communication with all my officers, instantly."

"Yes, sir," she said, feeling her face burning. Damn, but that had been stupid. "It won't happen again."

He raised a hand. "Easy, Katya, no static. I didn't really call you in here to dress you down. I've got some news for you. We may have a comel spotted."

Katya shivered, but put that down to her sweat-soaked T-shirt cooling in Sinclair's office. A comel! "It's on Eridu? With Dev?"

Sinclair scratched at his beard "Not quite. The situation is complicated . . . and we suspect that there are some strange political maneuverings going on behind the scenes. The word we've been given is that at least one comel was aboard the Tokitukaze all along, and that it's now coming down the sky-el. It'll be in Babel in another thirty hours. After that, it will be loaded aboard a monorail and shipped to Taisa Ichiro Ozaka at Karnak. Ozaka is the commanding officer of the Imperial Marines on-planet."

Katya's brow furrowed. "It sounds like they're cutting Dev out of the circuit."

"Could be. There's a power struggle going on behind the scenes right now on Earth. The Kansei Faction—that's a group of very powerful military and civilian traditionalists, including Omigato and Chuichi Munimori himself—is moving to block the appointment of gaijin like your friend Cameron from high-ranking posts in the government or in the military. Cameron could be heading for a big fall."

"But why comels? I thought the Impies were nuking the Xenos, not trying to talk to them."

Sinclair's mouth twisted unpleasantly. "Um Everyone's been damned excited about how comels improve communication between human and alien, with the DalRiss or the 'Phobes. Have you ever thought what they might mean to communication between human and human? Especially, ah, involuntary communication?"

"Interrogation."

"That's what we believe."

She let a hiss of air whistle tunelessly through her teeth. DalRiss comels probably wouldn't allow true telepathy between people, but they would certainly pick up memories, emotions, and impressions. The things would be unparalleled as lie detectors, and they might help an interrogator determine what his subject was most afraid of. There were other possible uses—screening large numbers of people being herded into an internment camp, for example, searching out Network activists or fugitives. All a comel-wearing guard would need to do was touch each person as he or she filed by.

"So our original operation here is on again," Sinclair said. "I want to grab that comel, not only because we can still use it to talk to the Xenophobes, but because of what the Imperials could do with the thing if they get it. Interested?"

She considered. It wouldn't be easy, and her original question remained: Would it even be possible to find an isolated Xenophobe and approach it closely enough to touch the thing without getting killed in the process? Now that the Impies had started nuking them, would humans be able to approach the Xenos at all? If her work with the rebel recruits these past few days had taught her anything, though, it was that they needed help, allies, and fast, and maybe the Imperial attacks could be used to convince the Xenos to join the rebel cause.

Maybe. Did she want to try? "Yes, sir!"


Chapter 12

     Strike where you are strong and the enemy is weak, says the Master, Sun Tzu. Warstrider combat is exquisitely tailored to this basic law of war. The keys to warstrider combat are surprise, firepower, and mobility.

—Kokorodo: Discipline of Warriors

Ieyasu Sutsumi

C.E. 2529

Katya pressed forward through almost impenetrable brush, her Ghostrider's outer hull reflecting the warm golds and reds of the surrounding vegetation. Her machine's nanoflage was spotty and imperfect; the molecule-thin layer of reflective nanotechnic units—"nanits" was the popular term—needed to be replaced frequently, for normal wear and tear on a combat strider quickly abraded the surface and weakened the camo effect. The jungle was thick enough, however, that camouflage was only marginally effective anyway. This operation would depend far more on speed, timing, and sheer luck than on technological flourishes like nanoflage.

It did feel good to be back in harness again. Katya had been given the Freestrider's lone LaG-42, which, until then, had been operated by a pool of five or six young jackers, none of whom had been in combat before. "It's not the machine, it's the man." ran the old military maxim, but, by God, it would help if the men knew how to use their machines in the first place! This op would give a few of them a bit of that seasoning they needed.

They were in the jungle southwest of Babel—the Outback, as New Americans thought of the wilderness beyond the tamed and civilized reaches of a world. Her Ghostrider was the only two-slotter in the rebel arsenal; jacked in with her was one of the rebel recruits, a pale-faced kid from Eridu's Euphrates Valley region named Georg Lipinski.

Three warstriders followed closely: Lee Chung in one of the Scoutstriders, Rudi Carlsson in the Swiftstrider, plus Roger Darcy, the Hegemony sho-i deserter she'd met her first day in Babel, manning the Fastrider. Bringing up the rear was one of the jury-rigged constructors, a slow, four-legged beast with Karl Braun jacking and Simone Dagousset riding as cargo.

Vic Hagan had been furious when Katya had pulled rank and ordered him to stay behind, but he was the second most experienced member of their team, and if this op went wrong, she wanted him to survive, to carry on with the Thorhammers' training program. The memory made Katya chuckle to herself. Could she still pull rank, on Vic or anyone, now that they were no longer working under the Hegemony chain of command? Vic had backed down without raising that point: she would have to talk to Sinclair later about ranks and command authority within the fledgling Eridu Freestriders.

"Did you say something, ma'am?" Lipinski's voice came through her internal link, nervous and quick.

"Negative, Georg," she said. "Stay alert on that laser."

"Y-yes, ma'am."

Warstrider control circuitry could be divided up between the commander, the second slot, and the strider AI. Katya didn't yet fully trust the LaG-42's rebel-maintained AI, though it had functioned fine so far, so she'd reserved both weapons and maneuvering functions to herself. The exception was the Ghostrider's chin turret with its 100-megawatt laser. That she had assigned to Lipinski, though she retained control of the weapon's arming circuits. The laser, in serious need of routine maintenance, had a nasty tendency to overheat when powered up, and she'd ordered Lipinski to monitor the temperature closely and to engage the coolant flow each time the core jacket temp crept above two hundred.

"Temperature's at one-eighty-five," he said—needlessly, since Katya had put the temp readout on her visual display so that she could keep an eye on it as well. "It looks stable."

"When we get back, we're going to have to rebuild that heat transfer system," she said. "It's leaking. I think it needs new coolant seals."

"Yes, ma'am." She could sense the relief in his thoughts, the unspoken echo: when we get back!

The jungle was starkly beautiful, a blaze of gold-and-crimson fronds, tangles of slow but visibly moving vines the locals called kriecherweed, and impenetrable masses of orange anemone plants. Gauze-winged flyers flitted among the scarlet branches of towering rotfarns, and larger, unseen somethings crashed about in the thicker masses of brush. The harsh, almost actinic glare of Chi Draconis filtered down through the canopy in rippling flashes and dapples of glorious light, turned golden by the foliage. It was gorgeous—and deadly. The oxygen content outside would keep a human alive for perhaps eight or ten painful, gasping minutes, until either anoxia or CO2 poisoning finally killed him.

The outside temperature, at least, wasn't too bad today—only forty degrees Celsius, but then it was still early morning in the long Eriduan day.

The jungle opened up so suddenly Katya nearly took a misstep and stumbled. Catching herself, she swung her visual scanners up and down the long, wide slash burned through the forest.

Most places along the monorail line, the maglev rail ran well above the forest canopy, supported on the smooth, angled struts of duralloy pylons, but here, where the land rose sharply toward the foothills of Eridu's Transequatorial Mountains, it had been easier to burn out the jungle and let the track run a meter or so above bare rock. The ground was rubble and bedrock, still showing black, flamer scorch marks. The rail itself was bathed in harsh sunlight, a gleaming silver rail the thickness of a man's leg, held above the ground by stubby pylons positioned along every fifty meters or so of track. Katya was pleased to see that her navigation through the jungle—and the navdata she'd been programmed with—had been accurate. Their goal, a power relay station and switch house, rose above the trees some thirty meters beyond the rail.

Katya's scan verified that they were alone. Power was flowing through the rail, of course, and within the dome-shaped switch house, but there was no sign of life or movement here, save for the restless background motions of the jungle itself. She took three swift strides into the clearing. "Rudi! Lee!" she called. "Perimeter defense! And check that building. Darcy! You're with me."

"Yes, sir." Darcy's voice sounded sullen over the tactical link. Katya was trying not to form judgments of the Freestriders' personnel until she'd had a chance to see them in action, but she'd definitely detected a measure of resentment in the Mech Cav deserter. Darcy was the dark, mustached man she'd first seen at the sing-along in Babel's Underground, and she still didn't fully trust him. According to Creighton, he'd been accused of theft and had elected to take his chances with the rebels instead of facing a HEMILCOM tribunal.

Was it even possible to trust someone who'd broken his oath of allegiance?

As Katya had.

She shook the nagging thought off. "Where's Braun?"

Darcy's LaG-17 Fastrider, a meter shorter than the heavier Ghostrider turned on spidery, lightly armored legs. The two 50-megawatt lasers, extending like mandibles from either side of the bullet-shaped fuselage, contributed to the ugly, insectlike appearance of the machine. Perhaps unintentionally, those lasers were pointed right at her.

"Fifty meters back, last I saw of him. Captain."

Damn. She should have ridden closer herd on Braun, instead of trusting Darcy to keep an eye on the kid. She shifted frequencies. "Braun? This is Alessandro. Are you okay?"

"Affirmative, Captain," Braun's voice came back. "Just slow going, is all."

"We're at the rail cut. Snap it up. We need your passenger."

"On our way."

She turned, pointedly ignoring Darcy as she surveyed her surroundings again. The sky was clear and green and filled with the hard white light of Marduk. At dusk, she knew, to the north against the pale-shifting glow of Eridu's aurorae, the sky-el could just barely be made out, a silken thread stretched taut between heaven and earth, but it was lost now in the day-glare.

She checked her internal clock. Their movement through the jungle had taken longer than expected . . . but she'd allowed plenty of leeway. Twenty minutes to go. No problem. Chung reported that the switch house was empty, as expected. It housed the automatic circuitry for controlling a siding switch, visible a hundred meters up the line as a prominent Y in the rail.

Beyond that, higher up against the purple mass of the Equatorials, was a saddle-shaped notch through the mountains called Grimalkin Pass. It was a narrow valley with sheer slopes; the siding spur was designed to route southbound monorails off the main line as northbound monos were coming through the pass. The switch house contained the automated circuitry for reading the relative positions and speeds of the monorails, and for controlling the switches.

Sinclair had insisted that their raid take place at this particular siding spur. The rebels didn't want to totally disrupt the only monorail link between Eridu's south polar zone and Babel, for that would be both political and economic suicide. If they could divert the monorail onto the siding, they could restrict any damage to the spur rail and keep the main line open.

The constructor stepped with cumbersome daintiness from the wall of trees and onto the rail cut. With four dish-footed, elephantine legs, broader and squatter than it was long, it had once been a Kawasaki KC-212 heavy cargo transporter, an eighty-ton monster commonly called a Rhino. Now its belly lift and gripper arms had been removed, armor plate had been bolted to the body, and a pair of 50-megawatt lasers in crude ball-and-socket turrets had been mounted on either side of the body.

"We're here," Braun called. "Where do you want us?"

"Drop Simone anywhere. Move it! There's not much time."

"Rog."

The four-legged beast settled back on its haunches, then jerkily lowered itself to within a couple of meters of the ground. A hatch in the belly split open and Simone Dagousset dropped to the rock. She wore dark brown skintights and boots, with a helmet over her red hair, protecting her head against the glare of Marduk. Her lower face was covered by a breathing mask, connected by hoses to the life support pack she wore strapped to her chest.

"The building's clear. Simone," Katya said. She used her internal taccom channel. Simone had a radio transceiver implanted in her skull. "Hit it! We have fifteen minutes."

Simone replied with a wave and dashed across the clearing, vaulting the maglev rail and disappearing toward the domed building.

"Okay," Katya said. "Lee, you cover Simone. Everybody else, take your positions."

Fifteen minutes . . .

They'd rehearsed this a dozen times in the past couple of days in virtual reality simulators. As Chung stood watch by the small domed building, the other four striders took up positions in the jungle, two to either side of the siding switch.

"Captain?"

Eight minutes. God, don't let something go wrong now!

"What is it, Simone?"

"I'm into the program, no static."

"And?"

"I'm reading the target, ten kilometers north and coming fast."

"Get ready to throw the switch."

"Uh, I thought I should tell you. From the data I'm reading here, there are two cars on the train."

That rocked Katya back for a moment. Two cars! Sinclair's intelligence had predicted that the comel was to be transported to Luxor aboard a single monorail car—a ten-meter-long self-powered vehicle that might carry thirty or forty troops as guards, if HEMILCOM was expecting trouble, which, please God, they weren't. But if a second car had been attached . . .

"Might be extra troops riding shotgun," Chung said. "The comel could be important enough to them."

If that was all that was on the second car. But it was up to Katya to decide, and right now. She didn't like the unexpected twist in the plans, especially this close to zero. Her instincts were telling her to abort the op. That second car could be carrying heavier backup than her tiny command could take on.

But then again, this was their only shot at a comel. What would she do, go back and tell Sinclair, "Sorry, Travis, but I was afraid there was something nasty in that second car, so I aborted"? Sinclair would understand completely and tell her it was okay . . .

. . . which made her that much more determined to carry out the mission.

"Go ahead with the program," she told Simone, deciding. "The rest of you, keep sharp. If that second car is armed, I want it disabled with the first shot."

The others acknowledged. What else could be done? Not a damned thing.

"Simone here. I'm ready to cut in."

Three minutes. "Wait one . . ."

A minute thirty, and her sensors were detecting a shiver in the air. "Okay, Simone. Throw the switch."

There was a click and a high-pitched whining sound. A portion of the rail ten meters in front of Katya's position separated, then slid to the right, linking up with the dead-end spur. Scant seconds later, she picked up the bulk of the oncoming monorail, a dull-gray, ultrasleek shape, a flattened cylinder with a low-riding, jet aircraft's nose. The hull spilled over well to either side of the slender maglev rail, hugging it in a cocoon of electromagnetic fields that supported the vehicle, frictionless, above the rail, and hurled it forward at speeds approaching four hundred kph.

It was not going nearly that fast now, however. As soon as Simone had thrown the switch, the fact would have been sensed by the monorail's computer and the drive fields reversed to slow the big machine to a stop. It still took a considerable distance to slow such mass, however, and the train was rushing toward the warstrider ambush with seemingly unstoppable momentum. Katya wanted to say something, "Get ready" or "Stand by" or something inspiring, but she knew there was nothing to be said. With a buffeting wind that lashed the vegetation around her, the monorail rushed past her hiding place, smoothly gliding off the main line and onto the spur. Its speed was now no more than fifty kilometers per hour, and Katya could easily see details of markings and external fittings on that streamlined hull. She saw the second car, almost seamlessly joined to the first, and with heart-pounding relief saw that it was not, as she'd feared, a military design with armor or gun turrets, but a simple cargo car, windowless, with a wide loading door along the side.

When the end of the second car cleared the switch, she gave the order. "Fire!"

Rudi struck first from his hiding place on the far side of the track, his Swiftstrider's Cyclan Arms high-velocity autocannon opening up with a steady thud-thud-thud followed almost instantly by the far louder slam-wham! of detonating 18mm shells. Braun, hidden to Rudi's left, opened fire a second later, his twin lasers slicing through the lead car's ceramiplas hull like a hot wire through butter. The monorail shuddered, lurched to the side, then came down on the rail with an ear-piercing scream.

"Captain! The laser safety! Captain!" Lipinski's shrill mental shout reached her at last and she remembered to arm the Ghostrider's laser. A second later, a bolt from the LaG-42's chin turret struck the monorail close to the joining of the two cars, opening up a jagged hole a meter wide.

Lightning played across the lead car's skirt and arced along the rail, and then the vehicle's power failed while it was still drifting forward. The streamlined nose came down on the spur rail, hard enough to buckle it, and there was a piercing shriek of ripping metal. The second car's momentum kept it moving forward, crumpling the stricken lead car with a crash like thunder.

Katya understood now Sinclair's insistence on diverting the monorail first onto the siding. The lead car was twisting the maglev rail out of shape as it rode it to the ground. Scraping along bedrock, the car began spilling over, toppling away from Katya's position. To her left, Darcy's LaG-17 was already out of the jungle and advancing toward the crumpling wreck, its twin fifties alternately loosing pulses of coherent light into the hull, which was splitting now, from front to back. With a final, grating shriek of tortured metal and ceramics, the monorail came to a rest, its nose buried in rubble and the lead car lying all the way over on its side. The second car was still powered. Katya could hear the protesting whine of its gyros trying to keep its mass upright.

"Hold your fire, Darcy!" Katya called. "Everybody, hold your fire!" The comel would be well protected within some kind of transport container, but it still wouldn't do to destroy the prize they were trying to capture in fire or explosion.

The second car, teetering half on the rail and half off, was opening up, its cargo loading door sliding back. She saw movement inside. . . .

"Scatter!" Katya yelled suddenly. "Take cover!"

Troops were spilling from the second car, men in the black armor of elite Imperial Marines. Worse, though, was the black, nightmare shape heaving itself out of the vehicle, a knife-lean shape bristling with weapons, supported between powerful legs that held it five and a half meters above the ground.

It was a Kawasaki design, a KY-1001. The common name was Katana, after the traditional Japanese great sword. Massing thirty tons and armed with multiple lasers, autocannon, and missiles, it was one of the deadliest of the Empire's top-line, two-slotter warstriders.

And it was sprinting straight toward Katya's position.


Chapter 13

     The soldier is the army. No army is better than its soldiers. In fact, the highest obligation and privilege of citizenship is that of bearing arms for one's country.

—War As I Knew It

General George S. Patton, Jr.

C.E. 1947

At a range of twenty meters, Katya triggered her left-side Kv-70 weapons pack, unleashing a hissing barrage of grenades and M-21 rockets. She knew the grenades would be useless against the Katana's armor, but they might distract the thing for a moment, and they would certainly give the Impie Marines boiling around the monster's feet something to think about. As for the rockets, they were crude, unguided packets of high-explosive, but at practically point-blank range they could hardly miss. Explosions flashed and snapped across the Katana's left leg and torso, stopping its headlong charge, then forcing it back a step to keep its balance. On the ground, the phalanx of armored troops was shredded as grenade blasts tore through its ranks. Some men folded and collapsed like string-cut puppets; most scattered, seeking cover.

Lipinski fired the LaG-42's chin turret laser a moment later, the beam sharply delineated by the boiling cloud of smoke and dust raised by the rapid-fire blasts. Durasheath armor glowed white-hot beneath the laser's caress, then exploded in liquid splatters, leaving a fist-sized hole in the armor covering the left leg actuator assembly.

Katya saw the telltale shift of the Katana's main gun, a 150-MW laser jutting from beneath the hull in savage, priapic mockery. In strider close combat, maneuver was the key to survival. Operating more on instinct than thought, she threw herself to the right; the LaG-42's shocks and parahydraulics shrieked protest as the top-heavy machine nearly overbalanced. The Katana's laser fired in the same instant, the beam slicing past the left side of her hull and striking flame from her left weapons pod.

Darcy's Fastrider was in the fight now, standing fifteen meters to Katya's left, legs flexed sharply to lower the hull almost to the ground. The LaG-17 was pitifully outclassed by the nightmare power of the Katana, but he was loosing bolt after bolt of coherent light into the monster, concentrating on the relatively thin armor covering its right leg. The Katana sidestepped as two solid hits gouged into durasheath close to the back-angled knee, then unloosed a flurry of shots from the paired 88-MW lasers turret-mounted on either side of its hull. Explosions cracked and hissed about Darcy's Fastrider, but he was already in motion, charging toward the monster in a desperate bid to get beneath its arc of fire.

Scant seconds had passed since the Katana had first appeared. Rudi Carlsson's Ares-12 Swiftstrider was only now circling past the front end of the monorail's wreckage, trying to get a clear shot at the Katana, while the elephantine bulk of Braun's Rhino came around the back. With odds of four to one, it might be possible to—

The clumsy Rhino staggered as two bolts lanced from the open interior of the monorail car in quick succession, striking the constructor in its belly. Katya groaned. A second black-armored nightmare was rising out of the wreck. Smaller and leaner than the Katana, massing only twenty-two tons, but faster and nearly as deadly as its larger consort, the KY-1180 Tachi mounted a twin 88-MW laser in a flat dorsal turret and carried Mark III weapons packs mounted at either hip joint.

Darcy's Fastrider collided with the Katana, the shock sending both of them crashing to the ground. The Tachi fired again as it stepped clear of the monorail car, and a slab of makeshift duralloy armor dropped from the quad legged constructor's ventral side as mounting bolts exploded. Braun swung the Rhino to face this new threat, its side-mounted lasers tracking and firing in a deadly one-two, but the Tachi's reply was a shrieking barrage of rockets with armor-piercing warheads, slamming in full-auto fury into the clumsy, four-legged behemoth. Internal explosions rippled through the Rhino's hull; its right-side laser turret shattered in a dazzling eruption of flame and spinning fragments trailing smoke.

Damn! Katya triggered a burst of M-21 rockets from her right weapons pack at this new threat. Rhino conversions might be effective enough against legger infantry, but they'd never been meant to stand up in combat against top-of-the-line Imperial warstriders. A lucky burst smashed the Tachi's right hip joint. Rudi's Ares-12 opened up with its Cyclan autocannon a second later. High-explosive shells slashed into the KY-1180, toppling it against the monorail with a splintering crash.

Rudi's light machine was hit in the same instant: a rapid-fire burst of eye-searing white flame whiplashed into the Swiftstrider with a savage chain of explosions that blasted away the leg actuator assembly in hurtling, smoking fragments, then ripped its right leg from its torso.

The shot, Katya saw, had come from a plasma gun, a massive, two-meter-long squad-support weapon only marginally man-portable. "Rudi!" she yelled over the tac channel. The Ares-12 was toppling slowly to its right, smoke pouring from the gaping hole where its hip assembly had been. "Punch out! Eject!"

There was no reply as the eight-ton machine slammed into rock. She opened up with both of her Ghostrider's machine guns, hammering off 15mm explosive rounds from the guns mounted in each Kv-70 pack. MG fire was almost useless against heavily armored warstriders, but it could be devastating against combat-suited infantry. Twinkling detonations smashed solid rock to gravel, sliced the plasma gunner's cuirass open from shoulder to leg, and nearly tore him in half.

Turning slowly, she walked that twin stream of stuttering, full-auto death across the line of Imperial Marines, cutting them down like a scythe slashing down wheat. Her external mikes picked their screams, masked by the roar of heavy weapons fire. A rocket-propelled grenade streaked low across the field, slammed into her left leg, and glanced off without exploding. She flicked left and chopped down the gunner, almost regretting it; the guy's antiarmor round hadn't had time to arm itself, so close was his target. His mistake cost him his life.

But she couldn't concentrate on the marines, not now. The Katana was already struggling back to its feet. Bringing a fallen warstrider upright after it had been knocked down was always tricky, requiring the pilot's full concentration. Katya pivoted hard, then sent the last of her rockets screaming into the rising machine. Explosions flashed across the KY-1001's hull. The concussion popped an access hatch in a puff of smoke, exposing the colorful bundles of circuit wiring and parahydraulic tubing stuffed beneath the stricken machine's skin. Broken wiring sparked and smoked.

Lipinski still had control of the Ghostrider's main gun, but Katya could show him where she wanted him to shoot.

"Targeting!" she yelled, and in her mind's eye a bright red set of brackets closed on the gaping, sparking wound, which slashed across the Katana's dorsal hull centimeters from the blister housing one of its two pilots. "Hit him, Georg!"

The laser fired, the hundredth-second pulse flashing into the open panel with a sputtering eruption of molten insulation and circuitry. Warnings flashed across her visual display. "We're gonna lose the laser!" Lipinski yelled.

Then the laser circuit went dead as the core overheated and the cooling jacket ruptured. Steam clouds enveloped the Ghostrider in white mist as coolant gushed past melted seals and boiled into the open air.

She shut down the circuit and kept advancing. On the stricken Katana, lightning arced and snapped between the smoking crater in its hull and the ground, and then Katya was hurling the yammering fury of her machine guns at that pried-open chink in the bigger machine's armor. She was so close now to the fallen hulk that shrapnel pinged and ricocheted off her own hull. The enemy strider started to rise once more, and then an internal explosion savaged the Katana, slamming it down, tearing a twin-88 from the side of the fuselage and peeling back a meter-wide strip of duralloy like cardboard.

Shifting, she turned back to face the Tachi, which was hurt but not yet out of the fight. Her rocket volley and Rudi's full-auto cannon barrage had knocked the Tachi back against the side of the monorail and disabled its right leg, but it was still pumping laser fire into Braun's Rhino from an unsteady, leg-bent crouch. The four-legged constructor was standing motionless now, unable to burn in the oxygen-poor air, but with black smoke pouring from its gashed-open hull.

Katya advanced, pounding at the Tachi. She had no weapons left now save for her machine guns, and the ammo loads on those were rapidly dwindling toward zero as she kept hammering round after stuttering round into the chaos of fallen striders and struggling men before her. Dust and smoke gouted from her exploding rounds, and bits of wreckage were flung into the sky from strikes against the monorail's hull. The surviving marines were pulling back now, snapping off shots from their laser rifles that flashed ineffectually from Katya's armor, scattering back into the forest, twisting and dying and falling as Katya's heavy machine guns swept through their ranks. Smoke from the smoldering striders hung like a blanket across the battlefield.

Unstoppable, Katya strode forward, driven now by battle lust. She was a giant on the battlefield, a steel-and-duralloy Valkyrie striding forward in wreathed smoke and flame, death hammering from her weaponry pods. The Tachi's damaged laser turret whined through ninety degrees, taking aim . . .

Then a thundering pulse of explosions shredded the Tachi's armor, smashed aside the laser turret in a tangled ruin, then nearly tore the Tachi's body in half. Lee Chung had arrived from the switch house, his curiously anthropoid RLN-90 Scoutstrider hammering away at the Tachi with a stream of high-explosive shells.

The battle ended with stark abruptness: according to Katya's internal clock, eighteen point two seconds had elapsed from first shot to last.

"Lee!" she called. "Where's Simone?"

"Still in the switch house, Captain."

"Stay with her. I don't want those marines circling back and finding her alone. Darcy! Are you okay?"

"Still here, Captain." Darcy's voice replied. "Power's down thirty percent but I'm still moving."

"You've got overwatch." she told him. "Watch that those Impie leggers don't try a counterattack."

"Yes, sir." There was no resentment, no hesitation in his voice now.

"Lipinski, unbutton and come with me."

She coded the shutdown sequence for the Ghostrider, then pulled her hand from the palm interface. She woke up inside her link pod, a close, dark, chokingly hot tube in a claustrophobic darkness relieved only by a small, wan lighting strip. Removing her cephlink helmet and the connections to her bodysuit, she pulled on a breather mask and life support pack, then donned a pair of gloves that sealed themselves against her cuffs. She slapped a release and the Ghostrider's dorsal hatch whined open. Releasing an access ladder, she climbed to the smoke-clotted rail cut. Lipinski, breathing hard behind his mask, joined her a moment later.

She unholstered her sidearm, a ProTech M-263 rocket pistol, and touched Lipinski's shoulder. "Stay with me," she told him. "We'll check Rudi's strider first."

The Lokan striderjack hadn't had a chance. His light machine was gutted, his link pod torn open by the deadly kiss of a plasma bolt. The pod's interior was splashed with blood and shredded, meaty fragments, very little of it recognizable as human.

Behind her, she heard Lipinski's gasp of recognition, followed by the fumbled sounds of him removing his mask before he vomited explosively. Katya struggled to contain her own rising gore. She'd seen death as violent and as bloody, but it was always a thousand times worse when the broken wreckage was what remained of someone you'd known.

Ghosts, Chris Kingfield and Mitch Dawson and other men and women she'd known through too many years, moaned and whimpered in her ears.

"C'mon," she said roughly. "Get that mask back on."

Lipinski, already pale, tried to draw a shuddering, gasping breath and nearly strangled on the thin, CO2-heavy air. His eyes bulged in his face.

"Now!" Katya barked, and with trembling hands he pulled the mask back on. She reached over and pressed the feed rate control on his chest pack, giving him an extra kick of oxygen to purge his lungs. CO2 poisoning could be an insidious thing, unfelt and unsuspected until the victim keeled over unconscious.

He took several deep, shuddering breaths, then nodded, eyes blinking at her against the harsh light.

"Your gun," she reminded him. "We have to check the train."

She led him across the rocky clearing, ducking under one maglev rail and approaching the second, where the two monorail cars lay silent behind the scattered heaps of dead Imperials and the smoking ruin of two warstriders. The Katana, she saw, had been wrecked as badly as the Swiftstrider, with both linkage pods slashed open. The headless and armless torso of one of the pilots hung upside down from a jagged finger of hull metal, still draining into the dust. The black, scorch-streaked fuselage was splashed with blood.

With difficulty, Katya and Lipinski picked their way past the debris and heaped bodies. Some of those men, she noticed with sick horror, were still alive, moving legs and arms in nightmare slow motion.

She wanted to help, but there was nothing to be done for them now. Her unit was too small, their numbers too few, to even think about stopping to render first aid. The suits of most of the wounded had been breached: anoxia and the carbon dioxide in the air would claim them in minutes.

Scrambling up crumpled metal, Katya peered into the second car's interior, ready to duck back if some surviving marines were waiting for her approach. The monorail car was empty. It was dark inside, though sunlight spilled through the open loading door and painted the sharply canted floor with a dazzling slash of white. By the reflected glare, Katya could see the large horizontal braces that had been used to transport the two warstriders. Judging by the speed of their reaction, though, the striders must have been powered up and battle-ready, their pilots already sealed in and linked. Seats lined the car's walls, all empty now. There were weapons lockers tumbled in a pile on the floor, open and empty, and several crates of ammo and weapon power packs. Two armored bodies, marines who'd tumbled back into the open car after being hit, sprawled unmoving at the angle of floor and wall.

There was nothing that might be the prize they sought.

"Forward," she said, gesturing with her pistol. The second car was joined to the first by sliding doors. The first door opened smoothly; the second ratcheted halfway open and then hung up in its twisted frame, but Katya was able to turn sideways and squeeze through. The forward car was smoke-filled and dark, dark enough that she had to switch on the light mounted on her belt. There were more dead marines here—unarmored men who'd died when cannon fire and lasers had slashed open the vehicle—and the hull-crumpling wreck had slammed men, seats, and cargo into a tangled pile at the forward end of the compartment.

Lipinski found what they were looking for after nearly five minutes of desperate searching, a large safe with a palm 'face reader to open it.

The owner of the interface that would have opened that safe was dead. Katya opened it the hard way, burning through the locking mechanism cover with her hand laser, then twisting together a pair of wires inside. A circuit completed and the door hissed open.

Inside was a metal box, as long as her forearm and twenty centimeters deep. A simple touch-lock opened to her thumb.

Within the box was a comel.

She stared at the prize, heart quickening. It was still alive, a rippling, translucent slug perhaps the size of a basketball. She hoped it would stay alive in Eridu's atmosphere . . . but she knew from experience that the bioengineered creatures were uncannily tough, able to survive in a broad range of atmospheres and conditions. Lipinski produced an empty knapsack of heavy plastic-weave cloth, and she sealed the box and packed it away.

"Company coming, Captain." It was Simone's voice, speaking over the radio compatch behind her left ear. "Aircraft, from Babel."

The marines would have radioed for help when the first shots had been fired. Reinforcements would have been dispatched at once.

"On our way out," she replied. "Darcy! Start setting the charges!"

"Already done, Captain. Just give the word."

"Let us get clear first."

Katya and Lipinski scrambled clear of the wreckage and back into Marduk's burning daylight. Crossing to the waiting Ghostrider, they swarmed up the access ladder, wiggled back into their pods, and sealed themselves in. Moments later, Katya was linked in again, the daylight outside now dimmed to human levels by the strider's AI. Data cascading across her visual display identified three incoming aircraft as probable Hachi fliers.

Hachis—the name was Nihongo for "Wasp"—were swift and deadly air-to-ground killers, ascraft designed to provide close air support for infantry. They were coming in low and fast, with an ETA of less than three minutes.

"Into the jungle," Katya ordered. "Simone, you climb in with Chung. It'll be a tight fit, I'm afraid."

They waited while Dagousset climbed aboard the Scout-strider and wriggled legs-first into the open hatch. Katya knew what it was like riding that way, squeezed body-against-body in near-total blackness, and she sympathized. Simone would have an uncomfortable ride back to base.

Hatches sealed again, the three warstriders turned from the wreckage and with swiftly scissoring strides plunged back into the jungle. It was urgent that they get well clear of the battlefield fast. The surviving Imperial Marines might still have strider-busting shoulder weapons: worse still, those Hachis had IR sensors that would be able to pick up a warstrider's heat through the forest canopy. It wouldn't take long, however, for the vastness of the jungle to swallow them up. The enemy fliers would have their figurative hands full tracking the scattered marines.

Behind them, a thunderous blast echoed off the mountains to the south, followed swiftly by a second, a third, a fourth. Charges placed by Darcy one by one disintegrated the wrecked striders. If the rebels couldn't use them for spares, then neither would the Imperials.

Katya regretted not being able to take the time to give the wreckage a more thorough search. They'd hoped to be able to load Braun's Rhino with captured weapons, but the four-legged walker was still smoking furiously, its hull utterly charred and gutted. As they left. Lee had stooped and retrieved one squad support plasma gun from among the Impie bodies, and he carried it now like a handgun in his strider's massive, armored fist; that SSPG and the comel would be their only prizes this day.

That sharp skirmish, less than twenty seconds in duration, had been a victory . . . but it was a victory with a high price. Two of the Freestriders' nine striders had been destroyed—twenty-two percent of its entire mechanized strength. Two men had died . . . one of them Rudi Carlsson, whom Katya had known since their campaign on Loki. In exchange, they'd destroyed two of the Empire's inexhaustible supply of warstriders, killed perhaps twenty marines, and scattered another ten or fifteen into the jungle.

The rebellion could not afford to trade the Empire and the Hegemony strider for strider, not even if the exchange was Rhinos for Katanas. Katya thought about the comel, tucked away beside her inside the pod, and wondered if the damned thing was going to be worth it.


Chapter 14

     Is a Xenophobe intelligent? Or a Barnard's sky island? Or a comel? What about dolphins, gorillas, elephants, or the other fabulous beasts of Terra's recent past that pique our curiosity with largely anecdotal records of their use of language, memory, or tools? I think the question we must set for ourselves is not whether a given life form is intelligent, but whether or not that intelligence takes a form that we conceited and self-centered humans can comprehend.

—Intelligence in the Universe

Dr. Paul Hernandez

C.E. 2532

There was Self, and the myriad extensions of Self that intertwined through the sheltering warmth of Mother Rock like the lacy twistings of veins of metal ore. As always, Self dreaded the parting, the tiny death of separation of Self from Self that was necessary as an extension of Self into the surrounding unconsciousness of not-Self. It was precisely like the amputation of a limb as several hundred of the component cells of one slim pseudopod of Self nestled within the Self-manufactured prosthesis of a rock threader and, cell by pain-wracked cell, severed each link with the main body.

White agony . . . and loss . . .

For both of the two sundered aspects of Self there was diminution. For the main body, resting within the cavernous, interconnected voids of not-Rock deep within the depths of Mother Rock, the loss was slight. The Self-mass was continually fissioning off bits of itself and sending them off like exploratory probes, independent bearers of tiny, micro-Selves that wormed out through the surrounding rock as messengers of intelligence and self-awareness. Usually they returned. Sometimes they did not.

For those slivers of awareness, however, amoebic, organic-inorganic composites of awareness, the loss was catastrophic. Perhaps half of those micro-Selves could not endure the transition, the shattering loss of identity, of memory, of ego that was part of the golden warmth of Unity. Sealed within the sleek, artificial body of the rock threader, the fragment of diminished Self struggled to come to grips with its truncated scope and being. »self« now, instead of Self.

Shrunken, isolated. »self« could remember snatches of its former life as Self, but dimly, as splintered dream-memories. Awareness once had been the shifting and blended thoughts and perceptions of trillions of tightly organized, interconnected units; now its awareness encompassed the being of a few thousand units only. So much had been lost! For long moments, the Self within the artificial body of the rock threader shuddered, writhed, and very nearly went mad.

It was a madness of loss and of something that might translate roughly as grief.

Of what remained of »self's« awareness, strongest was the need to quest out from the parent body, a drive hardwired both into the complex molecular rings analogous to chromosomes within each unit's organic material, and within the molecule-sized computers adrift within its inner, cytoplasmic seas. That need granted »self« a measure of control, gave it purpose and a means of filling the yawning chasm of loss and need howling behind »self's« brutally amputated mind.

Gradually, madness subsided, though it remained as a churning subset of rigidly controlled need, boiling constantly just beneath the highest levels of »self' s« thoughts. The rock threader, a slender and inorganic extrusion grown from Self's body, became a kind of mobile exoskeleton for the oozing mass of »self's« gelatinous units. Magnetic fields flicked on, shifted, and grew in power. As »self's« perceptions reached out in the surrounding Rock, the threader began moving.

There was Rock, and there was »self«, the former parting for the latter in the powerful magnetic flux that turned it plastic. The rock threader followed the track of another »self« that had passed this way before, a »self« that for reasons unknown had never returned to Self for reabsorption and a sharing of new perceptions and memories. »Self« followed the old track partly because the rock, once deformed by another threader's passage, was softer and more yielding there; it followed, too, in a dimly perceived quest for that lost fragment of the vaster Self

Threats, both to »self« and to Self, had to be found and absorbed if Self was to continue its age-old expansion through the comforting warmth of Mother Rock.

The old track led upward, away from the sustaining heat of Mother Rock. Ahead, dimly sensed now. »self« could taste the magnetic savor of pure metals and other less-identifiable substances in seemingly boundless concentrations. Closer at hand, in every direction, in fact, it could sense the energy flux and movement of other »selves«, all climbing through the yielding Rock away from the comfort of Self, closing on a treasure trove promising boundless raw materials, growth, and survival.

»Self's« pace through the rock increased.


Chapter 15

     Everything we know about Xenophobe psychology comes from the testimony of those few of us who actually made physical contact with them. Unfortunately, it's difficult to tell how much of the story has been filtered by our human prejudices and opinions.

—from a report given before the

Hegemony Council on Space Exploration

Devis Cameron

C.E. 2542

Twenty-eight kilometers west of Babel, a kilometer-wide crater marked the site of the last Xenophobe breakthrough. There, the jungle pressed close around the scar of that last battle, overlooked by a modest, thick-forested slope called Henson's Rise. The crater itself had been tagged Site Red One.

Hegemony Military Command, with the experience won on twelve other worlds infested by the Xenophobe invaders, had erected defensive barriers against the possibility of a second breakthrough at this place. Shortly after that first encounter, walls more massive than those of any Terran castle had been grown in place; earth and dead vegetation had been poured into hastily erected plastic molds, then seeded with self-replicating nanits that had transformed rubble into solid rock, a treatment known as the Rogan Process.

The improvised fortifications overlooked the crater rim, ringing it in completely with ten-meter RoPro walls and brooding gray towers, each capped by a robot gun emplacement. The automatic defenses were backed up by troops, both Hegemony warstriders from the 3rd New American Mech Cav and leggers of the Eridu 1st Home Guard Militia.

Less than an hour after sunrise, the assault was heralded first by an earthquake that caused the nearest trees to shiver. Mud fountained into the air as the ground split wide. Seconds later, a dense, milk-white fog began issuing from the gaping fissures, spreading across the crater floor to create a white, circular lake almost a kilometer across, a pool of heavier-than-air gas far thicker than any morning mist but too thin to be properly called a liquid. As it pressed relentlessly against the crater's inside rim, sampling robots planted there tasted the gas and transmitted their findings seconds before they died; the fog consisted of trillions of molecule-sized machines, nanodisassemblers, each carrying a few atoms of what once had been solid rock.

Then a sudden magnetic flux at the crater's center hurled shattered stone and gravel into the sky, and the thread-slender, questing tip of the lead Xenophobe slithered into view, weaving above the surface of the white fog sea.

Xenophobes, when they traveled underground, usually followed the Subsurface Deformation Tracks of other Xenos that had passed that way before, as though the SDTs were underground highways running through solid rock. That preference was one of the few ways in which the alien machine/creatures were predictable, and it had given the Red One defenders some warning. They'd been listening to the growing subsurface sounds—the creaks, snaps, and groans of bending rock—for days now, and were already at full alert. When the actual breakthrough began, they'd been prepared—or at least, so they'd thought.

It was the sheer savagery of the attack that caught them by surprise, as one Xeno after another boiled from the tortured ground, streaming white fog, turning the area deadly with the disintegrating touch of drifting nano-D clouds. Turret-mounted plasma guns and lasers had crisscrossed the crater's bowl with searing flame, shells laden with anti-nano-D countermeasures had been pumped into the fog by rapid-firing autocannons, but the Xenophobe Alphas had smashed clear of the geysering earth and snaked their way toward the crater rim like twenty-meter serpents, breasting the white fog like eldritch sea serpents with writhing whips for heads.

Several of the monsters died in the crater, sliced to bits by the withering. Al-directed fire or the bolts of light from warstriders posted along the defensive wall. Others, however, began transforming, their snakelike forms blurring and melting, their quicksilver bodies collapsing into new, more compact shapes. Most common were things like terrestrial sea urchins, flattened spheres two meters across with slender spines reaching five meters beyond that. Embedded in crackling auras of electromagnetic force, they floated on Eridu's magnetic field. The maglev effect did not render them weightless, quite, but they drifted along lightly enough that their rippling spines snapping against the ground or the wind itself could waft them toward the nearest human defenses more quickly than any warstrider's pace.

Two of the drifting monsters died in the high-energy crossfire from the surrounding towers, but eight more serpents surfaced in the meantime, and the fog sea was rising now, spilling across the crater rim and lapping against the inner base of the RoPro fortifications themselves. Counters recorded dizzying concentrations of nano-D in the atmosphere; the walls were softening under the assault of submicroscopic weapons that pulled them apart in the same way that they'd been assembled, a molecule at a time. Foundations weakened and walls cracked; a gun tower settled slightly, tilting ominously inward toward the white sea as foot soldiers manning its ramparts scrambled for safety.

Five minutes after the breakthrough had begun, reinforcements arrived at the scene, a dozen circling ascraft with ground support weapons, and a pair of VK-141 Stormwinds, each carrying four Mech Cav warstriders in external hull slots. With shrieking jets, the Stormwinds set down in a jungle clearing east of the crater amid swirling clouds of dust and uprooted vegetation. The striders had unhooked and swung into action, loping toward the Red One fortifications just as the first tower crumbled into the pit in an explosion of RoPro fragments and debris.

The nano-fog spilled through the gap in the wall like a flood gushing through a broken dam. Monsters followed, black or silver or dull pearl-gray nightmares of lashing spines and twisting, medusoid tentacles. Xenophobe Alphas that fought by using powerful magnetic fields to hurl BB-sized fragments of themselves at hypersonic speeds, or killed with the deadly embrace of a tentacle laden with nanodisassemblers. A Mech Cav RS-64 Warlord opened fire with thundering, left-right-left blasts from its charged particle guns; forked lightnings played across the leading Xeno horror, then shattered it into fragments.

Horribly, those fragments kept moving, as though the Xeno machines were themselves alive and continued to live even when they'd been smashed into smoking pieces. The fragments, dubbed Gammas by the humans who fought them, some no more than a meter across, hunched and wriggled themselves across the battlefield, each steaming with the release of trillions of deadly nano-D units from their writhing surfaces that steadily ate away at whatever they touched. The nano count hit point four-eight and climbed steadily. The circling ascraft accounted for two more Alphas, but the rising nano count soon forced them back, their air surfaces and intake fans already corroding in the deadly, invisible cloud of nano-D drifting above the battleground.

Tensions were still high between the local militia troopers and the Hegemony forces, but politics were forgotten as combat was joined at point-blank range. Legger militiamen fought in the shadows of Hegemony warstriders, turning hand flamers and lasers on the carpet of crawling fragments. AND rounds burst overhead, bathing the area in anti-nano-D clouds to combat the disintegrating effect of the Xeno fog. For six long minutes, the issue was in doubt, as warstriders smashed down the Xeno Alphas and foot soldiers mopped up the Gammas with blasts of flame and radiation.

Then a fresh wave of Xenos emerged from the tunnel entrance, smashing down a fifty-meter stretch of RoPro wall and spilling onto the seared battleground east of the crater. The nano-D count reached point six-five, high enough to gnaw through the armor of the legger infantry in ten minutes or less. At a command, the troops fell back, covered by their huge, cephlinked comrades-at-arms. The warstriders fought on until Gammas began clinging to their legs and foot assemblies, eating through durasheath armor like acid through paper. For a time, the strider warriors cleansed one another in brief, hissing blasts of flame, but soon there were just too many of the creeping horrors, armor panels were failing, internal mechanisms corroding. Unable to battle so many at once, the striders began to retreat. A second line of defensive fortifications was being erected five kilometers to the east, between Red One and Babel.

The fight to save Babel and Eridu's space elevator would continue there.

»Self« had emerged from the rock suddenly, to find itself in the midst of a searing storm of energies unlike anything it had ever before encountered. The environment was bizarrely alien, a near-vacuum of not-Rock, a gulf that »self's« senses strained to bridge and measure . . . and failed. Other »selves'« were nearby; »self« could hear their calls across the low-energy end of the electromagnetic spectrum and sense that they'd been attacked by some unseen, terribly destructive threat.

Without conscious volition, threat triggered response, a shifting of body surface from rock threader to defender.

The transformation to the defender form was not an ability native to the original evolution of Self, but something adopted in the distant past from contact with another species, a not-Self intelligence that had manipulated matter in much the same way that Self manipulated Rock. The trait was now part of »self's" gene-analogues, an inborn conditioning transmitted through each reproductive cycle, the response virtually automatic each time a »self« emerged from the protection of Mother Rock into the Void at the heart of the universe.

Theoretically, with each combat encounter. Self—the massive, growing Self still safely hidden within the womblike embrace of Mother Rock—would learn, acquiring skills, reflexes, even weapons from the not-Self opponents the individual »selves« met and defeated. Those skills and memories had to be returned to Self first, however, before they could be reproduced and disseminated throughout all future, budding »selves«, and so far in this cycle, no »self« had survived the encounter to return to Self with its prize of knowledge. »Self« was thrown into combat, completely unprepared. Seconds after reaching the Void, a searing blast of coherent radiation had slashed along the still-unformed side of the defender-form. Half of »self's« organic units had died, shriveling in white heat unlike anything it had ever before sensed.

It was quiet now, the battle swirling to other parts of the Void. »Self« clung to the wall of the Void, fearful that at any moment it might be flung from the Rock and into that disconcerting emptiness that gaped above and around it. It understood gravity as direction rather than as a force: to its senses, »self« seemed to be hanging, suspended at the edge of a precipice, in immediate danger of dropping into the Void.

The feeling passed, but slowly. The direction leading toward Mother Rock, toward warmth, security, and the yearned-for reunion with the fully sentient glory of Self, seemed somehow to be holding »self«, leechlike, to the surface of Rock. Eventually, »self« dared to move, inching back toward the not-Rock crevasse through which it had emerged into this terrible, disconcerting space.

To »self's« perceptions, the Void was not empty; true vacuum would have been incomprehensible. Void was a sea of energy, of magnetic lines of force and of electromagnetic radiations, most of which seemed to originate with a diffuse mass of heat and radio noise suspended within the not-Rock gulf. Trembling, »self« tasted its strange surroundings, detecting familiar elements but in unfamiliar guises—oxygen as a gas, for instance, instead of as part of solid chemical compounds. Most common of all was molecular nitrogen—rare in the depths of Mother Rock, but present here as fully four-fifths of the Void's chemical composition. When Self ate new cavities for itself within the deep Rock, the not-Rock that remained usually consisted of carbon dioxide and various other carbon- and sulfur-compound gases, the products of Self's metabolism.

Movement was difficult, hampered by the damage. Part of »self« had not completed the transition from rock threader to defender, and the machine-life shell was trapped now between the two, unable to return to the Rock, unable to defend. It would have to heal itself before it could move far. Worst was the loss of its own organic body mass. That would have to be replaced, and quickly. Fortunately, pods bearing more amputated fragments of Self were nearby, rising from Rock, dispersing into Void on magnetic winds.

»Self« recognized »self« and called out to it. . . .


Chapter 16

     Xenophobe psychology is patterned on their physiology, with a kind of hierarchy of organization. At the bottom are individual units—football-sized blobs of jelly made of an intriguing mix of organic cells and inorganic . . . call them machines, cell-sized structures representing an organically based nanotechnology that gives the Xenophobes an adaptability that we can only guess at. So, too, is the Xeno concept of "Self" organized into layers, the combined experiences and perceptions of many separate Nodes capable of joining together as a self-aware whole.

—from a report given before the

Hegemony Council on Space Exploration

Devis Cameron

C.E. 2542

The VK-141 Stormwind descended toward the clearing on screeching, ducted jets, lashing the surrounding trees into a hurricane frenzy. The ascraft shuttle, registered with the Babel militia, was one of a handful of transports used by the rebel forces. Katya, cocooned inside the Ghostrider clamped to one of the craft's external rider slots, waited until they were two meters from the ground, then gave the mental command that broke the connections between ascraft and strider. She dropped free, landing with a heavy thud. Vic Hagan's RLN-90 Scoutstrider dropped seconds later, a few meters away.

Most ascraft possessed external cargo bays, called riderslots because they could be adapted to carry striders in magnetic grapples, tucked away beneath the vehicle's delta wings. Stormwinds had four, two to either side, but only two were filled on this run.

If this crazy idea didn't work. Katya had argued, then four striders would be no advantage over two . . . and the rebels would lose only two of their precious combat machines.

"Okay, Lara," she called over the general frequency. "We're down, all green."

"Copy that, and I'm out of here." the ascraft pilot shot back. "Call when you need your dust-off. Good luck, you two." With a gathering roar, the Stormwind lifted above the clearing, pivoted until it was facing southeast, then accelerated, streaking away just above the treetops.

It was a calculated risk, of course, conducting an ascraft strider drop less than thirty kilometers from Babel, where their activities might be noticed by the always-present watching eyes at synchorbit, directly overhead. It was unlikely that they'd be noticed, however. Right now, all HEMILCOM eyes would be focused on Site Red One, where the Xenophobes had broken through the surface scant hours before, overwhelmed the defensive line, and begun chewing their way east through the jungle, arrowing straight for the Babel towerdown.

"We'd better start moving, Vic," she called. She rotated her optics slowly, studying their surroundings. The clearing was an old storm blowdown, and the footing was treacherous even for warstriders. "I make it three-one-three. Looks like I'd better break trail."

"Roger that, Captain. After you."

Their steps were slowed by the tangle of vegetation underneath. There was supposed to be a path here, the remnants of a seventy-year-old logging road, but Eriduan flora, beneath the high-energy light of an F7 sun, proliferated, grew, and even moved with a most unplantlike haste. Numerous Nomad trees had migrated from the higher slopes in search of moister ground, and the ubiquitous anemone plants had sprouted everywhere. The trail, its topography downloaded into her RAM by Creighton back at Emden base, was no longer there.

Its loss would slow them, but there was no danger of becoming lost. Site Red One had been carefully mapped and plotted, its coordinates downloaded to their cephlinks. Katya could check the navdata displayed across one corner of her visual field and see that Red One was now some twelve kilometers away . . . that way.

They'd heard the news at the rebels' Emden base last night: early-warning sound detectors at Red One had detected a large number of Xenophobe tunnelers a scant few hundred meters beneath the ground, pinpointing their probable breakout point. A military alert had been sounded, and both the organic and robotic defenders of the crater itself brought to peak readiness. From the ground recordings tracking the rumbling DSA, this would be no isolated breakthrough but an all-out assault, probably aimed at Babel and the space elevator.

That added a note of deadly urgency to the op. For the moment, at least, the Rebellion was on hold, as the Network rebels joined Babel's defenders. Armed revolution might be necessary for Sinclair's "explosion of diversity," but for human diversity to have any chance at all the humans had to survive, whether they were Hegemony colonists, placard-waving demonstrators, or Imperial Marines.

The Eriduan Network was continuing its covert activities, of course, but the overtly military units—and the men and women like Creighton who remained with the Hegemony's garrison forces—all reacted as they'd been trained, deploying to meet the suddenly emerging threat in the jungle west of Babel.

There was, of course, some question as to whether rebel military forces could join in Babel's defense without attracting Imperial notice. The easiest means of handling the problem was for them to pass themselves off as loyal militia units. Every city on Eridu had at least one small, locally raised self-defense force, and since the exact number of operational warstriders fluctuated daily with breakdowns, repairs, and conversions, not even the vast HEMILCOM AI systems at Eridu Synchorbital could list or track them all with any degree of accuracy.

Katya, however, had suggested an alternative.

The appearance of Xenophobes near Babel gave the Network the opportunity it had been looking for, the chance to find an isolated Xenophobe machine, possibly one damaged in battle, and use the comel to try to establish contact with its operators. If the Xenophobes could be reached, could be made to understand what was at stake, a kind of alliance might be struck, something along the lines of Help us fight our war, and if we win, we'll find a wax to share this world with you in peace. . . .

Katya had argued that her experience made her the logical choice to go. She still wasn't sure why she'd insisted on that point with such fire. Partly, she realized as she guided her LaG-42 across the sharply sloping ground through the patterns of golden light spilling through the forest canopy, it had to do with Dev, almost as though her success in contacting the Xenos for the Confederation would atone for Dev's working for the Hegemony, for the damage he'd done to the Winchester Network.

Too, there were still so many unknowns, right down to the question of whether or not acquisitive-phase Xenos could even be reasoned with. Katya had virtually appropriated the idea of trying direct contact for herself, and she damn well wasn't going to send others out to shake hands with Xenos while she stayed behind.

She concentrated on her footing, her heavier LaG-42 in the lead, pressing through the undergrowth and trampling it down for the lighter Scoutstrider behind her. The ground sloped sharply skyward to her left. The putative trail worked its way crabwise along the flanks of the Pipe Mountains, a thickly wooded spur of the Equatorials that circled west of Babel like a protective wall eight hundred meters high. The jungle was thick, almost impenetrable in places, and heavily shadowed in the lower layers. Eriduan trees were mushroom-shaped, though with caps made of thousands of slender, interlacing fibers instead of a solid mass. Many had three or four levels, the better to trap every scrap of the energetic radiation from Marduk. Beneath them, in the shadows, saprophytic sponge brush and tentacled anemone plants made footing treacherous, even for a warstrider.

She wondered just what they would find waiting for them at Red One.

Vince Creighton had encountered a Xenophobe outside of Winchester several months before, and he'd been able to feed the rebels all of his own briefings on the threat. The Xenos on Eridu appeared to be identical to those she'd encountered on Loki and on the DalRiss homeworlds, shapeshifting Alphas that fragmented into amoebic Gammas when destroyed. So far on Eridu, no human machines had been captured by the Xenos, so none had yet been transformed into the Beta or "Xenozombie" form that utilized a disturbing parody of human technology.

A month after that first Xeno surfacing just outside the capital's domes, a second had occurred twenty-eight kilometers west of the sky-el and had been destroyed by Babel militia striders rushed to the spot. The 3rd New American Mech Cav had been hurriedly shifted back to Babel to defend against the expected next attack. RoPro walls had been grown, and the robotic defenses put in place. Xenophobes tended to use the same exits from their subterranean highways repeatedly.

That next attack had not materialized, however, until now. For several days, every military unit on Eridu had been on full alert as HEMILCOM tracked the SDTs of Xenophobe Alphas far underground. By the previous evening, it had been a fair certainty that the Xenos would be emerging, and soon, at Red One. Imperial Marines were already being routed to the Babel towerdown, both from other Eriduan cities and from orbit; Xenophobes seemed to be attracted to large masses of metal or artificial composites, and by far the largest such mass on the planet was the towering silver needle of the Babel sky-el. A successful Xeno attack on the space elevator would spell disaster on a cataclysmic scale. Unfortunately, from Babel's point of view, nukes could not be employed this time. No one wanted to even think about the results if subsurface nukes severed the space elevator's underground anchors.

As they'd skimmed above the Eriduan Outback toward their drop zone, Katya had listened in on fragments of communication between the ground forces and HEMILCOM. She'd heard the announcement that eight Hegemony striders had landed and were engaging the enemy; minutes later she'd heard the order to fall back. From the sound of things, the Xenos had been left holding the field around Red One. There'd been a call sent out for warships to bombard the crater from orbit; many worlds had large laser batteries mounted in their synchorbital installations, but the only heavy weapons in Eridu orbit at the moment were those of the Imperial destroyer Tokitukaze, and those would be employed only as a tactic of last resort. Reportedly, Omigato had already requested both additional warships and more warstrider units to bolster Eridu's defenses, but it might be weeks before those reinforcements arrived.

According to Katya's topo download. Henson's Rise passed the Red One crater less than a kilometer to the west. The human defenses would have concentrated on the crater's east side, and the retreat would have been toward the east, toward Babel. It was Katya's plan to move along the crest of the ridge to a point where she could observe the crater itself from above and from the west. No decision about actually attempting to approach the Xenos would be made until she had a clear view of the battlefield.

"Watch it, boss," Hagan called to her over the tactical link. "I think the trees are thinning up ahead. We're almost there."

"Roger that." Her Ghostrider was in the lead, weapons already armed and ready. "I'm starting to get a background nano count. Point oh-two and rising."

"Affirmative. There's some fog up ahead."

It looked like a harmless mist, and the nano count was still low enough that it might be harmless in fact. The viscous white gas that accompanied nano breakthroughs was actually a waste product, nano-D already rendered harmless by their submicroscopic mouthfuls of disassembled matter. The real danger, live nano-D, was visible only through the electronic senses of warstriders and battlefield scanners.

Some of the nearest mushroom trees, Katya noticed, were brown and straggly looking, with long shreds of bark hanging from cancerous-looking patches on their trunks. The forest here was already dying, brushed by the Xenos' nanotechnic touch. Katya pressed forward.

"Captain?" Lipinski called from the Ghostrider's second slot. The decision had finally been made that she would keep her Hegemony rank, at least for now. "We're picking up something weird on UHF."

"Let's hear it."

Static crashed in her mind, overlaying a reedy, almost plaintive warble of harmonics. It was a familiar tune, one she'd heard plenty of times on Loki. Xenophobes gathered powerful electromagnetic fields about themselves, using them to hurl bits of matter or disintegrating nano-D as weapons, to deflect bolts fired from strider charged-particle guns, possibly as a means of communication among themselves. The code, if that's what it was, had never been broken. The only meaning it bore for Katya was that Xenophobes were nearby.

But we knew that going into this. God, what am I doing here?

The jungle ended with heart-stopping abruptness, opening onto a hideous, gray-black scar that had devoured trees and rock alike. The fortifications that had surrounded the crater were still visible, like the slumping walls of a sand castle laved by the incoming tide. There were no sharp angles left, no hard edges; every surface had been softened, half melted and smoothed over by the passage of the Xenos' nano-D cloud.

Tatters of white fog drifted above the ruin, though most had dispersed back into the ground. A coal-black, tarry ooze had appeared where the Xenos had surfaced, and things, pearl-gray bubbles adrift on magnetic fields, were rising from the tunnel opening and floating across that hell-blasted wasteland.

"Travel spheres," Katya said. She'd seen them before, with Dev on Loki and on Alya A-VI. Researchers still weren't sure what purpose they served, but they knew that each was filled with the flaccid, jellylike lumps of mingled organic and inorganic substances that were known to be the real Xenophobes, the puppet masters of the larger, snake-named combat machines.

"Can we try contacting one of them?" Hagan asked. His voice was broken, the words distorted by the hiss and wail of static.

"Vic, you're breaking up. Switching to laser com," Katya said, and an invisible beam of light connected the two striders. "How do you read?"

"Solid L-LOS lock." Hagan replied, his voice clear now.

"Okay. As for contacting travel spheres, I don't know. If we can get close enough, maybe." The travel spheres had been seen at other Xeno breakthrough sites, but no one knew what they were for sure, or why they appeared.

Fear twisted in her mind. This was where she decided, once and for all, if she really believed in this scheme to contact the Xenophobes for the Confederation. How could she approach them? How could she make them understand? Open warfare had already broken out between the Xenos and humans here. It must, surely, be too late now for attempts at communication.

Or was it? Movement caught her eye, a thrashing within the white fog that still clung to the inner rim of the crater. Katya focused her optics on the movement and engaged her telephoto zoom. Enlarged, the sinuous object could be resolved as a Cobra, one of the dozens of different Xeno Alpha types, all named for Terran snakes. The flattened spreading of the anterior end that had given it its name was clearly visible. Fog clung to its body like a viscous fluid, streaming from its black flanks with each movement. Enlarging the image again, she saw that the Cobra's posterior end seemed to be entangled with a Xeno combat mode. There were the spines and the tentacles, weaving about weakly now, and she thought she could make out battle damage, a slash that had nearly cut the Alpha combat module in half.

Enhance . . .

She wasn't looking at two Xenophobes, but at one. She could see how the Cobra's body swelled into the distended black mass that had been a combat sphere. Had the thing been damaged while in the middle of shapeshifting from one form to another? It seemed possible. Several of the travel spheres hovered above it. Were they helping the Xeno somehow? Repairing it? On guard?

Or merely curious?

One thing struck Katya about the scene, however. The Xeno machines, whatever they were, were not warlike. At least, they weren't at the moment. Strangely, they didn't even appear to be aware of the two warstriders standing on the barren slope above them. If she was to have a chance at approaching a living Xeno machine, this was it.

"Okay, Vic," she said, deciding. "I'm going out."

"Yeah." His voice was hard, brittle. She could detect traces of his earlier anger. Earlier that morning, as they'd readied to leave the Emden base. Vic had argued with her about which of them should approach the Xenos. She'd had to pull rank on him—the second time she'd been forced to do so—to win even a grudging acceptance. "It's your show. But I'll have the bastard in my sights, Katya. If that damned thing even twitches wrong, I'm burning it."

It was the plan already worked out with Sinclair back in Babel. From what Dev had told her, she was pretty sure this was the substance of Operation Yunagi as well. Isolate a damaged Xeno machine, approach it with a comel . . . but with backup support ready to fry the monster if it looked like it would rather fight than talk.

The problem was, she would have to make the approach with at least her arm bared; the DalRiss comel functioned only when in direct contact with a living wearer's skin.

She glanced at the data on her visual display. The external nano count was at point zero five, low enough for prolonged exposure even without full armor . . . but the count was certain to be higher closer to the crater. How much higher? She couldn't guess, and she wasn't about to go tramping toward the damaged Xeno and its strange companions in her Ghostrider, not and risk having her approach mistaken for an attack.

Sighing inwardly, she transferred control of the Ghostrider to Lipinski, then broke her linkage. She awoke within her own body, lying inside the strider's cramped interior.

If she hesitated, she knew she would never be able to carry this off. Quickly, she removed her helmet and began readying her gear.


Chapter 17

     We still don't understand precisely how comels work. Somehow, the DalRiss have genengineered a creature—intelligent, yet not self-aware—that can create a kind of neural bridge between one thinking species and another. What comes across that bridge aren't thoughts, exactly, but perceptions, awareness, empathy, patterns that our brains interpret as memory. It's not unpleasant, but it can be disconcerting.

—from a report given before the

Hegemony Council on Space Exploration

Devis Cameron

C.E. 2542

Katya had used comels before. At least, she'd used them in ViRsimulation with the DalRiss, though she'd never actually communicated with a Xenophobe before. She'd been present when Dev had done so, however, and the memory of that encounter was still seared into her brain with the vividness of a particularly gruesome and paralyzing nightmare.

Stepping off the access rungs of her strider and onto softly yielding ground, she turned to face the Cobra. It took an effort of will to take a step away from the comfort and perceived safety of her Ghostrider . . . then another . . . and another. She was wearing her bodysuit, which, when sealed, doubled as a full environmental suit: a chestpack with regulator and two hours' worth of air; and a breathing mask that included a visor designed to screen out Marduk's ultraviolet. She'd opened the sleeve on her left arm and rolled it back to her shoulder. Clinging to the bare skin of her arm was a translucent, gray-black mass—the comel taken from the maglev train a week before. Wet and glistening, it coated her hand and forearm like a heavy rubber glove. It felt cold where it touched her skin, almost bitterly so compared to the forty-degree temperature of the air around her. A thermovore, it was feeding on the heat generated by her body.

She wondered again if this scheme of hers could possibly, possibly work.

The Xenophobe hadn't reacted to her presence yet, and that, at least, was comforting. It suggested, as Dev had reported after his contact with the Xeno World Mind on Alya B-V, that the Xenos didn't simply blindly attack humans, but that, possibly, they were quite unaware of them.

If that was true, she might be able to get within touching distance of the things before they sensed her. Maybe . . . She fought the trembling weakness in her knees and stomach that threatened to stop her in her tracks each time she took another step.

Her old, old dread of confinement threatened to shake free from the mental boundaries and restraints that she'd so carefully built up around it. She could remember the acrid stink of her own fear as she'd lowered herself into that vertical pit on Alya B-V, within a dead city on what once had been the DalRiss homeworld. At the bottom, with the amorphous walls of that cavern closing in about her, she'd first found Dev's Scoutstrider, its hatch open and its headlights angled toward an uneven, slime-coated patch of wall.

Then she'd seen Dev, his form nearly engulfed in a living cocoon of glistening black shapes, each the size of a man's head. Minutes earlier, Dev had emerged from the shelter of his warstrider in order to touch the Xenophobe cell mass directly; lost in the monster's eldritch, siren's song he'd not even been aware of how comel and Xenophobe together had drawn him into that oozing mass.

It didn't hurt him, she told herself. It didn't hurt him. At the end, he stepped out of the slime and talked to me. The thing didn't hurt him.

The surface beneath her feet was not muddy, as she'd expected from its smooth and uniform texture, but was coated in a talcum-fine dust that puffed about her boots and hung, weightlessly suspended, in the still air. An analytical part of her mind noted the phenomenon and explained it. Molecular rock. The Xeno nano-D carried rock molecules out of the ground and off the RoPro walls and deposited them across several square kilometers. . . .

Around her, the land looked blasted and barren, and she fought the desire to turn and flee for the treeline of the jungle at her back. The heat was stifling and wet, only barely held at bay by the intricate layering of her close-fitting bodysuit. The crippled Xeno Cobra and its strange attendants were some forty meters below her, not far from the base of the hill.

From here, she could see that the Cobra had indeed been caught halfway through its protean transformation between one incarnation and another. Part retained the slender, almost filamentary reach of a Cobra, the flattened hood that had given the monster its name limp on the ground but easily recognizable. The other end seemed grotesquely bloated, expanded into a partially deflated sphere trailing dozens of black spines and tentacles, the typical shape of a Xenophobe Alpha combat form. The sphere, kissed by the passing of some warstrider's weapons, had been ripped open; the interior, black and glistening, was alive with an oozing, deliberate movement. It looked like hot tar, within which floated half-dissolved lumps of some organic matter. Several of the pearly spheres, she saw, lay close by, half their surfaces melted away to reveal more of the black slime-things.

Reinforcements, she thought, applying the obvious military interpretation to what she was seeing, trying to understand. Part of the crew was killed, and reinforcements are climbing aboard. Or is it an engineering team, arriving to make repairs?

It was difficult to make sense of any of what she was seeing. Blocky, sharp-edged crystalline shapes, like faceted blocks of cut glass, had grown from the dust and the fog, a jackstraw tangle of fantastic shapes that Katya had seen before, in Xeno-occupied regions of the far-distant DalRiss worlds. Less definable shapes grew from the Cobra's broken body, almost as though it were somehow slowly growing, healing itself as she watched.

Twenty-five meters now. It still hadn't seen her.

Seen her? Those tar-slimed lumps had nothing like eyes, nothing even recognizable as sense organs. She remembered that Dev had reported the Xenophobes possessed senses unlike those of humans, but she couldn't imagine what their view of the world must be like. Xenophobes, Katya decided, must be deaf and blind; perhaps they only perceived the outside world dimly through the artificial senses of their organic machines.

"Katya?" Hagan's voice sounded ragged and on edge, a whispered rasp from her compatch. Static blasted the words, but at this range they were intelligible . . . barely. "You okay?"

"I'm fine, Vic." She'd plugged the compatch into the T-socket behind her ear, so she could think her answer and transmit it through her cephlink. It was good only for close-range communications, but it meant her speaking voice wouldn't be muffled by her mask . . . or betray the dry-mouthed terror she felt. Unfortunately, it functioned on radio frequencies rather than through her strider's laser com, and the Xeno static roared in her ear like the crash of a heavy surf. ''No response yet."

"We're—ssssst—you hit the dir—sssss—you hit—sssss—the overkill."

"Sorry, Vic . . . didn't quite catch that. Boost your gain and say again."

She heard the hum as Hagan increased his signal power. "I said we're locked onto that thing. If I yell 'Down,' you hit the dirt. I'd hate to singe you with the overkill."

"I hear you. But . . . iceworld, okay?" The military slang meant to stay cool, unemotional. "Let's give things a chance."

She couldn't tell if he'd heard her or not.

From fifteen meters, it was clear that the Xeno Cobra, which she had always thought of as a combat machine akin in spirit, if not form, to a human warstrider, shared some of the traits of living creatures. Its surface had the lusterless sheen of a metal-plastic or metal-ceramic composite; its interior was wet and pulsing, like the body cavity of something alive.

Where, Katya wondered, was the dividing line between creator and created, between tool-user and tool? The Xenophobes obviously possessed a technology similar in some respects to the bioengineering of the DalRiss. Rather than manufacturing tools, the Xenos grew them within their own bodies, building them molecule by molecule through some means of inward-turned perception and manipulation incomprehensible to humans.

A shudder as icy as the touch of the comel on her arm shivered down the length of Katya's spine. She was afraid, and what she feared was not the Xenophobe strangeness or ugliness of outward form; the things were so unlike anything recognizable that there was nothing to trigger Katya's own xenophobic instincts, instincts that might have left her screaming had the creature before her in some way resembled, say, a spider, a reptile, or some other, more familiar, stranger.

Instead, it was the Xeno's unknown and perhaps unknowable qualities that terrified. Did it see her as a threat? As lunch? Did it even see her at all? And when it finally reacted to her presence, as it soon must, what would it do? Her right hand brushed against the holster riding low on her hip. She hesitated, then flipped open the catch, freeing the Toshiba Type 07 laser pistol resting there. Not that it would hurt a Xenophobe Alpha any more than a flashlight might . . . but its weight against her thigh was strangely, irrationally reassuring.

Eight meters, now. Had it seen her yet? She felt an unpleasant tingling against the bare skin of her upper arm, her right hand, her face and neck exposed by the mask. What was the nano count here, she wondered? She could imagine the dead layers of her epidermis beginning to dissolve under the unseen assault of Xeno nano-D. Or was the tingling psychosomatic only? She couldn't tell.

She was afraid.

Under the direction of its organic components, the rock threader was repairing itself. »Self« did not, could not, differentiate between those parts of its body that were organic and those smaller, internal fragments that were complex, self-replicating machines, for that symbiosis between organism and living machine was old, old . . . billions of years old, perhaps. Even the far vaster and more able memories of Self had long since lost all but hazy impressions of its own evolutionary genesis within the caverns of some cooling, far-distant world, and those impressions were not part of the group-mind memories retained by »self«.

It did retain memories of Self, of course, memories of a vast and dazzling intelligence from which »self« had been agonizingly torn at some vaguely recognized period of time in the past. Alone, here on the thin and alien shores of the great Void at the heart of the universe, it knew that its one chance of completion was to repair the damage it had suffered so that the threader could return to the warmth and wholeness of Self. The damage was not severe; worst was the loss of nearly half of the individual fragments of »self« that directed the threader; these were being replaced from the pods still rising on the magnetic sea from the not-Rock passage nearby.

Since it experienced its surroundings as Mendings of separate sensations from separate parts of its being, the group organism did not think in terms of linear time, but it knew that it would return to Self in the not-distant future. Stored within its inorganic memory were millions of bits of data acquired during its short stay here at the edge of the Void. Self would especially savor the taste of data about the mysterious opponents here, the not-Selves that, impossibly, moved and fought and destroyed almost as though they were somehow alive. Self would welcome that data, replicating it and distributing it throughout the body for future buddings of »selves«.

And »Self« would again be part of Self, merging »consciousness« with Consciousness, »mind« with Mind. The pain, the loss, the utter diminishment would at last be gone.

The emotion-analogue shivering through its separate units at that group thought might have been recognizable to humans as joy.

»Self« possessed eighteen separate external senses. None of these quite corresponded to sight, though three perceived and measured electromagnetic energy falling upon the surfaces of its bodies. Most were distantly analogous to human senses of taste or smell, enabling »self« to sample its chemical and electrical environment. Only one, sensitive to nearby heat sources at frequencies of between 1012 and 1014 hertz, created something within the group mind that could be thought of as a visual image. Another, sensitive to vibrations through the surrounding rock, was something like hearing.

Still. »self« was only dimly aware of the approaching not-Self, a pattern of greater heat against lesser heat, a shambling but regular tremor of vibrations through the rock, a thing almost invisible. In its Boolean framework of is and is-not, »self« could perceive the heat-shape and recognize it as not-Self

Neither was it Rock, for it was moving, though it did taste, rocklike, of chemical salts and hydrocarbon compounds, of water and incredibly pure traces of metal and less-identifiable but apparently artificial substances. If it moved, was it alive the way »self« was alive? That was difficult to say, though the thing jittered and flickered with the electrochemical currents that mimicked, distantly, the more powerful ebb and flow of life within »self's« group being.

The tastes of chemical salts and water were very strong now, and »self« recoiled. It could absorb most substances, using its internal chemical control to disassemble and rearrange their chemical structures in order to grow inorganic machine components or to reproduce itself. Some substances, however, posed special difficulties, and liquid electrolytic compounds—such as salt water—could be deadly, for they could disrupt the electrical conductivity within »self's« tissues and inorganic components, a disruption equivalent to intense pain that was potentially fatal. Self, »Self« remembered, had more than once sensed vast reservoirs of salt water within the universe of Rock and drawn back from them, unable to approach.

And a glowing column massing nearly sixty kilos that was at least seventy percent salt water was now moving steadily toward »self« with something that might be interpreted as grim purpose.

Though it wasn't aware of the fact. »self« possessed one emotion fully in common with humans, a reflexive and primitive urge toward fight or flight basic to any species' survival.

»Self« was afraid.

The wounded Xenophobe machine/creature was only a handful of meters away now, a limp, black tube thicker than Katya was tall. The entire mass was faintly pulsing with some inner life, like the steady thud of some monstrous heart.

One of the broken travel spheres lay at her feet. Inside its meter-wide bowl-shaped hollow, three Xenophobes floated on greasy slime trails, black slug-things like lumps of grease that were somehow managing to slide up the walls of their prisons, defying gravity. Their movements did not appear to be due to muscular contractions, or any other mode of organic locomotion Katya was familiar with. Individual Xenophobe cells, apparently, could also somehow use or manipulate the ambient magnetic field.

Within the opening in the Cobra's flank, dozens of Xeno bodies appeared to be meshed together in a network of thread-thin, translucent filaments. It reminded her, somewhat, of a crude model of a human brain, with neurons joined to neurons in a complex web of cell bodies, axons, and dendrites, multiple paths whose traceries determined the shape of human thoughts.

That, Katya knew, was a simplistic interpretation colored by her own prejudices of what was and was not life. Each individual Xenophobe cell, a slug shape the size of her head, was an incredibly complex mix of living and inorganic parts. Was it intelligent apart from the main body? No one knew, not even Dev, for his communication had been with a network of some trillions of the things spanning the crust of an entire planet. Most researchers assumed that a single Xeno unit was unintelligent . . . no brighter than a single neuron in a human brain.

But was that true? Impulsively, Katya stooped above a Xenophobe sliding slowly across the ground between the broken sphere and the Cobra, thrusting her comel-clad hand down and touching its glistening surface, feeling its black, soft-skinned slickness through the cold and cushioning layers of the living DalRiss translator.

. . . move . . . move . . . move . . .

. . . and a desperate, soul-wrenching need to be joined to others . . . emptiness . . . loneliness . . .

Katya screamed, a despairing wail reflecting the emptiness coursing through her soul.

"Kat!" Hagan's shrill cry cut through the static. "Kat! Are you—"

"I'm fine!" She hoped he could hear her. Her compatch didn't pack much power. Dazed, she stood, her knees threatening to give way entirely and pitch her back to the ground. Lone Xeno organisms were not intelligent. That was clear enough now, though they burned with a kind of programmed lust for some particular action. The comel, she realized with a kind of detached wonder, had somehow translated that programming, the blind instinct to join with others of its kind, into something recognizable as emotion.

An empty wanting, a hunger that had nearly overwhelmed her.

"Sssss—in the way, Katya! Move aside—ssst!"

"Negative! Negative! Nothing's wrong!"

Nothing was wrong . . . for the Xenophobe horror a few meters before her remained unmoving. From here, she could see the intricate weave of its repair work around the edges of the hole in its side, as fibers grew from tar-dripping edges according to some master program whose workings she could appreciate but only dimly perceive. The Xeno organism she'd touched was flowing up the side of the Cobra now, and into the embrace of outflung, living fibers. Almost, she imagined, she could sense a kind of relief in the way it slithered in close against a hundred identical, glistening bodies.

Something reached for her from the interior of the Xeno combat machine, a tar-black pseudopod that was part molasses-thick liquid, part living units.

How do they do that? she wondered. The creatures possessed nothing like skeletons, internal or external, but working together they seemed able to exercise considerable strength. Perhaps the micromachines inside their bodies somehow interlocked, creating temporary skeletal support.

The arm swayed closer, an extension of self like the hungry embrace of an amoeba. Dazed, Katya took a half step back, then stopped. Was this an attack, or . . .

Damn it, we're here to try to communicate with these things! She thrust her comel-covered arm forward, touching the swaying, dripping extension of self growing from the Xeno machine's wounded side.

She touched the mind of »self« and nearly fainted.

The pseudopod spilled down over her arm . . . her chest . . . her head, engulfing her in blackness.


Chapter 18

     At the bottom of the Xenophobe hierarchy is what we call the cell, because it seems to resemble a single, gigantic neuron within a complex nervous system. Like a plant or animal cell, it is composed of smaller units and is quite complex, a living organism that can survive for a time isolated from the parent body. This cell is constructed from something like cytoplasm, microscopic subcells that are analogous to the cells in our own bodies, and nanomachines. It measures perhaps twenty-five centimeters across and masses about a kilogram. As far as we can tell, it can carry memory, perhaps a kind of organic programming, but is not, of itself, intelligent.

     A number of cells networked together, however, can display a definite intelligence, even though that intelligence appears to be quite different from anything we are familiar with.

—from a report given before the

Hegemony Council on Space Exploration

Devis Cameron

C.E. 2542

From his vantage point halfway up the barren slope of Henson's Rise, Vic Hagan watched with dumbstruck horror as something like molten asphalt extruded itself from the wrecked Cobra and spilled over Katya's body, engulfing her. Lipinski was screaming at him over the comlink to fire, fire, but he couldn't shoot without hitting Katya, who might still be alive.

He kicked his RLN-90 into motion, lumbering down the slope toward the Xenophobe machine. He needed to do something, but he could only watch helplessly as the black, tarry mass withdrew back into the opening in the Cobra's side, leaving nothing behind at all.

"My God, it swallowed her!"

And now, the Cobra was in motion, gliding with a serpent's undulations toward a black-pit fissure at the center of the crater. Hagan had seen similar craters on Loki and elsewhere. They were called tunnel entrances, though there was no actual tunnel as such, and they appeared to be gateways of a sort to the network of SDTs that formed the Xenos' underground highway net. Xenophobe machines had been seen leaving and entering those fissures, which consisted of rock somehow turned plastic and yielding by intense magnetic fields.

"Lieutenant, you gotta help her!"

Hagan bit back a curse. Lipinski's shrill commentary was doing little to help the situation, even if the kid was right. Experimentally, he raised his Scoutstrider's right arm, engaging the targeting system for his autocannon.

The agonizing part of the situation was not knowing whether Katya was alive or dead. He'd just watched the thing gulp her down whole . . . but he'd seen ViRrecordings of the first contact on Alya B-V, where Dev Cameron had been nearly completely engulfed by a mass of Xenophobe cells lining the walls of a subterranean cavern. This could be the same thing and Katya might still be alive inside that monster, but if so she was being kidnapped. Once the damaged Cobra reached the tunnel entrance, there'd be nothing anyone could do for her.

Grimly, he targeted the ground in front of that writhing, misshapen serpent and triggered a long burst of high-explosive shells. The Cyclan autocannon slammed off three rounds, the heavy thud-thud-thud rocking Hagan's strider back with the recoil. The detonations walked across the Cobra's path, a triple burst of man-sized explosions that tore up the ground and splattered the crawling horror with stinging shrapnel and rock.

The Xeno machine ignored him, writhing over the cratered ground with an almost comical haste. Hagan took aim again, this time targeting the machine-creature's flattened hood. Katya had vanished into the thing's swollen midsection and must be there still. Perhaps he could kill the monster by cutting off its head, then free Katya before the thing crushed or smothered her.

He fired again, a second chain of autocannon fire barking and snapping across a range of nearly one hundred meters. With enhanced, telescopic vision, he could see the shells slamming into the Xeno's neck just behind the raised and quivering cobra's hood, saw the explosions savage that black-gray hide from the inside, blowing out great, gaping holes with each impact.

Lipinski, controlling the Ghostrider's 100-MW laser now, added his machine's high-tech violence to the attack. The Cobra's hooded head seemed to deflate suddenly, then dropped away, literally blasted from the Xeno's body.

But the Xenophobe machine kept moving, crawling now, if anything, faster than before. Hagan could see the body reshaping itself as it moved. The swollen rear portion was smoothing over now, the spines and tentacles reabsorbing into the rest of the body mass. The stump behind where the head had been rounded itself off, the ragged end smoothed over, and Hagan felt a sick, jabbing anguish at the realization that this, this creature did not keep its brains in the same place that terrestrial animals did. He'd known that, of course, but he'd had to try. The "head" lay discarded on the barren crater floor, already fragmenting into deadly Xeno Gammas; the rest of the Cobra continued to slither toward the tunnel entrance, half a kilometer away.

Lipinski loosed another laser bolt, searing the Cobra's side.

"Hold fire, damn it!" Hagan barked.

"But . . . but . . ."

"Look, kid," Hagan said, rage and terror and hope all draining from his thoughts at the same moment, leaving him terribly tired. "If she's dead, there's not a damned thing we can do for her. If she's alive, we could kill her. Either way . . ."

He didn't add that maybe, horribly, Katya was still alive and wishing she were dead, because trapped inside the Xeno she didn't have a chance. Her life support pack and mask would give her a couple hours of air; she might live that long, if the thing didn't . . . digest her before that.

Hagan's strider AI recognized the symptoms of a profound psychological shock building within Hagan's brain and body; had the man been in his body, that body would have been violently sick. Skillfully, the AI interceded, interrupting a series of C-socket impulses that could have thrown the Scoutstrider on its side, all coordination and control gone. As it was, the RLN-90 stumbled to a halt, autocannon arm tracking back and forth helplessly, almost as though it was trying to make up its mind.

The Cobra reached the tunnel entrance, nosed into it, and vanished as slickly as a snake slithering down a hole.

Katya was sure that she was going mad. When the Xenophobe's mass engulfed her, cocooning her in suffocating blackness, her old claustrophobia had risen from nightmare corners of her mind, a haunting horror thought dead, now demonically alive and hungry and wildly raging through the fragmenting shards of her awareness.

She couldn't move, she couldn't see, she couldn't hear. With her eyes wide open, she was surrounded by a dark more profound than anything she'd ever experienced, worse by far than that time, years before, when equipment failure had awakened her, isolated and alone, within the linkage capsule of a starship and nearly driven her insane. She could feel her captor's body—bodies?—pressing around her. Where it touched clothing or survival pack or comel she felt only pressure; where it touched bare skin she felt a wet, faintly cool clinginess that reminded her of thick mud. It was like drowning, like being buried alive, her worst, worst nightmares given substance and form and texture.

Her throat was raw; she thought she must have screamed, even though she had no memory of it. For a horrible several moments, she felt she was going to be sick in her breathing mask, but by clenching eyes shut and fists closed and jaw tight she battled back, fighting the choking, gagging raw terror that threatened to consume her, and pushed it back, holding it, by main force of will, at a metaphorical arm's length.

Strangely, when she was able to think again at all, she was steadied by the presence of . . . something that seemed to be with her inside her skull, an awareness not her own that manifested itself, not in words, but as impressions.

. . . curiosity . . .

. . . fear—pain—need-flee-Unity . . .

. . . wonder . . .

Most powerful of all was the realization that she was alive, that the Xeno had not killed her. She could not move; the interlaced cells were pressed roundabout her, covering every square centimeter of her body. If it hadn't been for her mask, she would certainly have suffocated . . . or drowned. It felt as though she'd been stuffed into a barrel filled with some heavy, viscous liquid. She could feel the Xeno's movements as a rippling, almost peristaltic surging, but her cocoon muffled the sensations and protected her from injury.

I'm aboard a Xenophobe combat machine, she thought . . . and she was scared by the hysterical edge that grated around the borders of that thought. It's . . . taking me for a ride. . . .

Where?

Though she'd lost all orientation when she'd been swallowed, the blood pounding in her temples, the congested feeling behind her mask felt like the sensations of being upside down. Desperately, she tried to organize the limited data reaching her panic-shocked brain. Yes . . . it definitely felt like she was upside down, or nearly so, moving in a generally downward direction. It was a little like sliding headfirst through a dark and cramped tube, like, she imagined, dropping down a garbage chute while trapped in a wet and clinging mass of garbage.

That imagery did her no good. Again, she very nearly vomited, and claustrophobia gibbered insanely somewhere behind her disorientation and fear.

Katya concentrated on what she knew. It seemed the only way to hold madness at bay.

She was moving downward, and that meant the Cobra had gulped her down and bolted for its tunnel. What, she wondered, had Vic and Georg made of that? Though the cell-body of the thing holding her had completely engulfed her, it hadn't hurt her, at least not yet. Its grip was paralyzingly strong. She couldn't move, couldn't even free her right hand enough to reach her holstered pistol. She had the impression that, had the Xeno chosen to do so, it could have exerted a tiny fraction of its potential strength, and she would have been pulped into a homogeneous mass of blood, tissue, and splintered bone.

But it hadn't, it hadn't. What did that mean?

That it was taking her somewhere.

Where?

Underground, obviously. Back to . . . wherever it was that Xenophobes came from when they emerged from their lightless deeps.

So little was known about them.

What? Review the data, girl! Work it out! Your life depends on knowing the answers!

But damn it, what's the question?

Dev's brief contact with the World Mind of Alya B-V had revealed the Xenophobe's racial cycle. That Xeno—it had called itself the One—had been a single mind embracing some trillions of Xeno "cells" networked throughout the planet's crust. That was the so-called "contemplative" phase of the Xenophobe, when it could expand no more and had settled down to a lifetime that might well be measured in geological ages, absorbing heat from the planet's core and . . . thinking, thinking about whatever it was that such minds thought about.

The Xenophobes of Eridu, and of every other human-colonized world where they'd been encountered, had not yet reached that stage. They were still in the "acquisitive" phase, active, growing, and scattered as hundreds or thousands of separate organisms, each consisting of millions or billions of head-sized cells. Until this moment, no one had even been certain that the acquisitive Xeno stage was intelligent. Rational thought, it was suggested, might arise only after the One had ejected planet-seeding bits of itself on the magnetic winds of the "great void" which they thought lay at the center of their universe of rock. Only then, perhaps, did they settle down to become a peaceful, nonaggressive, and intelligent world mind.

That, Katya realized, was not entirely true. She had felt . . . something when her comel had first touched that black pseudopod, and she felt something now. The impressions were vague, more instinct and blind hunger than anything else, but there were flashes of something else.

. . . expectation . . .

. . . urgency . . .

. . . Unity . . .

That last tugged at Katya's awareness, and at her curiosity. There were—were they truly memories?—yes, distance-dimmed memories of . . . of completion. Of wholeness. Of something called "Self."

What would a finger feel, given a mind of its own, when it was sliced from its hand? This was like that, an urgent need to reunite with something far larger, far more powerful than the mind Katya felt in the black, rippling mass around her. She sensed intelligence there, a curiosity . . . and, weirdly, a fear of her that was at once both reassuring and disquieting.

If it was afraid of her, what might it do to her to protect itself?

Other impressions were clearer, but at the same time more jumbled, confused, and fragmentary. There was a memory-picture of the battle, shapes that might have been thermal images that were almost unrecognizable: they would have been unrecognizable had it not been for the landscape that gave her a sense of up and down, of moving across terrain. The—call it the sky—was black and cold and empty save for a vague white flare of warmth and radio noise that must be Marduk. It carried with it a sense of horror and dread: lonely-deep-Void-emptiness-not-Rock. Opposite was Rock: warm-solid-shelter-food-safe. She sensed »self« clinging to Rock, drawing security from it. She sensed . . . others, things not-Self and not-Rock and bewildering in their contradictions—and those others were threat, pillars of intense heat, moving across rock, hurling death and pain.

Is that how Xenos see us? She shuddered. It was a wonder it hadn't just crushed her and fled.

Then she realized that, though it was hard to judge scale in those alien memories, the pillar-things she was "seeing" were the heat images of warstriders. Individual humans were little more than shimmering patches of warmth and—taste?—chemicals, nearly invisible, indistinguishable from unmoving pillars of warmth that might be Eriduan vegetation, easily overlooked.

Why did the Xeno fear her? She was sure that she detected that emotion in that confused bundle of comel-relayed impressions. Indeed, it felt as though fear might be the one emotion she had with a clear counterpart in the Xeno's thoughts. No amount of questioning or concentration or inward listening revealed the answer, however. She did get the impression that her captor was trying its best to be gentle with her, to protect her from harm.

Nice of it, she thought. Maybe it's saving me as a snack for later. But she dismissed that, an undisciplined thrust of black, gallows humor.

One thing's for damned sure. Katya told herself. When this is over, girl, you're either going to be cured forever of claustrophobia or you're going to be drooling on the carpet.

When this is over? She had no way of telling how long she'd been trapped in this black shroud, but she did know that she'd started out with two hours' worth of air in her life support pack . . . and that was two hours based on a slow and regular breathing rate. In the past few minutes, she'd been panting and gasping like a beached fish, driven by panic to gulp down air at a far higher than normal rate. If her support pack hadn't been automatically monitoring the CO2 in her breathing and constantly adjusting the gas mix accordingly, she'd have swiftly hyperventilated herself into unconsciousness.

It's got to want to talk to me, she thought, thrusting away unpleasant specters of suffocation, alone in the depths of cold, crushing rock. I came here to communicate with one of these things, and by God, I'm going to communicate!

I just hope I don't run out of air first.

The thought images that had reached »self« from the not-Self thing it had captured were disturbingly like the impressions exchanged between two »selves« in momentary direct contact, except that they were . . . strange, so distorted as to be almost unintelligible. There were no impressions at all relating to such primary senses as magnetic field or electrical flux or chemical composition or even direction.

Of the thoughts that did come across, strongest, perhaps, was the feeling of being enclosed and trapped and surrounded, of being buried beneath a vast and crushing mass of rock. What was puzzling about that image was that the feelings of security and warmth and life and union that were normally associated with the sense of being closed in were missing, replaced instead by a gnawing, scrabbling, frantic urgency that tasted like raw fear.

Fear of being closed in? For »self«, that was an oxymoron, a statement as paradoxical as, say, enjoyment of the aching, yawning emptiness of the central Void.

Self might be able to comprehend. »Self« could not understand the images that seemed to arise through direct contact with the not-Self thing, but perhaps the far greater mental powers of Self would assimilate and interpret them. »Self« was all too aware of its own limitations.

Besides, it was necessary to transmit to Self an account of what had happened in the Void, so that it could refine its strategies, its weapons, and its purpose so that it could deal with the strange not-Self opponents that had been encountered there. »Self« felt the growing hunger for Unity and increased the pace of its descent.

The rock grew warmer with depth.


Chapter 19

     We can imagine hierarchies of Xenophobe awareness, then, with thousands of separate cells networked together like so many unintelligent computers into a low-level kind of consciousness. We know that vast Xeno communities exist far below the surfaces of worlds they've infested. Perhaps these, with millions or hundreds of millions of interconnected cells, have more powerful, more intelligent minds, minds of human or even superhuman scope and power. Finally, when all of the Xenophobe communities of a world join together in the contemplative stage, we can imagine that they enter a new and higher state of consciousness, the "One," the World Mind we encountered within the depths of Alya B-V.

     What, I wonder, do such minds dream of?

—from a report given before the

Hegemony Council on Space Exploration

Devis Cameron

C.E. 2542

Katya tumbled from her prison in a wet gush of tarry liquid. The darkness surrounding her was still absolute, a primal night unrelieved by the slightest trace of illumination. She could sense the space surrounding her, though, a hot and steaming void. She could hear things—drippings, rustlings, unnameable slitherings and squishing sounds—that sounded close and helped describe the unseen emptiness around her.

There was atmosphere here, at least. She'd wondered about that during the descent, since the Xenophobes' underground highways weren't literal tunnels, and their deep caverns didn't necessarily open to the outside air. Her mask wouldn't have been able to handle vacuum. She'd imagined, though, that the air underground would be the same mix as on the surface, or else it might be the gaseous product of some Xeno-related chemical reaction. Either way, she wouldn't be able to breathe it. She pressed her fingertips against her mask, checking the pressure seal.

Secure. Next, she tried exploring this new prison by touch. Her outstretched right hand met soft and yielding surfaces in one direction, empty space in another. The floor was soft too, as though she stood on small and somewhat lumpy cushions beneath a few centimeters of some liquid with the consistency of thick syrup. Reaching above her head she could not feel a ceiling, but there was an impression—possibly psychosomatic, perhaps the workings of some latent human sense beyond the normal five—of a vast and crushing weight balanced precariously above her head.

This was worse, far worse than the Alyan vault where Dev had encountered the Xeno World Mind, for there'd been other people there, the troops of Cameron's Commandos who'd followed Dev into the bowls of the planet, and there'd been light from Dev's Scoutstrider and there'd been Dev himself, emerging from the wet cocoon of Xeno cells that had pinned him temporarily against the living wall of the cavern. She knew she was in a similar cavern far below Eridu's surface.

Grimly, she wrestled again with her claustrophobia. It had receded for a time during her descent, but it reemerged now, plucking at her tautly strung nerves, a devil's music of heart-thumping terror throbbing at the ragged edge of sanity itself.

The heat made it infinitely worse. Where it touched bare skin, the air was stiflingly hot, hotter by far than the equatorial jungle west of Babel. A fragment of geological data from her cephlink RAM reminded her that, in general, the temperature increased by twenty-five degrees celsius for every kilometer of depth beneath an Earthlike world's surface. Eridu's surface temperature was something over forty degrees, and though she didn't know the temperature here, she guessed that she must be between five hundred and a thousand meters down, with a mountain range of solid rock pressing down above her head.

Until now, she'd been afraid that her air supply might give out; now the question was which would get her first, running out of air or collapsing from heat stroke. Her bodysuit's multiple layers and microcircuitry were designed to cool or warm as needed, but she was quickly reaching the point where the suit would fail her. Her face and neck were slick with sweat, and it felt as though she was standing inside an oven.

She drew a deep, shuddering breath. She was going to die. There was no way around that now, if only because the monster that had dragged her down here would never be able to get her back to the surface before her air supply ran out.

Strangely, that didn't seem to matter.

Katya felt preternaturally calm. Had she, in fact, gone insane? Was this clarity of thought and of every sense save vision some kind of madness-engendered hallucination?

Shock, she told herself shakily. You're still dizzy from the shock.

All she could do now was try to make the best of the situation. She'd approached the Xeno Cobra to communicate, and communicate with the Xenos was what she would try to do. She doubted that her kidnapper had brought her all the way down here just to terrify her. It was intelligent, even if that intelligence was different from hers. There had to be, had to be, reasons for the things it did.

Once again, she stretched out her arm, probing this time with her left hand, the one still encased in the cool slickness of the DalRiss comel. The soft shapes she'd felt on the wall, on the floor beneath her feet must be Xenophobe cells; like the cavern on Alya B-V, the cave walls around her must be covered with hundreds, with thousands of the things. If she could touch them . . .

Self had reunited with »self«, receiving the flow of data from its scout with an emotion that combined feelings of happiness and completion with the succoring warmth of success. As the »self« fragment of Self merged back into the whole, stored memories of the great Void flooded through Self's tens of millions of networked cells, a self-aware mass that spread like a vast, gelatinous web through nearly a hundred cubic kilometers of not-Rock.

As expected, the edge of the great, not-Rock Void was colder than the depths of Mother Rock, poorer in life-sustaining warmth. The blaze of heat hanging in the Void, however—a phenomenon remembered still from the time ages before when the first of Self's cells had crossed the Void and penetrated this part of the universe—was still there. It would provide heat enough to sustain life along the precarious interface between Rock and Void.

And there was more than reason enough for Self to extend itself in that direction, for »self's« samplings of that interface confirmed the vague hints and traces Self had detected from within the rock; there were concentrations of pure metals there, of undreamed-of alloys and materials unlike anything tasted within Mother Rock. The chemist within Self's being quivered with anticipation at what could be grown from such a treasure trove.

Within those memories, too, were stranger things, moving things that might be rocks on the interface between Rock and Void that demonstrated volition, yet were patently not »selves« spawned from Self. Selves that were not of Self?

Incomprehensible.

Selves-that-were-not-Self, they had attacked, destroying many of the »selves« as they emerged from the rock. Threat . . . These things would have to be neutralized if the treasures of the Rock-Void interface were to be exploited.

And finally, there was a particular mystery, the sample »self« had brought within its damaged rock threader.

Self's thoughts, relayed through nanotechnic switches and organically grown microcircuitry, moved with lightning speed and precision, but its physical reactions were ponderously, laboriously slow. The . . . thing lay within a hollow formed by the encircling cells of Self's own mass, a not-Self tasting of salts and carbon, of oxygen and water. As yet. it had made no threatening move. Indeed, »self's« memories, merging now through Self's entire mass, recorded its tentative attempt at communication.

The thing, apparently, was as terrified of »self« as »self« had been terrified of it. It stood now, a trembling pillar of radiant heat somewhat cooler than its surroundings, a dimly sensed, almost invisible specter unlike anything in Self's long, long memory.

No . . . that was not quite true. Before Self had crossed the great Void, eons past, there had been memories of other parts of the universe of Rock, of other confrontations with volitional selves-that-were-not-Self. The forms of rock threaders and defenders both had been copied from such entities, though the forms of the entities themselves were long forgotten and lost.

Curiosity . . . mingled with fear. Did this entity think; was it self-aware, as Self was Self-aware; or was it a natural and mindless phenomenon of the Rock-Void interface?

It seemed to be reaching out, and Self extended a subunit of its own cells to meet it. . . .

Images, memories flooded through Katya's awareness, cascading thoughts, ideas, strangeness.

She saw heat . . . and tasted the warm comfort of Self, a node of life and thought and awareness within an infinite universe of rock. She struggled to retain her human perspective in a swirl of alien concepts.

A universe inside out . . . infinite Rock with a central core of emptiness, a vast, vast bubble of nothingness. Was there a center to infinity? There must be, for Rock extended endlessly in every direction from the Void at the center of All, growing hotter and hotter with distance.

Need . . . not for food, but for the raw materials necessary for propagation . . . and the need to spread through Mother Rock, opening not-Rock bubbles within the warm encompassment nurturing thought and being.

There was only Rock and not-Rock and Self.

Confusion . . . Self was by definition the knowing of Self. Could there be . . . an outside awareness like the fragmented points of view called »self«, another Self?

Memories, stronger now, of not-Self units that once, eons past, attempted to destroy Self. The defenders once were manifestations of those not-Self units, now long vanished. Their knowledge had become part of Self, their molecules utilized in the endless propagation of Self.

Katya struggled to remain standing. This is what Dev saw, what he felt. Two mutually alien worldviews, hers and the Xeno's, were colliding, and the shock very nearly overwhelmed her.

Somehow, she hung on, calling in her mind to the alien awareness surrounding her. This . . . this war between your kind and mine is an accident! Was any of this making sense to the monster she sensed beneath her hand and clinging to the night-hidden walls around her? We thought you were an enemy when you attacked our cities and vehicles and space elevators but now I don't even think you knew we were there. We're human and we make mistakes and you are not human at all but you make mistakes too and . . .

She knew her thoughts were babbling on, almost beyond her control. Somehow, somehow, she had to establish meaningful communication with the Xenophobe. . . .

No! Not "Xenophobe." It thought of itself as "Self," or as "the One," or, in some twisted sense just barely within Katya's comprehension, as the means by which Rock knew itself. She caught another image: Child of the Night. Did it understand night? She doubted that. Perhaps that was her own interpretation of something not expressible in words, a sense that it perceives itself as having been spawned by the night-black gulf of the Void.

"There are humans—things like me—that want to destroy you."

Denial. Not possible. Rock protects. The Child of the Night survives.

"It is possible. There is a weapon that . . . that changes rock into energy. Radiation. Great heat. They will do this to reach you even in the rock. To destroy you. They've already tried it, not long ago, at a place south of here."

Understanding. Not "weapon" or "place" or "south," concepts that Self could not easily assimilate. But Self remembered pressure waves rippling through Rock, remembered Rock boiling, remembered the sharp pain of separation as a portion of Self, a far-outlying portion of Self, had been lost.

Still, that incident had been no more important to Self than the frequent loss of bits of itself in the »self« probes it continuously sent into its surroundings.

Far more keenly felt was something else, an astonishing emotion that threatened to overwhelm Self as it communicated with this dazzlingly not-Self point of view. The not-Self thought, reasoned, felt as Self did.

Wonder!

Katya had expected an argument. Self seemed to accept her statement about the nukes, however, without question. Did it read her urgency as an indication of truth? Or might this strange organism not understand the difference between the truth and a lie?

There are humans called Imperials, she tried to explain. Humans who want to destroy you. There are other humans, humans like me, who don't want to do this. They want to communicate with you instead.

Confusion. Paradox. How can not Self-thinking-thing both want and not want destruction of Self?

"There are . . . fragments of yourself. They leave you, travel to the surface—"

What is "surface"?

"To the, uh, interface, then. The interface between Void and Rock. Those fragments—"

»selves«

"—fight enemies, gather information. They think for themselves—"

—think for Self-—

"—but they have different points of view—"

—until they reunite with Self—

"Okay! Think of humans as many, many »selves« that haven't reunited yet! They have different points of view! Some want to destroy Self. They are bad. Some want to talk. They are good. We need you to help the good humans fight the bad. . . ."

Strangeness . . .

What is "good"?

What is "bad?"

If "good" and "bad" are opposites, how can humans be both good and bad?

Katya could feel just how thin her argument was. She'd glimpsed how Self perceived her—as a wisp of alien salts and pale heat. How could such a being possibly, possibly perceive the differences between Hegemony and Rebellion, between an Imperial Japanese and a rebel? Even she didn't believe her simplistic explanation of good against bad, and she was afraid that Self might perceive it as a lie . . . or as stark impossibility.

God in heaven, Katya thought with sudden, new agony. Self was incapable of sensing the difference between male and female! It might well have trouble realizing that a human and, say, an oak tree were members of different species!

Damn it, how much did the monstrous being around her understand?

A warning note chimed in her ear, and with a suddenness that caught her totally unprepared, a dazzling flare of ruby light exploded in the darkness a hand's breadth beneath her chin.

Laser . . .

No. It was the darkness that had enveloped her for so long that had tricked her eyes. The dazzling red light was nothing more than a tiny LED indicator on the life support pack strapped over her breasts.

It was warning her that she was almost out of air.

Oh, God, don't let me die until I get through to this thing! I've got to talk to it, got to make it understand, but it doesn't understand you've got to understand please understand . . .

There was much in what the not-Self was saying that Self could not grasp, much that tasted incomprehensible, like moving rock or a »self« that was somehow not a part of Self.

Could there be a . . . a kind of Self, independent of Self and composed of many »selves« that could actually be divided against one another?

Strange . . . though the idea might explain some of the not-Self things that had struggled with Self in the distant past, in other parts of the Universe of Rock. The not-Selves that had possessed the original patterns of the defenders, for instance.

Within Self's own life cycle, the cells of its body multiplied until it inhabited a vast area of rock between the region where there was too much heat to sustain life and the great Void itself. When Self inhabited an area of Rock limited in some difficult-to-define way that restricted further growth, it cast pods filled with »selves« into the Void, pods that would navigate the magnetic currents of the Void until they reached some other, far, far distant part of the Rock-Void interface. Each, when it reached its destination, would grow into another Self.

Another Self.

Self rarely examined that curiously disorienting concept, but it knew the general idea to be fact, for its own inborn memories, replicated with each replication of its own cells, extended back . . . back . . . back across countless such crossings of the Void. From Self's point of view, its current awareness was simply a continuation of an earlier existence, but it knew, rationally, that there was at least a chance that others of the seed cast into the Void had reached Rock, burrowed into the depths, sought warmth, lived, replicated. . . .

What would it be like to meet another Self, one with its own point of view, with its own chain of memories, related to but distinct from Self's own? What if, in the course of its endless expansion through the Universe of Rock, it were to encounter the outlying tendrils of such a separate Self?

Could that be what was happening here?

Not that this thing tasting of salt water and oxygen glowing in the sheltering hollow of Self's body was literally another Self or even a »self« . . . but . . . could it possibly be like Self with its own mind, its own thoughts and memories, its own existence within infinite Rock?

The thoughts and images flowing across the bridge between the human and Self were almost painfully thin and sluggish. The thing, apparently, could move and react far more quickly than could Self, but its thoughts were laboriously slow. Self had time to taste and savor each in turn. The self-that-was-not-Self seemed to be in some distress. Somehow, in a way that Self did not entirely understand, its environment was degrading, threatening its survival.

Why, then, did it not simply change its environment?

Perhaps it was unlike Self after all.

The red light was flashing now, the tone in her ear tolling her death. Her air was almost gone. Funny. She still didn't know what the air in this cavern was like. When her tanks were exhausted . . . would she strangle slowly in Eriduan air, with only nine percent oxygen at eight tenths of an atmosphere, or would she start breathing carbon dioxide or some other poison that would smother her in a few seconds? Almost, she wanted to tear the mask from her face, to take a breath and find out and get it over with all at once. She felt dizzy . . . and a little giddy. Maybe her reserves were already gone and she was slipping into the mental ramblings of oxygen starvation.

Dev . . . why couldn't you have come with us? Perhaps it was part of the delirium. She thought that Dev was there, as she'd seen him at Kodama's party, and she knew with a hot, inner rush of feeling that she still loved him and wanted him even while she hated him for so completely embracing the Empire and all it stood for.

If she just could have talked to him one more time, maybe she could have convinced him. . . .

She wished she could leave him a message, but of course, no one would ever find her body or download her RAM, not when it was trapped here so very far beneath the surface in this living, literal hell of heat and darkness.

There are humans like me up on the surface who can talk to you, she told the darkness. You can work with them to stop the enemy from destroying you or . . . or . . .

Katya felt a dull shock in her arms and legs. She'd fallen to her knees, breaking contact with the Xenophobe. She couldn't get up. . . .

There was no more air. Suffocation loosed Katya's rigidly bound claustrophobia, a nightmare storm of rising dread and horror. Convulsively, her fists clenched and she tried to scream, but no sound escaped the mask. For a moment, she stared at the winking red light as though it were her last link to light and life and sanity . . .

. . . and then the blackness swallowed even that tiny flicker of illumination, as, consciousness fading, she sank facedown into the warm, unseen ooze.


Chapter 20

     Xenos are natural-born chemists, real magicians when it comes to taking things apart or putting stuff together, atom by atom. If we ever learn how to get along with them, we max find them rendering our notions of nanotechnology obsolete.

—from a report given before the

Hegemony Council on Space Exploration

Devis Cameron

C.E. 2542

Tendrils explored, probing the not-Self, sliding across alien surfaces, tasting chemistries strange to Self's experience. The . . . human, it had called itself . . . the human appeared to be a single integrated unit, like a single one of Self's cells, but massed perhaps sixty times more. Self withdrew as it tasted moisture . . . and the electrolytic bite of salt water.

The human was organized in layers. Outermost was an intricate shell or partial covering of some sort, multilayered and woven through with myriad threads of silver, copper, and other metals. The next layer below that was clearly organic, of far finer and more labyrinthine detail than the outer skin, a tough but flexible membrane of dazzling complexity. . . .

Threads of Self penetrated this deeper layer, still probing, expanding, tasting. Carbon, nitrogen, oxygen, sulfur, water, phosphates . . .

Astonishing. Alien as this human-thing was, its body chemistry was similar in many respects to Self's own. Not identical, certainly. Self's body employed somewhat different percentages of the same elements, and some others, such as nickel and germanium, were not present in the human at all in measurable quantities. Self's body tissues were particularly rich in silicon, iron, and copper, elements which formed much of its electrically based internal communications network, as well as the complex of nanotechnic machines within its cells.

The nature of the metabolism was different as well. Where Self converted heat to energy and assembled tissue from elements drawn from Rock, the human broke down sugars and other ingested, specialized compounds using oxygen drawn from its not-Rock surroundings. An iron-chelated protein in cells carried by an electrolytic circulatory fluid distributed oxygen through the organism and sequestered wastes for elimination.

Strange . . .

But at the level of basic chemistry the similarities between human and Self were far more numerous than the differences.

One lateral extrusion or appendage on the human was coated with a specialized skin that showed yet another formof chemistry. It, too, consisted primarily of carbon, nitrogen, oxygen, and hydrogen. Self recognized it as distinct from thehuman. Might this be a "bad" human? Or was this some-thing else entirely? Like Self, it was a thermovore, drawing heat from the not-Self it clung to and converting it to energy. Tendrils infiltrated the mass, recognizing its translation program, adapting it. It called itself a comel . . . and clearly was an artificial construct, an organic symbiont artificially designed to facilitate direct neural transfer between Self and human.

Wonder!

And intense curiosity. Self had never imagined such diversity in a universe that until now had consisted of nothing but that which was Rock and that which was not. The comel provided the key to the images now flooding through Self's awareness.

Self explored deeper, nanotechnic threads each a molecule or two wide extruding from the mass of cells cradling the human now, an almost invisible fuzz sinking through protective layers, sliding unnoticed between the molecules they sampled, growing rapidly, penetrating tissue, tasting, relaying data.

Cells . . . not like the huge, detachable, and malleable units that made up Self's far-flung body, but minute, packaged miracles of chemistry. Cytoplasm and nucleus. Ribosomes, mitochondria, nucleotides, DNA, RNA . . . Self did not know the terminology but it analyzed the chemistry. This was quite different from Self's experience, but it understood most of the workings and could anticipate others. Some aspects of human physiology Self missed entirely. Sex, for example, was totally outside its experience, and the human's reproductive organs and processes were mysteries, completely unfathomable.

Of particular interest were the artificial implants within the organ the human called a brain, though Self did not think of them as technological additions but as highly specialized and organized regions of silicon, cadmium, and other elements not found in other parts of the body. These areas had been nanotechnically grown in place and obviously served as data storage and transmission devices of some kind. Since its own intelligence required nanotechnic prostheses. Self took for granted the fact that the human used them as well.

It took Self fifty-seven seconds to learn enough to realize that the human was dying. The notion of death was itself something of a revelation, since, though individual cells could be destroyed, Self as a whole could not die unless all of its cells ceased to function, and that was unthinkable . . . or had been until the human had suggested that Rock could be transformed into energy by "bad" humans. Self struggled to understand, to overcome prejudices determined by Self's own nature. The way the human organism was designed conferred upon it serious disadvantages. Why had it not adjusted its operation to a more convenient format?

It took another thirty-two seconds for Self to determine why the human was dying. Part of its body covering, apparently, provided a gas mix, a self-contained atmosphere different from that within the not-Rock occupied by Self. That gas supply was nearly exhausted, though enough remained for Self to analyze. Evidently, the human required more oxygen than was available . . . while at the same time carbon dioxide was beginning to poison its metabolism.

That was simple enough to correct. Self did so . . . and at the same time, adjusted the surface area of its cells in that area to begin altering the gas mix surrounding the human.

But the human posed a critical problem. It was at once so similar to Self on a chemical level . . . and yet it could not alter the simplest aspect of its environment or of its own chemistry. For the first time. Self considered the possibility that the human was, indeed, a not-Self organism separate from Self, but a relatively unintelligent one, an organism more like Rock than Self

Self monitored the shifting balances of gasses dissolved within the human's unpleasantly electrolytic circulatory fluid and decided it would have to think about this further.

"Lieutenant!" Lipinski was growing desperate. "We gotta get out of here! I tell you she ain't comin' back!"

"Go on then, if you have to!" Hagan barked. "I'm staying!"

"But the Hegleggers are going to be here any minute!"

The two rebel warstriders stood side by side at the center of the crater, a few tens of meters from the black flow of the tunnel entrance. The brutalized landscape around them was barren, and at the moment completely deserted save for the two isolated warstriders. There was no other sign of life or movement: the last of the Xeno travel spheres had vanished on the winds hours before. The only movement at all was overhead, where Lara Anders's VK-141 Stormwind circled Red One. The stub-winged ascraft had reappeared moments earlier, bearing word that the last of the Xenos had been stopped at the second defensive line, and that government troops and warstriders were on the way.

"Let 'em come." Hagan replied. He gestured with his strider's autocannon, raising it as though in demonstration. "We're just more local militia, right?"

"You guys might not want to hang around for too many hard questions though." Anders said over the comlink. "They might wonder where you were in the fighting."

Her voice sounded terse, hard. Hagan remembered that Anders and Katya had always been close, ever since the ascraft jacker had started piloting strider drops for the Thorhammers back on Loki. She'd been shaken by the news that Katya had been missing now for almost three hours, but she was also a realist.

"Vic," she called. "We've got to unplug and odie!"

Odie . . . Inglic military slang from the Nihongo word for "dance," odori. It meant to leave in a hurry.

But Hagan didn't want to leave. "Lara, you pick up Ski and head back to Emden. I'll stay . . . and mingle with the militia when they show up. Things're bound to be pretty confused after that fight. They won't notice me."

"Lieutenant!" Lipinski sounded panicky. "She's been gone three goking hours!"

"Face it. Vic." Lara's Stormwind was dropping now, angling toward the crater floor, her engines kicking up a small tornado of dust. "Katya's been dead for at least an hour!"

"We don't know that." He tried to sound logical . . . rational. He knew he failed. "If she was able to make contact, they might have been able to take care of her life support needs. We know from Alya that they're wizards at analysis. Cameron talked about using a global-stage 'Phobe to terraform a whole planetary atmosphere! If she made her needs known, maybe—"

He broke off as Lara's Stormwind touched down, her squat and ugly ascraft momentarily obscured by the blizzard of whirling dust. The keening whine of the engines spooled down the scale until he could hear her voice again.

"We got Imperial Marines in the van, fellas, and not just crunchies, either. I saw at least five of the big Katana jobs, and a couple of big monsters that might have been Daimyos. Vic, when those bastards show up, you might not get the chance to explain anything. They'll shoot you and claim they nailed a Xenozombie Beta!"

She was right, damn it. But he couldn't just leave, not when there was even the faintest chance . . .

"Watch it!" Lipinski yelled over the tactical circuit. "Something's coming through!"

Hagan whirled his Scoutstrider to face the puckered, soft black dimple at the crater's center, where something was rising like a bubble from hot, liquid tar. Sunlight gleamed from an opalescent surface; it was a bubble . . . one of the travel spheres, but it was larger than any of the strange constructs that Hagan had ever seen before, over two meters across. Breaking free of the embrace of the ground with a dull, watery plop, it moved toward the striders, dragging in the dust.

Lipinski twisted, his chin turret laser swinging to center on the approaching Xeno pod. The turret on the belly of the Stormwind swiveled about with a whine, bringing Lara's high-velocity Gatling cannon to bear, as Hagan snapped to targeting mode and raised his Cyclan 5000. Travel spheres had never been known to attack, but still . . .

As though melting under a blast of intense heat, the upper half of the globe shriveled away, exposing a human figure slumped inside. Hagan's breath caught in his throat, choking him as he tried to blurt out the name.

"Katya!"

There was no response as the sphere dissolved away almost completely, leaving Katya limp on the ground. She was alive—the Scoutstrider's sensors proved that much almost at once—but she seemed dazed. She was wearing her mask and life support pack and, impossibly, she was breathing, though it was possible that she'd been hurt in some other way. Hagan froze the RLN-90 and broke his link with it, fumbling with in-the-dark clumsiness to remove his VCH and pull on his own mask and chest pack. Katya was standing by the time he'd cracked his hatch and vaulted the Scoutstrider's ladder to the ground, but she responded to his touch like someone walking in her sleep.

"Katya!" he yelled again, his voice muffled by his mask. He placed his palm on her life support pack interface, then read the cascade of data flowing into his cephlink. The air tanks were almost full, the regulator functioning perfectly. Somehow she'd recharged her tanks, and Hagan felt a cold chill prickle at the base of his neck as he realized what must have happened.

His first thought, a twisting, sick memory, was of Xenozombies he'd fought on Loki, human machines absorbed by Xeno nanotechnics and converted into . . . something else. A weapon. On Alya A-VI, he'd seen living DalRiss "machines" taken over the same way.

Was it possible that the same thing had happened to Katya, that she'd been killed, then reanimated by those amorphous horrors?

Some cold and hard, rational part of him was shouting that since Katya couldn't be alive, she wasn't alive, that she must be something else. Kill it! Kill it!

But instinct told him she was still human, and the data coming through the datalink confirmed that. Katya's bodysuit was disheveled but intact, save for her left sleeve, which was still rolled up above her elbow. The comel was still in place. He touched it. . . .

It's inside me oh God it's inside me, reading me reading me and it's dark so dark and it doesn't understand what it sees oh please don't let me go mad don't let me die here in the dark—

The shock of touching Katya's mind through the comel rocked Hagan so hard he nearly fell. Somehow, he hung on, detecting levels of emotion and impression and memory flowing through the comel, knowing that it was Katya and terrified of that raw, naked emotion bridging the gap between them.

"I'm here. Katya! I'm here!" God, I love you . . . had she heard that? He'd never so much as admitted it, even to himself.

Her eyes snapped open behind her tinted UV goggles. "Vic?"

"Right here. Captain. You okay?"

"I'm . . . fine. A little shook." The eyes closed and she shook her head. "Oh, Vic! Tell me you're real!"

"I'm here. Katya, and I'm real. It's all over now. You're safe."

"Safe . . ." The eyes closed. "I . . . talked to them. It . . . I mean, there's only one." A shudder passed through her body and Hagan held her close. "It . . . it read me. . . ."

Lipinski arrived at Hagan's side.

"Help me get her into her slot," he said, and the two of them supported Katya as they guided her back to the Ghostrider, which was crouching, legs folded beneath it, a dozen meters away. Together, with some difficulty, they got her up the ladder to the dorsal hull, then helped her clamber through her hatch.

"I've got Impie striders in sight," Lara warned. Her Stormwind was grounded now, but she'd released a small, high-flying remote that was still circling the battlefield, scanning the surrounding area and transmitting the results to Lara's link. "They're coming through the jungle from the east, range, three klicks. I'm also picking up ascraft now, forming up over Babel. You guys've got five minutes, max."

"Almost set." Hagan completed hooking up the strider connections to Katya's bodysuit, as Lipinski scrambled over the top of the Ghostrider's fuselage and reentered his own slot. The LaG-42's AI would assess her injuries and physical condition far more quickly and completely than Hagan could, and stabilize her until they could get her to a med center and a staff of somatic engineers. He didn't remove her mask—he couldn't seal the Ghostrider's hatch and recycle the pod's atmosphere while he was still leaning in through the access—but he got her helmet on and jacked in, then switched on the Al-governed link enabler. He pulled back out of the hatch and closed it; he could hear the hiss of pressurization as he slid down off the machine's hull.

Linking in once more aboard his own warstrider, he heard Lara on the tac channel with word that the Imperial striders were approaching the edge of devastation several hundred meters to the east of the crater. Engaging his strider's maneuver systems, he lurched toward the waiting Stormwind, which crouched on the crater floor like a great, ugly bird of prey. The Ghostrider, jacked by Lipinski, was there ahead of him.

Huge, padded grippers within the VK-141's riderslots secured the warstrider about its midsection, drawing it partway back into the slot's recess. It took less than thirty seconds for Hagan's Scoutstrider to be secured. The jets shrilled to full power, stirring again a swirling dust storm that cloaked the slow-rising ascraft, and then they were soaring into the sky, with the crater and the battle-seared scar in the jungle looking like an angry, gray slash against the red-and-orange foliage. Just visible now as a line of black specks, the first Imperial warstriders stepped from the jungle, deploying across the plain in open battle formation. Behind them, a quintet of black specks above the horizon marked a flight of swift Imperial Marine Hachis approaching at just below the speed of sound.

"Are we gonna outrun those ascraft?" Lipinski wanted to know.

"Outrun 'em?" Lara replied, voice tight. "Not if they chase us, no way. Whether or not we get away depends on whether or not they're interested in us."

Apparently, they weren't. The Imperial flight began circling above Red One, providing air support for the approaching striders. The Stormwind dropped until it was skimming the jungle top, then slid smoothly across the crest of Henson's Rise to block itself from marine scanners and radar.

"Vic?"

Hagan was surprised to hear Katya's voice, relayed through her strider's link with the Stormwind. He'd thought she'd be unconscious by now. "Yeah. Kat? You okay?"

"I'm fine." There was still a faraway gentleness to her voice, but she did, in fact, sound all right. "Listen . . . we've got to find Dev, get to him."

"Cameron?" Hagan gave a mental scowl. He had no use for the man. "Why?"

"I think I understand now what happened to him, back on Alya B. I need to . . . to talk to him."

She didn't hear me, after all. Maybe that's a good thing. "That might be a bit difficult, just now." Hagan wondered if she'd slipped into delirium. He checked her health readouts and saw that they were approaching normal, though there were clear signs of psychological shock. What had happened to her down there?

The Stormwind shrieked low across red-and-orange jungle toward the rebel base.


Chapter 21

     I do wonder what the Xenos think of us. Two sexes, a bewildering variety of races, myriad ideologies, cultures, languages, religions, worldviews. It's not enough to say we're as alien to it as it is to us. It could be that humans, who are already used to diversity in a diverse universe, are better prepared to understand the Xenophobes than they could ever possibly be prepared to understand us. I suspect the Xenophobes are more intelligent than we are in absolute terms . . . but less adaptable.

—from a report given before the

Hegemony Council on Space Exploration

Devis Cameron

C.E. 2542

Yoshi Omigato contemplated the virtues of gaman—of patience. The ViRsimulation surrounding him was the creation of Masaru Ubukata, the twenty-third-century Buddhist artist who'd used the themes of cherry blossoms floating on the surfaces of still ponds to communicate the perfect peace that comes with recognizing one's place in space and time. Omigato floated, silent and invisible, one with the blossoms, one with the pool. . . .

The inner alarm broke his reflection and he scowled his displeasure. His analogue had been instructed to handle all communications from the outer world. What event warranted an interruption of his meditations?

"Forgive this intrusion, my Lord," his analogue's voice whispered in his ear.

"I very much hope this is important." He wondered if analogues were self-aware enough to appreciate pain.

"It falls within the parameters you set for me, my Lord. The demonstration has begun at Tanis."

"So!" Omigato's anger vanished. He'd been expecting this news, of course, but not this quickly. His mind leaped to the one incident that might upset his carefully prepared timetable. "And the Xenophobes at Babel?"

"Decisively beaten, my Lord. All were destroyed at the second barricade a few hours ago. There was no damage to the space elevator, and casualties were light."

"Excellent!" He'd been less interested in the Xeno attack than in the news from Tanis. It helped, however, that the threat to Babel had been eliminated before his plan went into its final phase. More of Eridu's population would be grateful to the Imperial forces for coming to their aid. "What is HEMILCOM's assessment of the Xenophobe situation?"

"HEMILCOM estimates that it will be some time before there is another assault. The Xenophobes, when beaten, appear to require considerable periods of time before they renew their attempts to surface. We may have as much as two to four months before another incident occurs."

"It is time, then, to execute our move against the gaijin."

"Yes, my Lord."

"Alert Nagai. We may need his marines."

"And the gaijin, Cameron?"

"I will compose his orders myself."

"As you will, my Lord."

The analogue vanished from Omigato's mind, leaving him alone. With a thought, the cherry blossoms and pond vanished, leaving a gray, inner emptiness. Kanji characters began appearing in the air, brush stroke by graceful stroke, as Omigato started composing his message. It would be translated later, of course, and cast as official orders from the Governor himself, but Omigato thought more clearly in Nihongo.

There could be no chance that Devis Cameron, hero of the Empire, would misunderstand them. . . .


Chapter 22

     Those who won our independence by revolution were not cowards. They did not fear political change. They did not exalt order at the cost of liberty.

—Louis D. Brandeis

U.S. Supreme Court Justice

C.E. 1927

Spread apart at twenty-meter intervals, the warstriders of the 4th Terran Rangers moved through the forest single-file, their hulls repeating the reds and oranges of the surrounding vegetation. On point was Bev Schneider's Fastrider Nothung, following the track of one of the old construction trails that crisscrossed between the Eriduan cities. Eleven more striders followed, LaG-17s, Ares-12s, and RLN-90s. It was an impressive force, fast-moving and hard-hitting.

Dev's machine was Duarte's command Ghostrider. His maintenance crew had transferred the name Koman-do from his old strider to the new when he'd returned to the Armory from orbit with his promotion and new orders. Officially, he was still listed as an advisor, but for all practical purposes he was no longer a koman, but a full-fledged member of the 4th Terran Rangers.

He was trying not to think of it as a kind of demotion, as getting broken from Imperial staff officer back to Hegemony striderjack. His position on the staff had always been predicated on his expertise on Xenos, and when that expertise no longer applied, it was only natural that his superiors slot him in someplace where he could be useful.

But the reassignment rankled nonetheless, his brevet promotion to tai-i not withstanding.

He'd feared morale problems with his takeover of the unit, but so far there'd been no complaints and few problems—none, at any rate, that hadn't been handled by a quiet talk in the privacy of his office. There'd been some of the usual soldiers' grumblings, of course, but Dev's prestige—the striderjack who'd once talked face-to-face with the Xenos and lived to tell about it—had proved to be both ID and authorization. It had become a special mark of distinction for the men and women of A Company: "Yeah, but our skipper knows the creep-crawlies personal, on a first-name basis!" More than that, Dev knew each of his men personally, and they liked and respected him for it.

For several days, he'd immersed himself in A Company's records, familiarizing himself with the myriad details of supply, maintenance, and logistics vital to the functioning of any military unit. It had been a colossal and thankless task, and he'd used his cephlink to bypass sleep for four nights running. The effects were starting to catch up with him now. He was going to have to let himself get some sleep soon.

"Hey, Tai-i," a voice called to him over the tac channel. It was Sho-i Gunnar Kleinst, a kid from Eridu's Euphrates Valley who'd enlisted with the Rangers shortly after they'd arrived on-planet. The kid barely spoke any Inglic at all, but over the Al-coordinated tactical com link, his German was translated as smoothly as if Dev had taken a Deutsch RAM implant. "Think we can stop off for some R&R? My mother lives in a little farm outpost just over that hill."

"Not this time. Gunnar," Dev replied.

"Aw, let the kid go see his momma. Tai-i," another voice suggested. It was Chu-i Giscard Barre, from the state of Gascony in Terra's European Federation. "We'll cover for him."

The Rangers. Dev had found, were unusually close, surprisingly so given that they'd been drawn from a dozen Terran nations, including both Europe and the American states. Old national rivalries died hard sometimes. Half of the states of the European Federation hated the other half, and animosities were still close to the surface in some parts of the continent despite the Teikokuno Heiwa, but those nationalistic divisions vanished, for the most part, within a tight-knit group of men and women stationed light-years from their homes.

That closeness was rarely extended to the locals, even though the colonists were also mostly from north-central Europe and from eastern North America. The Terran-born troops didn't like the mincies—hated them after Duarte's death, in fact, because Duarte had been popular with his men—but after a suitable probationary period they tended to think of recruits like Kleinst as fellow jackers, not as mincies or locals. It was an odd twist of human psychology, Dev thought, that European-born troops could hate European-descended locals, yet accept one of those locals as a fellow comrade-in-arms to the point that they even thought of members of his family as "people" instead of mincies.

"Sorry, guys," Dev said, replying to Barre's suggestion. "We have our orders and we're on a short leash. No time . . . and somehow I don't think HEMILCOM would approve of consorting with the enemy."

He meant it lightly, as a joke, but it fell flat. "My mother is not an enemy," Kleinst said.

"Aw, gok HEMILCOM," an unidentified voice added. Dev thought it might be the big Dutch chu-i. DeVreis.

"Yeah, the dissies are all back in the city." another voice said. "Out here, it's just folks."

"Quiet, people." Dev ordered. "Open circuit."

He hoped HEMILCOM hadn't been listening in. He doubted that the Hegemony brass would understand, and Imperials like Omigato would be downright peeved at any hint of fraternization between the troops and the locals. So far as his troops were concerned, the enemy was any outsider, whether he was a local, an Imperial, or some fat Hegemony gensui in his comfortable office up in Eridu synchorbit.

They were moving down a gentle hill into the district known as the Euphrates Valley. The region was nothing like its Terran namesake. The land was lush and fertile, the forest open and airy, the sky showing through the canopy alive with sparkling light. This close to the south pole, Marduk barely rose or set at all. The land was in perpetual twilight, with the sun always either just above the horizon, reddened by the atmosphere, or just below, with aurorae filling the sky with eerie, pearl-luminous shafts and curtains and sprays of light. The trees around them were the characteristic, multitiered mushroom shapes of Eridu's trees, some reaching fifty meters in height, but the ground was more open, less choked with saprophytes and walkers than in the equatorial regions. Eriduan flora was not as active at the poles as it was near the equator; the low angle of the sun eliminated most of the harsh ultraviolet, making both temperatures and UV levels pleasantly temperate.

The Euphrates was one of the largest rivers on Eridu, sinuously winding across some three thousand kilometers from one side of the south pole to the other, before emptying into the Clarke Sea. The names of cities, towns, and outposts in and around the river delta region echoed the placenames of Terra's ancient Near East: Ur and Lagash; Assyria and Sidon; Karnak, Tanis, and Valley-of-Kings.

Named for a city that had once existed in the Nile Delta rather than the fertile crescent, Tanis was a domed community—a village, really—of about eighteen hundred inhabitants. Most settlements in the Euphrates Valley were agricultural combines of one sort or another; denigrass, a local plant that provided an easily dyed and woven fabric as soft and as pliable as synsilk, was the foundation of the valley's thriving textile industry. Tanis, however, was a mining community. A largely automated thoridite mine had been tunneled into the rocky slopes of the Sinai Heights. Most of the people in Tanis worked in the processing plant just outside of the village dome.

Tanis lay just ahead, on A Company's line of march. Their exact mission still hadn't been transmitted to them yet, but the who-was had it that there were Xenophobes in the area. DSAs—the deep seismic anomalies that meant Xenophobe tunnelers were working below ground—had been tracked in the area for almost three months now. Ever since those two nuke depth charges had been used near Karnak, there'd been intense speculation about where the next ones might go down. This area was a good bet, and some were speculating that Tanis would soon be evacuated so the Impie marines could trot out their nukes.

In any case, he'd been ordered to deploy his company into the Euphrates Valley east of Tanis, then stand by for further orders. Their warloads included anti-nano countermeasures and rockets with high-explosive warheads, so it didn't look like they would be gassing mincies this time around. Everyone in the regiment was convinced that another Xeno breakout was imminent and that they'd been positioned to make the first intercept.

Dev had heard about the recent Xeno attack near Babel, of course, first as a furious round of who-was spreading through the regiment's maintenance personnel and enlisted troops, then as a terse announcement from HEMILCOM. He'd felt a sharp, mounting frustration at the news; if there'd just been a comel available . . . but HEMILCOM still insisted that the long-awaited comels from Earth had not yet arrived.

At least, that was the official story. The who-was going around the Rangers' barracks carried a different tale, and Dev wasn't sure yet how to take it. Rumor had it that bandit raiders had intercepted a government monorail earlier that week somewhere in the Equatorial Mountains, killed several Imperial Marines, and made off with a classified piece of DalRiss bioengineering.

The only DalRiss artifact Dev could think of that might be on Eridu was a comel, his comel. If the story was true—and Dev had the typical soldier's faith in any juicy who-was—then he'd been lied to.

Just as mystifying was the question of what bandits wanted with a comel. From all of the reports he'd heard so far, the various bandit groups operating in some of Eridu's wilderness regions were a bloody, undisciplined lot, and it was unlikely that they'd know what to do with the thing once they had it. Possibly they intended to hold it for ransom.

Well, none of that was Dev's concern now. He was back to fighting Xenos, and if his superiors saw fit to keep secret the comel's arrival, that was their affair. Still, the situation had left Dev depressed and disillusioned. The Hegemony's military bureaucracy was so vast it made him feel lost, vulnerable, and helpless all at once. It was hard to tell what to think, what to believe. Sometimes it was all he could do to just keep pushing ahead, following orders and taking each day as it came.

The strider company reached the edge of the woods, where the trees and brush thinned away to nothing and an orange-yellow sward dropped away beneath them. A kilometer ahead, a cluster of domes nestled about the base of a low, rock-rugged hill. The broad gleam of the Euphrates shone in the sunlight beyond that. The twelve warstriders moved slowly into the open, straggling into an uneven line along the crest of the hill.

Tanis. The nearest, largest dome was the town proper. The farther domes housed mineheads, separators, and processing plants. The silver thread of a monorail wove in from the northwest; the refined thoridite was loaded aboard freight monorails for shipment to Babel and loading aboard sky-el shuttles and transport to orbit.

Time to check in.

"HEMILCOM. HEMILCOM, this is Ranger Blue One. We have reached our objective. Awaiting orders."

There was a long pause. "Ranger Blue One. Hegemony Military Command copies. Wait one."

They stood there, the striders casting long, long shadows in the light of the horizon-skimming sun. Dev could sense movement visible through the transplas surface of the largest dome. He engaged his telescopic vision, zooming in for a closer look and enhancing the image.

He could see color . . . and a throbbing, rippling movement. At first, he thought he might be looking at some sort of panic, and he felt a slick, hot flutter of fear. Xenophobes were able to sense large concentrations of metal from far beneath the surface, especially the ultrapure concentrations of cities and other high-tech assets. Had a Xeno surfaced inside Tanis?

"Enhance again," he told his Ghostrider's AI. The image shimmered, then steadied. He could see . . . faces, yes, a sea of angry, chanting faces, clenched fists, signs, and banners. He could almost imagine he heard the mob's roar. A holoscreen four stories tall projected a vast and angry face above the crowd, silently mouthing passionate phrases.

"God, Tai-i" his number two said. "It looks like another riot." Sho-i Wolef Helmann had replaced Charles Muirden in the Ghostrider's second slot.

"See if you can pick up an audio channel that'll let us listen in," Dev told him. "I want to hear what they're saying."

"Yes, sir."

"Say, Tai-i'?" That was Martin Koenig's voice. "You don't think HEMILCOM's going to use us for mob-busting again, do you? We're not rigged for it!"

"Don't anticipate them, Koenig. Iceworld until we get the word."

But Koenig was right. They had rockets with HE and AP warheads, heavy machine guns with explosive rounds, and a deadly antipersonnel weapon called CM—canister monofilament—that promised to be effective against Xeno machines as well. They did not have gas or dispersal grenades—or sonic stunners either, for that matter. And this time they did not have infantry support.

Had they been sent here to quell another riot? Or was the appearance of that mob down there pure coincidence?

"I've got a broadcast channel, sir," Helmann said. "I think it's their speaker system from that big screen."

"Let me hear."

". . . the foul poison of the Hegemony and its Imperial masters! I say, citizens of Eridu, that we must fight! Yes, fight to reclaim our world, our rights, our lives, our souls from this—"

"Who the hell is that?" Schneider wanted to know.

"Jamis Mattingly," Kleinst replied. "Local troublemaker."

"An agitator?" Helmann wanted to know. "Who with, the NCs?"

"They say he has Network connections."

"Kill it," Dev said. He didn't know if that rally was being staged by Green dissies, New Constitutionalists, or old-fashioned anti-Imperial agitators, but he'd heard enough.

"Ranger Blue One, this is HEMILCOM. Stand by for special direct feed. Unit CORAM only."

If Dev had been in his human body, his eyebrows would have arced up high on his forehead. A special direct feed? That was reserved for extraordinarily secret orders, a transmission directly to the unit commander's personal RAM—CORAM, in military parlance—that bypassed normal communications systems.

Dev pulled up the appropriate mental code. "Okay, HEMILCOM. This is Tai-i Cameron, CO of Company A. Standing by for direct feed."

"Authenticate."

Dev transmitted his personal code, in effect confirming that he was who he said he was.

"Roger," the HEMILCOM voice said a moment later. "Authentication received and confirmed. Here it comes."

Data flowed through Dev's cephlink, a short, hard cascade of data already packaged in a private RAM file. "Transmission complete," the voice of HEMILCOM said. "Execute immediate."

"Affirmative."

He broke the mental seal on his orders, and words spilled across his visual overlay.

SECRET

TO: COMMANDING OFFICER. COMPANY A, 1ST BATTALION, 4TH TERRAN RANGERS

FROM: HEMILCOM. ERIDU STATION, ERIDU SYNCHORBIT

RE: OPERATIONAL ORDERS

1. DANGEROUS REVOLUTIONARY FORCES HAVE SEIZED THE MAIN CITY DOME OF THE TOWN OF TANIS [MAPREF 243-LAT 87°15´32´´S/LON 02E]. THEY ARE ARMED WITH MINING LASERS AND WEAPONS STOLEN FROM LOCAL ARMORY. AND ARE BELIEVED TO HAVE A LARGE STOCKPILE OF ARMS HIDDEN IN THE CITY.

2. IT IS IMPERATIVE THAT THIS INSURRECTION BE PUT DOWN IMMEDIATELY AND WITH THE UTMOST VIGOR. AS A DEMONSTRATION OF HEGEMONIC WILL AGAINST REVOLUTIONARY ELEMENTS.

3. UPON RECEIPT OF THIS ORDER. YOU WILL DEPLOY YOUR COMPANY IN OPEN ORDER AGAINST THE TANIS TOWN DOME. YOU WILL USE ALL AVAILABLE MEANS TO BREACH SAID DOME, DISPERSE THE MOB, AND END THE INSURRECTION. YOU ARE AUTHORIZED TO USE MAXIMUM FORCE.

4. A SEARCH IS TO BE CONDUCTED FOR WEAPONS STOCKPILES. THESE SHOULD BE INVENTORIED AND PLACED UNDER GUARD FOR SURRENDER TO IMPERIAL FORCES.

5. MINING AND ORE PROCESSING FACILITIES ARE TO BE PRESERVED IF POSSIBLE. THE MAIN HABITAT AREAS, HOWEVER, ARE TO BE DEMOLISHED. A HARSH DISPLAY WILL IMPRESS THE REBELLIOUS ELEMENTS AND CONVINCE THEM OF THE HEGEMONY'S DETERMINATION TO MAINTAIN CONTROL.

6. THREE COMPANIES 1ST BATT, 3RD IMPERIAL MARINES HAVE BEEN DEPLOYED FROM LUXOR [MAPREF 243-LAT 86° 11´02´´S/LON 01E] AS BACKUP, AND WILL BE AVAILABLE AS ACTIVE RESERVES AND CLOSE SUPPORT. COORDINATE ACTION AND CLOSE SUPPORT LOGISTICS WITH TAI-I NAGA1 [VIRCOMCHAN 39874].

—PREM

Dev stared with his mind's eye at the orders, aghast. It couldn't be . . .

Unexpectedly, the image of his father rose from somewhere in the back of his mind. At Lung Chi, Michal Cameron had been faced with a split-second, life-or-death decision, one that had him weighing the lives of some millions of civilians and military personnel already in synchorbit against the lives of half a million people still trapped on the surface of the planet with a surfacing horde of Xenophobes. The horror of that decision, Dev knew, had had more to do with his suicide than had the court-martial or the official disgrace.

He thought of almost two thousand people as the air pressure relentlessly dropped, as their oxygen bled away until there was simply not enough left to sustain life. And it wasn't just the order to breach the dome, either, though that part of things demonstrated that HEMILCOM was determined that there would be no survivors. Turn lasers, monofilament rounds, and rockets on a crowd of civilians? Gods of humanity, there were children in there!

Someone, cool and remote and with the analytical detachment that high-level command brings, had decided that the village of Tanis should be eliminated as a lesson to the rebels. Such Olympian detachment rarely took into account the human aspects of a situation. Dev didn't believe for a moment that the order had actually originated with Governor Prem.

For all of his relatively brief military career, Dev had tried to be the good soldier, the faithful warrior, following each order given without question. He was realizing now that, sometimes, there were orders that could not be obeyed, not if he was to live with himself afterward. These were such orders. . . .

And Dev refused to obey them.


Chapter 23

     The Imperium, through the Hegemony, has blockaded our worlds, raped our industry, deprived our people of life and liberty, and denied us redress. Where then is justice? Where equality under law? The Imperial Peace is not our peace!

—from a speech given on New America

Travis Sinclair

C.E. 2537

Dev reread the RAM document, disbelieving, feeling like he'd somehow gotten caught up in an unusually realistic ViRdrama and needed only to break contact with a palm interface to lift the spell. The alphanumerics suspended in his mind remained stubbornly unchanged, reality, not virtual reality.

A mistake? The name at the end suggested otherwise, though Dev wasn't sure he believed it. Prem was not HEMILCOM, though he technically commanded the Hegemony military forces on and over Eridu. Dev guessed that Omigato was a more likely source of those orders; if that was true, if the Emperor's representative was making the decisions now. Hegemony Military Command might even be out of the command loop entirely.

What would Chusa Barton think about this? Apparently he didn't even know, since there was no copies-to tag line. The regiment's commander was at Babel, sorting things out after the battle with the Xenos. Possibly that was deliberate as well; Dev had the cold, ice-slick feeling that he personally had been maneuvered into this.

Were the orders Omigato's? Or Prem's? It didn't matter. The orders themselves were . . . monstrous. Unthinkable. There had to be a mistake.

"HEMILCOM, this is Ranger Blue One. Come in."

"We read you. Go ahead, Blue One."

"There's been a transmission error of some kind. You people can't mean this."

"Ah, Ranger Blue One, please clarify. What are you talking about?"

"These orders you just fed me! What the hell is going on up there?"

He felt the feather-light touch of an ID check probing the upper layers of his RAM, checking once again his authentication codes. "I don't know the precise nature of your orders, Tai-i," the voice came back. "But I can tell you that they came through proper channels from a very high source and they have been verified. I suggest that you carry them out, immediately and without question."

"Who am I talking to?"

"This is Shosa Hector Sandoval, and I have just received confirmation of your orders from the transmitting authority. You are directed to carry out your orders."

A shosa—the equivalent of an army major, and relatively low on the hierarchy of the HEMILCOM staff.

"Shosa, these orders require us to breach the dome of an Eriduan town and attack the civilians inside. That is nothing less than murder! Anyone who survives the attack will die when their dome depressurizes!"

"I suggest, Tai-i, that you not discuss these orders over communications channels. They are classified secret, which is why they were fed to you as coded RAM data. I also suggest that a company commander is not qualified to assess the nature or the military necessity of the orders he is—"

"Gok military necessity, we're not carrying out these orders!"

"Kuso, Tai-i!" Koenig's voice interrupted. "What's going on?"

The rest of the company hadn't been told the content of the orders yet, but they must have picked up at least part of his exchange with HEMILCOM. Dev decided to bring them in at once, since his disobeying a direct order would certainly involve them as well.

"We've been ordered to breach the Tanis dome and attack that demonstration," he said curtly. "They're telling us to kill everyone."

The responses chorused through Dev's head. "My God!" "They can't do that!" "What?" "Someone's screwed up, right?"

Dev was already considering alternatives . . . seizing the town's main airlock, say, and deploying into the city. But the orders specified that the hab areas be destroyed. Someone up in synchorbit wanted eighteen hundred civilians to die.

Horror choked him; had he been in his body instead of linked to the Ghostrider he might have been physically ill, but the cephlinkage itself was damping down the most savage of his emotions. Anger flooded through his brain like a dark red tide, leaving him temporarily paralyzed, unable to activate a single circuit in the strider.

There'd been a long moment's delay, but now another voice sounded in Dev's mind. "This is Omigato. There has been no error. Attack the town."

He was speaking Inglic. Dev wondered if he was really speaking the language or if the AI was translating for him. The words were flat and without expression, but there was no way to tell one way or the other.

This, at least, confirmed that Omigato was the source of the orders, and not Prem. Why was the Imperial representative hiding behind Prem's authorization? The answer seemed obvious. If records were checked later, Prem's codes would be on the transmission authorization. The monsters who'd destroyed a small town would be Prem and Cameron, not Yoshi Omigato.

Was there a way to prove it? Dev checked his communications circuits, verifying that all transmissions were being recorded, but at the same time he knew that the precaution was meaningless. Recordings could be rewritten as easily as ViRsimulations could be edited.

"No, sir," Dev said. He found he could move again, think again, though horror lingered. "With respect . . . no. We won't do it."

He'd cut the rest of his company in on the channel. "You tell 'em, Captain!" someone called in the background. Was that Barre? Shut up, you idiot, do you want to get court-martialed too?

"Tanis is occupied by hostile rebel forces," Omigato said, the voice cold and implacable. "You are directed to attack the town."

"No, sir! lyeh!" His resolve was stiffening. "There are women and kids in that town. My men are not murderers. We will not indiscriminately slaughter civilians!"

"If it is atmosphere loss you are concerned about, you may rest assured that we have that covered. You can't possibly put a hole in that dome large enough to depressurize the entire dome in anything less than six hours. A marine unit has been detailed to follow up your assault. Their engineers will effect immediate repairs on the dome. There will also be medical units standing by to assist with civilian casualties. Now, will you carry out your orders?"

Dev thought of the demonstration in Winchester. Where are the medics?

"No, sir."

The silence that followed was deadly.

"You are relieved of command. Chu-i Paul DeVreis!"

"Y-yes, sir."

Dev held his mental breath. Was he going to order DeVreis to continue the mission, to wipe out the town? What would happen?

"You are now in command of A Company. You will return your unit to base. Tai-i Cameron is to be placed under close arrest."

"Uh . . . yes, sir." Dev heard the confusion, the pain in DeVreis's voice. "Captain . . ."

"You'd better do it, Paul," he said gently. "Before they order you to do something worse."

"Damn the bastards!"

"Open circuit," Dev warned. "Lieutenant DeVreis, carry out your orders."

"Yes, sir. Let's get the gok out of here."

Dev heard the men muttering among themselves as the striders turned and pushed back into the woods.

Who, he wondered, were the Xenophobes? The shape-shifting monsters tunneling away kilometers below his feet? The anti-Hegemony mobs that urged dissolution of a government that had kept the peace for centuries?

Or the Imperials like Omigato, who called alien and human alike gaijin, and who issued such monstrous directives?

"Uh . . . Tai-i?" It was Gunnar Kleinst.

Dev shifted his optic feed to a rear scanner. Kleinst's Swiftstrider was still at the edge of the woods, shifting its weight back and forth between its slender, birdlike legs. "DeVreis is in command now," he said.

"I don't care who's in command," Kleinst shot back. "Look, I can't . . . I can't go back. Do you understand? My family lives near here. Those are my people down there!"

"Captain?" DeVreis said.

"You're in command now," Dev said. "Not me."

But it was not the sort of decision that could be casually tossed off to someone else. The entire company was still in a kind of shock, unable to decide which way to move, or how to react.

Dev knew what he had to do.

Swinging his Ghostrider about, he broke away from the others, smashing through the underbrush toward the lone Swiftstrider standing at the forest's tree line. "Open for a direct feed!" he snapped, and he felt Kleinst's RAM open for direct access. In less than a second. Dev copied the orders he'd just received into Kleinst's files. "Get going!" he said, his voice urgent. "Fast! Tell the people in Tanis what's going on, and show them the orders for proof! Tell 'em Imperial Marines are going to show up any time, and they'd better be ready for them."

Dev wasn't sure what the civilian population of Tanis could do if the Impies launched an all-out assault on the dome. At the very least they would have time to get breathing masks and oxygen ready, or even to begin evacuating the dome. At best, they might manage to get the word out to other cities on Eridu, to the shadowy forces of the Rebellion, perhaps. The government could try to wipe out one small village with secret orders to an isolated unit, but there was no way to carry out such orders against the aroused population of an entire planet.

"Sir?" Kleinst sounded desperate. "Come with me!"

"Go!" Dev roared over the link. "Now!"

The Swiftstrider pivoted on spindly legs, then broke and ran from cover, long, scissoring strides carrying the recon vehicle rapidly down the slope toward Tanis.

Dev found he wanted desperately to follow, but he still wasn't sure just where his real duty lay—to himself or to his unit. If he deserted now, the fury of HEMILCOM might well descend on the entire company.

Besides, he wanted the kid to make it and he didn't know yet how the others were going to react.

"Hey! He's deserting!" Barre called.

Turning, Dev faced them. Barre was crashing his Scoutstrider through the brush toward the edge of the woods, the bulky 100-MW laser comprising his machine's right forearm coming up into firing position.

Smoothly, Dev stepped between the laser and the fleeing Swiftstrider. "Do you want to shoot me?" he said calmly, "or carry out your orders and arrest me?"

"Ranger Blue Two!" Sandoval's voice snarled over the voice circuit. They would have observers monitoring the company's communications links, which meant that they'd seen and heard everything. "This is HEMILCOM. Stop that deserter!"

Koenig was moving his Swiftstrider forward, well to Dev's left, where Dev couldn't block him and Barre as well. Dev swung sharply, tracking with his chin laser.

"Tai-i!" Helmann's voice sounded frightened. "You can't—"

Dev ignored him, concentrating on the targeting brackets closing now on the Swift's chin turret with its bulky 18mm autocannon. He was terribly conscious of the Ares-12's vulnerability; the eight-and-a-half-ton machine had almost no armor at all, and the slightest error in targeting could pierce Koenig's life support pod and kill him.

Locked . . . fire! The muzzle of Koenig's main gun glowed white-hot for an instant, then puffed away in a sparkle of vaporized metal.

"Damn it, Cameron!" That was Barre's voice, anguished and shocked.

All of the warstriders were in motion now, some toward the treeline, others toward Dev. Dev could also sense some outside party working at the encoded locks guarding access to the Ghostrider's artificial intelligence. He was running out of time.

Schneider's LaG-17 moved between Dev's Ghostrider and Barre's Scoutstrider, blocking the bigger machine's line of fire. In one blazing instant, the company could dissolve in the bloody chaos of strider-to-strider close combat.

"Everybody relax!" Dev yelled over the command circuit. "Iceworld, iceworld, right—"

. . . and then he felt his power going, the drain totally outside his control. He groped with his mind toward an override and found nothing there, no way to switch control back to his cephlink. Vision, speech, all control functions were gone. With a shock, he realized that he was no longer linked to the LaG-42's AI. He'd been bumped off the circuit. His VCH was still connected, his hand still on the interface plate, but no feeds were coming through and he was wide awake, inside his body, harnessed within his life support pod.

HEMILCOM must have inserted a command override and shifted control of the Ghostrider to Helmann. Dev was now deaf, blind, and helpless inside his coffin-sized pod. Tentatively, he laid his palm against the hatch release . . . but that, too, was denied him. The access locking system, and no doubt the capsule eject as well, had been sealed off or disabled. He was a prisoner.

As he lay there, sensing the ponderous swayings of the strider as it moved through the woods, he wondered what was happening outside. Had his men been ordered to run Kleinst down? Were they tracking the kid now, or sniping at him with missile or laser fire?

Or had the entire column given up and moved back into the woods? The motions of the LaG-42 suggested steady movement, not battle or a chase. The Ghostrider, at least, was heading back to base.

And Dev was carried along helplessly in its belly, a prisoner.


Chapter 24

     It is impossible to live in a society and to he free of that society.

—Vladimir Illych Lenin
early twentieth century

Aegir Strang did not understand his current orders, but he felt no compunctions about carrying them out. He hated the agitators and speech makers and Constitutionalist rabblerousers who seemed to have sprouted up like weeds in a dozen south Eriduan cities, and if HEMILCOM wanted continuous reports and updates on the demonstrations breaking out among the cities of the Euphrates Valley, he was delighted to oblige.

For several weeks now, he'd been traveling among several of the cities in the valley—Lagash, Memphis, Tanis, and Sidon in particular—a circuit of south-polar towns and cities where discontent was breeding rebellion, where even the news that Xenophobes had surfaced outside of Babel failed to stop the litanies of sedition and treason.

Strang was not from Eridu, though he spoke perfect Deutsch—as well as his native Inglic and Norsk-Lokan. He'd been born and raised on Loki, but a winning thesis in school on the Teikokuno Heiwa had won him the chance at a scholarship to the prestigious Tokyo University. For the young Strang, that had been a literal chance of a lifetime. He hated Loki, its bitter half-T-formed climate, its cheerless people, its crowded domes, and when his one opportunity to get off the frigid Frontier world came, he'd taken it.

Gaijin students in most Japanese schools were still unusual in a country that distrusted foreigners, but Tokyo University was an exception, a showcase institution in the most cosmopolitan of Japan's metroplex cities that ostentatiously solicited the brightest non-Japanese students throughout the Shichiju. After passing the school's grueling, hellish exams, Strang had quickly distinguished himself, majoring in political science and revolutionary theory. He'd been recruited by the DHS three months before his final graduation. For ten years he'd served the Directorate, first at Singapore Orbital, then at Eridu. He'd never returned to Loki.

On the Frontier, the Directorate of Hegemony Security had the reputation of being a kind of political secret police, keeping tabs on the hundreds of dissident groups that flourished throughout human space. In fact, the largest part by far of the DHS's charter involved the so-called "technic crimes" such as unlicensed starship jacking, computer hacking, and file smuggling. The Shichiju required order for efficiency, but there were always elements within society that tried to shortcut or break the regulations for personal gain. The DHS was tasked with running down the criminals who threatened the economic and technical order of things, and Strang had long since decided that he loved his work.

Lately, though, much of that work had centered on the dissident movements on Eridu. There were dissies on every Shichiju world, of course, but Eridu was a breederbed of revolutionary movements, illegal jack tampering, and sedition. Worst were the holdout greenies still fighting the Hegemony's plan to transform their world into a paradise. The battle over terrafonning Eridu appeared to have sharpened the political confrontation that was evident across the Shichiju and could easily lead to full-fledged rebellion.

And yes, the DHS was also tasked with suppressing rebellion.

Special Agent Aegir Strang, then, had been assigned to his circuit of towns and cities in Eridu's Euphrates Valley, where he'd assumed the identity of Rudolph Heinz, a Bavarian importer negotiating a deal to import Terran beer to Eridu. The cover let him talk to lots of people, especially the managers of bars, beer halls, and restaurants, places where people tended to gather to vent their frustrations. He'd been following the growing surge of popular discontent and had even spoken to some of the dissie leaders who were planning a series of demonstrations in half the cities of south-polar Eridu. Omigato's announcement that outposts and towns were to be evacuated had generated a tidal wave of protest. Revolution, he was convinced, could break out at any time. All it needed was a push.

Dutifully, Strang had recorded everything he'd seen and heard in his implanted RAM, and, dutifully, every other day or so he'd downloaded the recordings into a millisecond-burst transmission and beamed it to Eridu Synchorbital. He wasn't privy to any important secrets—cephlink technology, after all, made any stranger a potential spy—but he was able to keep HEMILCOM apprised of plans to launch the biggest anti-Imperial demonstrations yet. He'd picked up the who-was about hidden weapons and armor and passed those on as well, and when the big rally began in Tanis he'd been on hand to record the speeches for later assessment by the DHS intelligence teams. J. L. Mattingly, one of the most outspoken of the so-called Eridu patriots, was the featured speaker. The man had been arrested twice already for anti-Imperial agitation, and it looked like he was about to make a stab at third-time's-the-charm.

Events in Tanis had rushed ahead at a breakneck pace. A thousand people were gathered in the town square, where a four-story holoscreen had been erected to project the speaker's voice and image. Mattingly had appeared in the screen, a giant delivering a two-hour sermon on the evils of the Empire and its Hegemony puppets. After that, there'd been a succession of lesser speakers, including the administrator of Tanis herself, a woman who'd been appointed by the Governor but had recently and publicly sided with the dissidents.

After her. Sinclair's image had boomed down at them for thirty minutes, a message from "fellow patriots, fighting injustice and tyranny on neighbor worlds." An analogue, obviously, sent from New America, since it was unlikely that Sinclair was here. Strang wished he could have a chance at the real Sinclair. The man. Strang thought, should be shot for his anarchist's attacks on the most just and stable government Mankind had yet managed to devise in a very long and bloody history. Well, who could tell? Once the troublemakers on Eridu were rounded up, perhaps he could swing a reassignment to New America. That rats' nest had needed cleaning for a long time now, and the biggest rat of all ought to be easy enough to track down. Someone on New America, surely, could be found who would be willing to trade Sinclair for blood money.

Then Mattingly was back.

Throughout it all, Strang had recorded every word, every gesture, and he'd circulated through the crowd too, filing faces in his implanted RAM for analysis later at Eridu Synchorbital.

He was pretty sure that HEMILCOM was preparing something special. During his last transmission to synchorbit, he'd been warned to keep a mask and life support pack handy and had been given a password in case he needed to identify himself to occupying Imperial troops. He was to lie low until he could approach an officer with an Imperial Marine garrison unit.

It wasn't until the warstrider appeared in the city's main airlock that he realized that something was wrong.

They'd been playing canned folk music over the giant holoscreen, some woman in a red headband singing something in Inglic about eagles and time and dust, meaningless stuff as far as Strang could tell. Mattingly himself had interrupted the show, though, with the warning that Hegemony forces were outside the city and that an attack could be imminent.

Panic had gripped Tanis with the announcement, and Strang had recorded it all. This was what he'd been sent to find, he was certain . . . the townspeople's frightened gatherings in tight little knots on the streets, the grim-faced militia troopers appearing, carrying a motley assortment of weapons obviously just unpacked from hidden stores. The Tanis town militia commander himself, a black-bearded former police chief named Duchamp, appeared on the screen, urging the citizens to stay calm and the troopers of the 200-member Tanis Militia to assemble by the main lock and wait for further orders. After a while, a wild-eyed kid, a Hegemony warstrider by the look of the patches on his bodysuit, came on the screen, explaining in a high-pitched, fear-ragged voice that his unit had received orders to attack the town, but that he'd managed to break away and come warn them.

Strang didn't believe the kid at first, though the level of panic in the town went up like a sky-el shuttle as he talked. A Hegemony attack on Tanis? What HEMILCOM officer in his right mind would order such a thing, knowing that such a heavy-handed move would inflame every city on Eridu?

Then someone gave the kid on the big screen an implant jack. He'd plugged it in, closed his eyes . . . and then his image had vanished, replaced instead by words scrolling up the building-sized screen.

SECRET

TO: COMMANDING OFFICER, COMPANY A, 1ST BATTALION, 4TH TERRAN RANGERS

FROM: HEMILCOM, ERIDU STATION, ERIDU SYNCHORBIT

RE: OPERATIONAL ORDERS

1. DANGEROUS REVOLUTIONARY FORCES HAVE SEIZED THE MAIN CITY DOME OF THE TOWN OF TANIS . . .

By the time the message had reached "A harsh display will impress the rebellious elements," the panic had begun to metamorphose into something else. Strang heard it clearly in the voices of the people around him in the Tanis square, a growing, bubbling anger that swept over the earlier fear like the incoming tide, submerging it in a sea of chanting, hate-darkened faces.

Maybe HEMILCOM had known what it was doing after all. If this kind of emotion had been lurking just beneath the surface, maybe the only way to deal with it was with military force.

Unfortunately, the attack appeared to have been broken off. The warstrider, a kid named Gunnar Kleinst, claimed that his company's commander, Devis Cameron, had refused the orders and given him his chance to escape.

Strang watched the screen, gnawing at his lower lip in an uncertainty born of the knowledge that the operation of which he was a part was collapsing before his eyes. What should he do? The Hegemony, surely, had contingency plans, a backup unit for just this kind of situation, and the DHS no doubt had SWAT forces ready to move in and scoop up Mattingly and the other high-profile traitors.

He would have to make another transmission.

Strang's lasercom link with HEMILCOM was hidden among the rocks on the Sinai Heights above the town, a unit hidden inside a hollowed-out chunk of rock, with only the carefully aligned transmission and receiver arrays showing. All he had to do was compose and encode a cephlink message and zip-squeal it to the laser transmitter through a fist-sized radio relay hidden just outside the dome wall. He had to be within ten meters or so of the relay, but there was a convenient spot, a park close beside the dome that he'd used before. He began pushing his way through the angry crowd, heading toward the south side of the town.

Omigato had taken command of the HEMILCOM communications center at Eridu Synchorbital. The plan, Omigato's carefully crafted and precisely balanced plan, was in danger of being smashed, and it was all the fault of that cursed gaijin, Cameron.

It had mattered little to Omigato whether the town was destroyed or not, since his target was not Tanis but Devis Cameron. The American, Omigato had been certain, would do one of two things. Either he would carry out the orders and attack the town, or he would refuse the order and set himself up for a court-martial. What Omigato had not foreseen was the possibility that Cameron would actually warn the rebel populace of the town, dispatching one of his own men to do so!

Damn the man! Some of the men on Omigato's staff, including his own analogue, had guessed that Cameron would carry out his orders and attack Tanis. The orders telling him to do so, of course, could be easily accessed and rewritten before the public trial, and the revised version of them—directing him simply to observe the situation and report to HEMILCOM—was already on file with Eridu Synchorbital's communications AI. Cameron would be tried, convicted, and disgraced for his part in killing hundreds of unarmed civilians.

Omigato himself had expected Cameron to refuse to carry out those orders. True, the man had been diligent and conscientious in the attack on the rioting mob in Winchester, but Omigato had been watching Cameron closely during the interview with Prem. The fool had agonized over a handful of civilian casualties, convincing Omigato that he would never have the stomach to breach a colony dome. Given that some of his men were native Eriduans who would protest such orders, it wasn't likely, in Omigato's opinion, that an attack would take place. Cameron appeared to be one of those popular commanders who listened to his men instead of demanding instant and unquestioning obedience. Discipline among the Hegemony troops was not what it was in the Imperial armed forces.

But a point-blank refusal to follow a direct order could be worked into a court-martial as well. By the time the record had been rewritten, it would look as though Cameron and his whole mutinous company had been conspiring with the enemies of His Majesty.

Either way, Omigato would be able to report that the gaijin hero had disgraced himself—as had his father before him. The practice of allowing non-Japanese to rise to high positions in government and the military would cease, the advisors closest to the Emperor would be discredited, and members of Omigato's own Kansei Faction, the Men of Completion, would stand at the Emperor's side, advising him, guiding the Imperial hand through the difficult times that lay ahead.

It would be a first step toward erasing the disgrace still born by Dai Nihon's Emperor. It would be the first step toward direct Imperial control of every world in the Shichiju.

And, almost as an afterthought, it might also open the way to allowing direct Imperial control of Eridu. Obviously, if the local Hegemony troops couldn't handle the situation properly . . .

But Cameron had warned the city; worse, the traitor had arranged for a copy of his CORAM-secret orders to be broadcast to every person in Tanis. The rebels there would see to it that every populated dome on Eridu would hear about those orders. It would mean open rebellion.

Why had Cameron done it? Had the man already secretly joined the rebels? Omigato didn't think that could be the case, not when Cameron surely knew that his father's rehabilitation depended on his good behavior. He should have either followed orders . . . or ordered his men back to base, hoping to argue or plead his way out of the inevitable court-martial. Quietly accepting the trial might preserve his career and it would not affect his fathers rehabilitation. Treason would end both.

It didn't make sense.

Briefly, Omigato allowed himself to consider the possibility that he had made a mistake. Westerners, Americans in particular, did not share the Japanese reverence for their parents, but Omigato had studied Cameron's case closely; he'd been certain that the young man would do anything to save his father's name!

What could have been more important in his life than that?

Gaijin. Omigato shook his head bitterly. Animals! There was no understanding them.

"Sandoval!"

The shosa in charge of the HEMILCOM communications center turned in his seat, eyes wide. "Sir!"

"Open a secure channel to Captain Nagai."

There was still one chance of salvaging the situation. Nagai and his marines were standing by at Luxor, waiting for orders to move in and support the 4th Terran Rangers in their raid on Tanis.

If Omigato played it right, it might yet look as though Cameron and his gaijin warstrider unit had run amuck and sacked the town.


Chapter 25

     How much longer must we suffer the yoke of Japan and her Hegemony puppets? How much longer must we slave for others, sending the product of our toils to Earth for Dai Nihon's social welfare programs while our own children go hungry?

—from a speech given at a public rally in
the Tanis dome, just before the battle

Jamis Luther Mattingly

C.E. 2542

Nearly two full hours after Tanis had been warned by Gunnar Kleinst's arrival, the first Imperials began touching down on the orange-yellow sward outside the main dome. The air cover arrived first, a flight of four Taka, or "Falcon," ground support tilt-jet aircraft. The Falcons were closely followed by a dozen lumbering magflitter APCs, bulbous, black-hulled machines that settled to the ground, their gullwing access doors already rising.

The attacking warstriders appeared with devastating swiftness, emerging from the black interiors of the APCs with long-legged steps, accompanied by almost three hundred legger troops.

They were late. Though one company had been standing by in case the Hegemony unit assaulting Tanis needed backup, the orders for a full battalion deployment had come as a surprise, and their transports had not yet been prepped or moved out of their maintenance bay hangars.

As it was, by the time their magflitter APCs were landing beside the Tanis dome complex, a sizable number of locals were already outside, protected by stolen military armor or the heavy E-suits used in the mines and armed with weapons taken from the local armory. Five monorail ore cars had been hauled from the processing yards to the open fields north and west of the town, and there tipped onto their sides, forming a chain of crude but effective redoubts.

The two hundred men and women of René Duchamp's Tanis militia had taken cover behind the ore cars and among the crags and rocks of the Sinai Heights. Despite the reports of hidden arms caches in Tanis, the militia had little in the way of modern weapons. Most of the legger troops carried laser pistols or carbines: squad support weapons had been jury-rigged from 200-MW Mogura mining lasers.

Tanis also possessed six warstriders: an RLN-90 Scout-strider, three constructors with makeshift weapons, and two ancient LaG-3 Devastators. The Devastators were both almost two centuries old and had been purchased stripped, without their original armament. They clanked into flanking positions on the Tanis defensive line now, massing fifty tons each but mounting only machine guns and light lasers. There was one new addition to the defending strider force, an Ares-12 Swiftstrider still wearing the blue-and-white markings of the 4th Terran Rangers.

Facing them were thirty-four Imperial warstriders, three full companies of the 2nd Battalion, 3rd Imperial Marines, better known as the Obake, or "Black Goblin," Regiment, under the command of Shosa Nobosuke Nagai. Half of the marine striders were Tachi and Tanto recon striders similar in speed, armor, and weaponry to Hegemony LaG-17s. Of the rest, ten were Nak-232 Wakizashis and six were Mitsubishi Katanas, while Nagai's command strider was a lumbering three-slotter Daimyo. They were accompanied by two companies of foot soldiers in full do combat armor.

Though Imperial warstriders were of distinctive design, it was not immediately clear that these were, in fact, Imperial machines. Marine warstriders usually went into combat with their nano surfaces set to a gleaming jet black, and unless stealth was specifically required for the mission deployment, each strider often flew its own sashimono, a small vertical banner displaying the mon, or family badge, of the unit's commander.

Nagai's striders deployed outside of Tanis, however, without banners and with their nano surfaces set to reflect their surroundings. This was less a serious effort at camouflage—hiding a five-meter-tall warstrider on an open field in daylight is simply not possible—than it was a simple misdirection. Tanis was a civilian city; few civilians knew the technical differences between the various classes and models of warstriders or would think to record their images as they stormed the city, and those who did would probably not live to download them to anybody else. If there were survivors—and Nagai's orders were explicit that there were to be none—their impressions would be of varicolored combat machines, big, deadly, and wearing shifting, reflective nanoflage patterns in golds and oranges.

That would be enough like the description of typical Hegemony striders to confuse the issue, especially since HEMILCOM already controlled Eridu's news and communications networks.

The Battle of Tanis began even before the Imperial forces had deployed from their transports. Taka ground support aircraft and Hachi assault ascraft shrieked overhead, circling, threatening, and the Devastators opened fire with machine gun fire, their cumbersome upper torsos pivoting as they tracked the incoming aircraft, sweeping them with stuttering bursts of 12mm Armor-Piercing Explosive-Core rounds. A Hachi ascraft staggered, multiple APEC rounds punching through the relatively light armor on delta wing and stabilizer surfaces, then exploding inside with the force of small antipersonnel grenades. There was a flash and a shower of flaming debris from the ship's port side as a hydrogen fuel storage tank detonated. Somehow, the pilot killed the fire, brought the Hachi around, and nursed it off toward the north, still trailing smoke.

Seconds later, two surface-to-air missiles hissed skyward from shoulder launch tubes. One was decoyed by a flare, but the other locked onto the heat plume of one of the Falcon tilt-jets and slammed home with a flash and a puff of white smoke. The Taka began losing altitude, managed to level off, then suddenly stalled and plunged into the forest, its impact marked by a rising mushroom of flame and black smoke.

The other aircraft, too lightly armored to tangle with warstriders or heavy weapons, pulled back out of range just as the Imperial forces hit the first redoubt.

The outcome of that first clash was never in doubt.

Tightly coordinated and disciplined, the Imperial warstriders moved and fired as a unit, combining their fire on the biggest rebel machines first. The Devastators were heavily armored; when they'd first been introduced in 2332 they'd been the most powerful combat machines ever seen, fifty-ton monsters equipped with heavy plasma guns and 250-MW lasers that had made them undisputed monarchs of the battlefield for almost sixty years. But their weapons now, mining lasers and machine guns, were all but useless against the advancing ranks of Katanas and Wakizashis.

One LaG-3 struck a Tanto with a lucky burst of explosive shells that sheared off its left weapons pack, but the concentrated laser and plasma gun fire of seven Imperial striders caught it an instant later, searing through its slab composite armor in seconds, gutting the big machine with multiple blasts that splattered huge globbets of molten steel for meters across the ground and spilled internal wiring and circuitry in great, smoking, half-melted tangles. For an instant, steel and ceramic burned with a white-hot blaze fueled by the stricken machine's O2 life support reserves; then its high-explosive ammo stores ignited, and the rippling internal blasts completed the destruction the Imperial fire had begun, ripping arms from body and shattering the squat, massive torso in a cascade of smoking debris.

The second Devastator scored three direct hits on a Katana with its pair of 50-MW popgun lasers, none of which slowed the target. Then a volley of M-490 rockets slammed into its legs and torso, savaging armor, weapons, and hull fittings, filling the air with whining shrapnel. Stricken, the LaG-3 took a hesitant step forward, faltered, then crumpled as its right leg actuator failed. Fifty tons of dead steel-ceramic composite hit the ground with an earthquaking thud, abruptly silencing the shrieks of the militia troops unlucky enough to be sheltering beneath the huge machine.

With machine precision, the advancing Imperial striders shifted their aim. One of the constructors, damaged an hour earlier while dragging ore cars into defensive positions, exploded before it could fire. The other two were cut to pieces by rapier-swift bolts from three directions at once. The RLN-90 Scoutstrider stood its ground, its Cyclan-2000 autocannon hammering away at the advancing Imperials until a Starhawk link-homed missile slammed into its torso and detonated its micronuke warhead.

Kleinst's Ares-12 scored the only rebel warstrider kill, blasting away at a Tanto with a stuttering volley of 18mm HE rounds that shattered its right leg and left it smoking on its side. Then a proton bolt from a Wakizashi's charged particle cannon tore through Kleinst's machine, turning its Y-51D fusorpak to slag and sending jagged, blue-white lightnings arcing between the Swiftstrider's ruptured electronic entrails and the ground.

Gunnar Kleinst died screaming as the Ares-12's short-circuiting AI downloaded 1,200 volts directly through his cephlink's feeds into his corpus callosum.

The Tanis Militia's leggers held their ground for perhaps ten seconds more. Antiarmor missiles and mining lasers fired at point-blank range damaged four of the attacking warstriders, killing the pilot of one of the Katanas. Then, as laser and high-explosive rounds began to sweep through their ranks, they broke and ran. Plasma bolts scratched white fire across the sky as the more delicate traceries of laser ionization flicked from target to target, rending them in sprays of blood and steam-blasted tissue. René Duchamp died trying to rally his men behind one of the ore cart redoubts, burned in half by an 88-MW pulse; his second-in-command was crushed beneath the foot pad of a Wakizashi as she fought to reload a shoulder-fired missile launcher.

Leaderless, the militia forces lost all coordination. Some fled for the Sinai Heights beyond the town, where snipers were keeping up a steady fire on the advancing legger marines. Others bolted for the wide-open cargo locks in the city dome, and were still struggling to crowd in when laser fire began slashing through them from behind. A pair of Starhawk missiles, teleoperated from the Katanas that had launched them, struck the side of the Tanis city dome and detonated with twin, savage thunderclaps. The city's air began shrieking out into the thinner Eriduan atmosphere, raising a howling vortex of swirling sand and dust. The air pressure in Tanis began dropping, though it would be hours yet before outer and inner pressures matched and the windstorm stopped.

Legger marines, supported by Tanto and Tachi warstriders, broke into small strike groups, deploying swiftly across open ground to targets already mapped and loaded into tactical operations memory. One team seized the monorail head and the pressurized station lock, where civilians were still crowding aboard a three-car train. Striker missiles breached the station walls, while flamers took care of the screaming, frantic minshu.

Other teams secured the mining facilities and the domes housing the separator and processing plants, although, because of the demonstration in the Tanis town square, there were only a handful of workers present, and none of them were armed. All were rounded up without incident and herded into an airlock "for safekeeping." Opening the outer lock door eliminated the need for keeping them under guard, as marines proceeded to secure the plants and their equipment.

But the real slaughter occurred inside Tanis proper.

Gunso Isamu Kimaya was not proud of what he was doing, but he was determined to carry out his orders with a true samurai's devotion to duty because to do less would dishonor him and the Imperial daihyo who had issued them. He was glad, though, that he and his sensono kyodai, his war-brothers, had been ordered to drop the black-hulled livery of the Obake Regiment, that they were not displaying the regiment's white-on-black sashimono.

He'd guided his KY-1180 Tachi through the gaping rent in the town dome, formed up with the rest of his section, then advanced into the town square. His dorsal turret with its twin Toshiba 88-MW lasers panned back and forth, killing lone targets and using them to set buildings on fire. For the dense crowds of people stampeding ahead of his advance, he used a different weapon, the sempu.

The word meant "whirlwind." though that hardly described the thing in action. Heavy-caliber shells fired from his Tachi's Mark III weapons packs exploded as they cleared the stubby muzzles, hurling a cluster of lead balls at the targets with a shotgun's dispersal pattern. Unlike shotgun pellets, however, these balls were strung together by several meters of monofilament, molecule-thin wire that sliced through light armor, cloth, breather packs, flesh, and bone alike with appallingly bloody ease.

In places the dead—and the neatly sectioned body parts of the dead—were piled up four and five deep, especially in the killing fields around airlocks and building entrances, and blood was ankle-deep on the legger marines moving across some of the sunken walkways. Flamers designed to incinerate Xenophobe Gammas worked equally well on flesh. Long before the air thinned to the point where humans could not have breathed it, the dome's atmosphere was choked by foul, low-hanging clouds of greasy smoke.

Kimaya used his machine guns to cut down a man and a woman fleeing together, then waded forward through a wall of bodies. Rigidly, employing every kokorodo discipline at his command, he held his emotions in check. In a way, the high-tech linkage of the individual marine striders helped. Under infrared imaging, with computer targeting interlock, the fleeing minshu were reduced to rapidly scattering patterns of colored light, faceless save for gaping holes that might be screaming mouths, nonhuman targets no more meaningful than the robotic ningyo used in training exercises. Calls over the tactical frequency heightened the practice-exercise feel of the situation.

"Red Three, Red Three! Come left ten meters. Maintain your spacing."

"Green Five, targeting at three-one-five, range two hundred meters."

"Orange Two, stand clear. I am employing whirlwind."

"I think some targets have moved behind the building on the left."

"Nagumo! Sato! Neutralize that threat!"

"I have a lock. Stand by. Target neutralized".

Still, he did not feel good. The slaughter seemed to take forever, as Imperial warstriders dispersed through the city. Building after building was set ablaze. Honored ancestors! He'd not given thought to the possibility that there were women and children in here!

"Red Leader, this is Red Two. Objective secured."

"Affirmative. Red Two. Proceed to objective Blossom Four."

"Yoshitomi! Take your squad and check those buildings on the left!"

He had his Tachi's recorders on, of course, and was able to let the strider's AI capture the images he'd been told to get. Why were his superiors so interested in the details of this butchery, he wondered?

Movement captured his attention and he swung to the left. A civilian was approaching the Tachi, a breather mask over his face, a white rag waving in his right hand. He was shouting something, and Kimaya cut in his strider's external mikes to hear what he was saying.

"Hanashi-o tsuzuke-yo!" the man called. "Hanashi-o tsuzuke-yo!"

The words made no sense. "Let us continue to talk"? The man was repeating the phrase over and over, and it occurred to Kimaya that it sounded like a code phrase, maybe a password of some sort.

But the man was gaijin and Kimaya had been given no passwords or special authorizations beyond the call signs of the assault group. His orders were to take no prisoners. With a twitch of what, in his physical body, would have been his left hand, he depressed his left-side Mark III weapons pack and triggered a single sempu blast. The gaijin fragmented into a dozen neatly sliced pieces, the face on the severed head still showing shocked surprise as it wetly plopped to the ground.

Gods, there was so much blood. . . .

"My God, what are they doing?"

"The bastards! The filthy, goking bastards!"

"Shut up, people! Stay low!"

Jamis Mattingly was huddled beneath a dun-colored thermal blanket with a dozen other people, peering miserably through his mask's dust-coated visor at the scene below. He and most of his staff had escaped through the mining tunnels and access shafts scant minutes after the Imperial Marines had grounded. Now he was hidden among the rocks high up in the rugged Sinai, using the thermal blankets to mask their body heat signatures from aircraft. Grim-faced militiamen crouched among the rocks nearby, watching with stony, emotionless eyes as the Imperial Marines completed the destruction of Tanis.

There was no question whatsoever about the identity of the attackers. Mattingly was a former warstrider; he'd jacked Ghostriders with the Scots Greys on Caledon before emigrating to Eridu and becoming a fusion plant manager, and he knew all of the Imperial designs. This had been a marine op, a show of raw terror and naked force designed to . . . to what? He didn't think the marines were taking prisoners. Damn it, he wasn't conceited enough to think that the Impies were so eager for his head that they'd zero an entire town to get it. They must have a reason . . . but what was it?

There were scattered reports of other survivors, some in the forest, others in the tunnels below. A number of people had fled in magflitters as soon as young Kleinst had arrived with his terrifying news. With luck, they might reach some of the neighboring Euphrates Valley towns and spread the alarm.

A dull thud sounded from the town dome . . . followed by another. They were blowing things up in there, it sounded like. Many of the warstriders were already pulling out, clambering back aboard the waiting transports.

Overhead, the ground support craft circled like vultures.

"Why are they doing this!" a man screamed, his voice muffled by his breather mask but shrill and far too loud. "Why can't they leave us alone?"

"Quiet, Franz," a woman replied harshly. "Quiet or I'll shut you up myself."

On the whole, discipline was good, their chances of survival fair . . . unless those Imperial troops decided to comb the Sinai Heights boulder by boulder.

No . . . the ground troops were also withdrawing, moving back to the transports at a trot. Their ammunition and armored suit power must be running low. Tanis lay silent, the interior of its transparent transplas dome obscured by a thick and oily haze.

The biggest question was whether help would come. Their life support packs had air for two hours or so . . . less after the rugged climb through the tunnels. If no one got here from Sidon or Memphis, they would all be as dead as if they'd stayed in Tanis.

No! They had to live, so that the other Eriduan communities could know what had happened here! If he had to compose a RAM message, download it to a volunteer, then give up his own life support pack to guarantee the messenger's survival, he would do it.

With a black-humored stab of irony, Mattingly realized that he and the other survivors were witnessing history in the making. Once word began spreading among the other dome communities on Eridu, the Tanis Massacre would become immortalized, the first armed clash of the Hegemony Civil War.

And with a passionate, fierce-driven conviction, he knew it would not be the last.


Chapter 26

     Mankind will possess incalculable advantages and extraordinary control over human behavior when the scientific investigator will he able to subject his fellow men to the same external analysis he would employ for any natural object, and when the human mind will contemplate itself not from within but from without.

—Scientific Study of So-called

Psychical Processes in the Higher Animals

Ivan Petrovich Pavlov

C.E. 1906

Dev was linked to his warstrider, moving through streets awash in blood. There were bodies everywhere, bodies twisted like rags, bodies soaked with blood, pieces of bodies that looked like they'd been cleanly diced on some butcher giant's cutting board, others torn and shredded and burned, their glistening entrails spilled on the ground.

God, there was so much blood. . . .

He tried to turn his optics away, tried to focus on the burning buildings, on the pall of smoke filling the ruptured dome, but couldn't. He was searching for survivors, hunting them down as if they were scrabbling, scurrying vermin and executing them with clean and methodical bursts from his weapons.

Movement to his left. He turned, and red targeting brackets closed on the lone human figure stumbling toward him, a white handkerchief clutched in blood-smeared fingers. The man was mouthing something. Dev had shut down his external mikes earlier because the screams of the children had hurt so. He switched them back on now.

"Please! Help me!" the man was calling. "Please, help me!"

But Dev's orders said . . .

He stopped, trying to recall. His orders had been . . . had been . . . to patrol the area around the Tanis mining complex, to watch for Xenophobe activity, to protect the Tanis civilians if the Xenos attacked. . . .

This, this massacre had been his idea.

"Please help me!"

Dev twitched his left arm, and the man fell to pieces, arms and legs, head and slices of torso slipping apart from one another in an explosion of startling scarlet.

Satisfaction. The sempu was a devastating antipersonnel weapon. In his report to HEMILCOM he would have to tell them that it was truly . . . truly . . .

Dev tried to move, tried to shake his head in outraged denial, but his brain no longer controlled his body. Dimly, he knew that someone else had taken over that task, as data continued to trickle in through his sockets, filling his cephlink with images of sheer, bloody honor.

"Why did you do it, Cameron? We saw you do it, and we hare the recorder memories from your strider. What made you do it?"

"I . . . I did n't . . . what you said . . . I couldn't—"

"You ordered your company to destroy Tanis. Eighteen hundred helpless civilians massacred, the town dome cracked wide open. Do you know what happens to people forced to breathe Eridu's atmosphere? We'll show you. . . ."

The pictures in Dev's mind were the stuff of nightmares, but sharpened to a hard, crisp focus that had none of a dream's sense of unreality, none of the distance or perspective experienced as it faded from memory.

Instead, he experienced the reality of now in crisp, vivid detail.

A dozen men and women were on the rubbery, yellow-orange stuff that passed for grass on Eridu, some on their hands and knees, others sprawled with legs and arms twisted, fingers clawing trenches in the earth. Mouths gaping, chests heaving with convulsive shudders, they struggled to breathe the oxygen-poor air, their lips turning blue, their eyes starting from their heads in their frenzied battle against suffocation.

"My orders . . . my orders . . ."

"You're telling us you were just following orders? You killed all those people and you were just following orders'?"

"Yes! I mean no. . . ."

"What is the real story, Cameron? What is the truth?"

"I don't know. . . ."

He didn't know. He remembered approaching Tanis with his company. He remembered receiving his orders: Patrol the area around the Tanis mining complex, watch for Xenophobe activity, protect the Tanis civilians if the Xenos attack. . . .

No! No! No! His orders had been something else entirely, but he couldn't remember . . . couldn't remember. . . .

Omigato's holographic image floated centimeters off the lab floor amid gleaming, white-surfaced sterility. Cameron, still in his striderjack's bodysuit, lay strapped to the tilt-top table, his head encased in a cephlink helmet. Tubes and cables snaked from the ceiling, power and data feeds for the helmet, medical life support tubes and medical sensor array cables for the suit. Several medical technicians and a DHS interrogator named Haas stood about the wired, motionless body.

"How does the rebriefing proceed?" To Omigato's eye, it looked as though the subject was dead. He could detect no movement in the chest.

"Slowly, my Lord," the interrogator replied. "The subject has a comparatively strong grasp of reality."

"How much longer? We will have to make an announcement soon."

"Two more sessions should do it, my Lord." Haas said. "Three at the most. If we proceed too quickly, attempt to batter down his defenses with too much force, he could withdraw, become permanently catatonic. We would have to start from scratch then, with a brainclear and complete reprogramming." Haas shook his head. "The results would not be optimal."

"You have another twenty hours." Omigato broke the connection and he floated once again in the zero-G privacy of his quarters.

Twenty hours. The local authorities should be able to keep things under control that much longer, at least. There'd been the inevitable wave of alarm in the wake of the Tanis Massacre. The governor's office had been besieged with calls, a storm of questions, pleas, threats, and demands for clarification, for news, for some kind of official announcement. There were reports of militias in eighteen towns and cities mustering or on alert, though whether that was to maintain the peace in their own regions or to attack Hegemony forces was still unclear.

That announcement, of course, already composed and ready for transmission, said that the gaijin koman assigned to a Hegemony strider unit had gone berserk, ordering his unit to attack Tanis, but that he and those of his men who'd followed him were all in custody. The download from Tai-i Devis Cameron's personal RAM, bearing his own access codes and IDs, would prove that he had given the orders, that he and a few of his men had slaughtered the population of a helpless town.

The Tanis Massacre had occurred nearly forty hours earlier, and there were unfortunate, disturbing indications that things had not gone entirely to plan in one respect at least. The Tanis population, apparently, had had warning enough that many had escaped, despite the marine net thrown about the area to catch fleeing refugees. Jamis Mattingly, one of the most important rebel leaders, had turned up alive in Sidon, a city some thirty kilometers downriver from Tanis. According to observers at the scene. Mattingly and others were passing around direct memories of the attack, memories showing Imperial warstriders and troops slaughtering helpless civilians.

It would have been better—a smoother, cleaner operation—if there'd been no survivors at all from Tanis, but Omigato was already adapting to the situation. Once Cameron's memories of the incident were publicly displayed, it would be one set of claims against another, the radicals against the government, the nuts against those who knew that such things couldn't happen here. Opinion on Eridu would be polarized, and the division might even lead to fighting between rebel groups and the government. There would be many, a majority perhaps, who felt that an Imperial attack on Tanis was unthinkable, that such talk was obviously greenie or lifer propaganda.

All of which would provide the necessary excuse for direct Imperial intervention.

And no matter what happened on Eridu, the real battle would already be won simply because the Empire controlled the ships—and hence, the communication—between star systems. The news that reached Earth and the Imperial Palace would be that Devis Cameron, the gaijin trusted with communicating with the Xenophobes, had gone mad . . . possibly from the strain of his contact with the aliens on the Alyan expedition, possibly because the Xenos themselves had somehow twisted or controlled his mind.

That alone would be the victory Omigato sought. The pro-gaijin elements of His Majesty's government and personal staff would be discredited once and for all. The Emperor—dare he hope such a thing?—the Emperor himself might decide to take personal responsibility for what had happened. Next in line in the Imperial succession was a protégé of Gensui Munimori, like Omigato, a Man of Completion.

As for Eridu, Omigato decided that in the long run it didn't much matter whether the locals knew about the Imperial involvement at Tanis or not. One way or the other, the excuse he needed to turn the full weight of the Hegemony and Imperial armed forces against the planet's rebellious populace was already there. He need only wait for Earth and His Majesty to recognize the situation and grant him the authority to deal with it.

And deal with it he would.

Dev awoke once again on the cot inside his narrow cell. Such dark, disturbing dreams. . . .

Not dreams. Or rather . . . dreams, but not his. Nightmares created by computer, or channeled through his cephlink from someone else.

Shakily, he sat up, swinging his legs off the cot and feeling the cold roughness of the floor beneath his bare feet. Now, in the interlude between sessions, he knew what they were trying to do. Like anyone with a RAM implant, Dev possessed two broad types of memory, one biological, the other artificial. The biological memory could be fooled, or it could be blurred or erased by drugs or neural feeds, but the only way to deliberately implant false memories was through hypnosis—notoriously unreliable—or by feeding falsified data through the cephlink.

He'd heard of this sort of thing, though always as a kind of darkly whispered rumor, as tales without proof or substance. "Rebriefing" it was called, the word coined from RAM-edited briefing. Once it had been a military briefing tool allowing updates in published data to be written directly into their RAMs. His intracranial RAM was not as discriminating as his organic brain and would accept anything fed to it. The treatment he was getting here was designed to distort his personal reality, to smash down his barriers between truth and lie.

If they kept at it long enough, he would either end up forgetting what was real and accepting their memories as truth, or he would be driven hopelessly, mindlessly mad.

Already, his memories were disjointed. He remembered being brought to this place, a military dome on the outskirts of Babel, he thought. As soon as they'd pulled him from his strider down in Winchester they'd snapped a horseshoe device around the back of his head, something like a commpac with plugs that snapped into all three sockets.

After that, things were fuzzy and remote. They called the devilish thing a Kanrinin, a controller, and it was just that, operating through his cephlink to cut out his will and leave him pliable and content, willing to do anything his captors told him to do, unable to speak or act or even think on his own. He could remember only fragments of what came next—of boarding a monorail in Winchester and of being switched off, of waking again sometime later and being led here, to this cell.

Then the interrogation had begun.

That, too, was fragmentary—fortunately. He only recalled bits and pieces of his "softening up," as the interrogator had so cheerfully called it. He didn't know whether that was deliberate on the part of his captors, another means of twisting his sense of time and reality, or evidence of some sort of natural cutout in his mind, a way for his brain to protect itself.

The fragments he retained, though, were still painfully fresh and raw. He remembered being strapped naked to a kind of open framework that had allowed them access to every part of his body. He remembered the razor gleam of scalpels turning in the light, the terrifying pop-hiss as a blowtorch was lit, his fascination with the flame's glow as it descended toward unprotected flesh. He remembered screaming and screaming and screaming until his throat had gone raw, leaving him unable to voice more than a rasping croak. He kept trying to pass out, willing himself into oblivion, but the trickle of energy feeding through his sockets and into his brain would not let him be anything but hideously, shockingly awake.

But eventually, they'd let him faint, to awaken once more back in his cell, shaking and sweat-soaked, the memory of pain very nearly as sharp as the pain itself. With an unexpectedly strong reluctance, terrified of what he might see, he'd looked down at himself, minutely checking feet, fingers, hands, genitals. He'd brought a trembling but blessedly intact hand to his face, touching ears, nose, tongue, and lips, checking, cataloging . . .

Everything's still there. The trembling stopped, but he still felt kitten-weak. It was all a dream.

But it seemed so real!

It had been real. Had those images been manufactured, in the same way that an AI could manipulate artificial memories in a ViRdrama? Or had they been the genuine memories of some poor soul tortured to provide his interrogators with a handy instant replay, a tool for breaking the minds of other prisoners without breaking their bodies?

During one session, he'd actually found himself hovering above that hellish rack, watching as the interrogators carved away at his writhing body, and he'd been certain that he'd gone completely mad at last. Again, he'd awakened later, still, impossibly, whole and intact, but with a dimming grasp of who he was and what he'd been doing . . . before.

There'd been three initial "softening" sessions, he thought . . . or maybe four. After that, the images had turned to memories of his assault on Tanis.

He remembered, and the shaking began again. He thought he was going to be sick. Had those memories been manufactured? Or were they real? Some of the control discretes and data overlays he'd seen were unfamiliar, and he suspected from the feel of the thing that the warstrider was an Imperial model, a Tanto, possibly, or a Tachi. He'd never jacked an Imperial strider, so those disturbingly real memories had to be from a Japanese unit.

Or had they been memories downloaded from a Ghost-rider? It was so hard to remember. They'd been interspersed with questions and harsh interjections from his tormentors.

"You are a traitor, Cameron. Just like your father."

"My father was a hero!"

"Your father turned a Starhawk missile on the Lung Chi space elevator during the evacuation. He was responsible for the deaths of half a million Manchurian civilians."

"The Xenophobes were coming up the sky-el. There were millions of people already at synchorbit. They all would have died if he hadn't acted—"

"There was no danger to them or to anyone else. He destroyed the elevator, allowing the Xenophobes to slaughter the people still on the surface. Just like you slaughtered those poor people in Tanis."

"No!"

He no longer knew what to believe. He did know that the bastards were winning, winning, and that, somehow, was the most wrenching torture of all.

They hadn't told him what they wanted of him, hadn't even asked any questions save for those designed to keep him off balance, to make him question his own actions, even his own thoughts.

"Why did you do it?"

"But I didn't! It's a lie!"

"You are lying. We know you did it. This is you killing those people. Why are you lying to us?"

He checked his internal RAM. It had been twenty-six hours since they'd begun interrogating him. He knew that they would keep at him and at him until he broke, until he told them what they wanted him to tell them, or said what they wanted him to say. He'd already decided to make them work for it, though. He would not cooperate with them of his own free will.

The Hegemony had reinforced its Eridu garrison. The soldiers who guarded him in this RoPro-walled fortress were Chiron Centurians, a crack unit raised and trained on Alpha Centauri. Dev thought they must have arrived in the last few days, because he'd heard nothing of their arrival while he'd been at Winchester.

The Hegemony must be nervous about the Eriduan response to Tanis. Dev didn't much blame them, and he could understand why they wanted to pin the blame on him. He wondered if enough people had survived the Tanis Massacre that the truth would get out.

He didn't want to be thought of as the murderer of eighteen hundred people. . . .

Dev felt a tremor in the floor, a grinding vibration somewhere far beneath his feet. Wearily, he closed his eyes. It was possible that this was a created dream, a virtual reality being pumped into his brain to further distort the boundaries of what was real and what was not. He might only think he was sitting here in his bare-walled cell, when in fact he was . . .

The trembling in his body began again and he wanted to scream: Stop it stop it stop it! Eyes closed, he took a deep breath, then opened them again. Nothing in the room appeared to have changed. His cell was three meters high, four long, two wide, with rough-textured RoPro walls and a wire grating over the single small fluoro light source in the ceiling. There were no other fixtures save a drain in the floor and an iris door in one narrow wall. His cot was a simple affair of tubing and wire, with a bare mattress that stank of ammonia and other stale, less definable odors.

Concentrating, he realized he could hear sounds . . . someone screaming, he thought. And the thud of running footsteps.

What was real, and what a lie? The thumping sound was louder now, and he realized that by the fluorostrip's light he could see tiny, individual dust motes dancing off the far wall. He blinked, then rubbed his eyes. An earthquake?

The building lurched, and Dev found himself lying on his back on the hard floor. The wall opposite his bunk split from floor to ceiling, opening in a ragged crack that spilled dirt and loose gravel into his cell. He felt the tug of a violent wind lashing at his bodysuit and his hair and he knew that the dome must have been breached because he could hear the pale shriek of escaping air. Reflexively, he held his breath, then let it go, knowing that it was useless.

Memory surfaced, of the civilians he'd seen outside of Tanis, bug-eyed, mouths working like beached fish, and Dev, already strung to the very edge of mental endurance, screamed, a shrill and wavering cry of sheer terror. He was up and standing on his cot, both fists hammering against the unyielding wall behind it. "Let me out! Let me out! Let me out!" One dark corner of his mind realized that this, too, must be another illusion, a manufactured nightmare designed to unhinge him, and he no longer cared. He simply had to escape that narrow cell, which had suddenly taken on all of the aspects of a sealed and buried coffin.

Then another explosion knocked him down again, and he lay on the floor as the thinning air howled around him.

The door was irising open. . . .


Chapter 27

     Knowledge will forever govern ignorance; and a people who mean to be their own governors must arm themselves with the power which knowledge gives.

—James Madison

Eighteenth century

He didn't recognize the woman who stepped through the open door, a bundle of breath masks clutched in one hand and a businesslike 10mm Steyr-Hitachi subgun in the other. Her features were hidden by a visor and breath mask, and she wore a ceramiplas armor cuirass that left her legs and arms free. No helmet; her long black hair was pulled back from her face with a red headband.

"Who . . . are you?" The air wasn't too bad yet, but it tasted different. Thinner, and there was a rubbery smell to it, like something burning.

"Never mind." Her eyes narrowed as she stared into his face. "You're Cameron."

It was not a question. He decided she must have a RAMed image of him, and she'd just compared the download with what she saw sitting on the floor of the cell.

Shakily, he rose to his feet. "At the moment. I'm not real sure who I am. What the hell's going on?"

"Hey, not a thing. We're just here to rescue you, is all." She held out one of the masks and he took it, pressing it to his face. Instead of a two-hour life support pack, it was fed from small gas bottles extending from either side of its blunt snout. He touched the control and drew a breath of rubbery-smelling air.

As he donned the mask, she reached up behind her left ear and touched the compatch plugged into her T-socket. "Sierra One, Sierra One-five." she said. "I've got Cameron." She listened a moment. "Right. We're moving!"

"What's going on?"

She gestured impatiently. "Bad guys coming. Let's odie!"

She ducked back through the door and, his bare feet crunching on gravel blasted from the walls, Dev followed. In the passageway just outside, a Hegemony guard in brown fatigues lay sprawled on his back, a brilliant red hole marring his cheek just below his left eye.

Dev stared at the body a moment, trying to force his brain to work. A rescue? Pushing back the fog that still clouded his mind, he stooped and retrieved the guard's rifle, a PCR-28 high-velocity rifle. He checked the counter on the stock magazine: two hundred 4mm caseless rounds, safety on. He flicked the safety off and followed his rescuer over piles of debris partly blocking the narrow passageways.

"Captain!"

He turned at the familiar voice. Chu-i Paul DeVreis was moving down the passageway, following a young, sandy-haired man in partial armor much like the girl's.

"Paul!" How many of the rest of A Company had been brought here? He had dim memories of seeing others while he was being taken aboard the monorail in Winchester, but he'd not seen anyone from his unit since arriving here.

He wanted to ask if DeVreis had seen the others, but the woman called to them from up ahead. "Hurry, hurry! We're on a schedule!" She ducked through a gap low in the corridor wall. He followed on hands and knees . . .

. . . and emerged in a blaze of heat and light. Dev blinked at the sky through his visor; until that moment, he'd not known whether it was day or night, and he was feeling disoriented, lost in time as well as in place.

They were standing in a jagged gap in the curving transplas wall of a fifty-meter dome situated in a circular jungle clearing. The air still escaping from the hab was whipped past him in a minor windstorm of swirling dust, and the jungle trees at the edge of the clearing thirty meters distant were rippling with the gust. The air outside was a furnace after the relative coolness inside. Dev took three steps, and the sweat bathing his body plastered his bodysuit to his skin. Turning, he saw the slender, laser-straight column of Eridu's space elevator vanishing into a blue-green zenith. So he was near Babel . . . only a few kilometers from the main dome, it looked like.

An explosion behind him and to his right made Dev flinch and duck. There was a battle going on. Half a dozen troops held a perimeter about the gap in the dome. Lasers flicked and skittered overhead, made briefly visible by the streaks they scratched through the rising dust and smoke. At the jungle's edge, the nanoflage-blurred shape of a Ghostrider crouched on bent, splay-footed legs, snapping off bolt after flaring bolt from its chin turret laser. Dev saw other bodies, some in the uniforms of Hegemony leggers, others in the mismatched armor and civilian clothing of the attackers.

Bandits, he thought. These are the hill bandits they told us about. But it was impossible to think of them as mere bandits. They moved with a quickness and a coordination that suggested they'd had at least some training. One of the men, who looked like he was in charge of the ground troops, was wearing full combat armor displaying the shoulder emblem of the 3rd New American Mechanized Cavalry, and Dev guessed that it was his, not stolen. A strip of red cloth had been tied around his right arm just below the shoulder pauldron, and when Dev looked, he saw that all of the rebels wore similar rags, or had daubed their armor with identifying stripes of red paint.

That's how they knew where we were, Dev thought. Traitors . . .

Traitors? He arrested the thought as he stumbled barefoot across the hot ground. Traitors had just in all probability saved his life. And who was the real traitor, the soldier who refused to obey a direct order, or the government that issued immoral orders?

He could tell that he was going to have to redefine some of his terminology.

Another combat machine, a LaG-17 Fastrider, lurched from the woods, its torso swiveling back and forth atop its squat actuator assembly like the questing head of a beast of prey. It seemed to track on whatever the Ghostrider was firing at, then joined in with a barrage of laser fire from its hornlike laser mandibles. A rocket streaked in from somewhere, trailing a white contrail, bursting against the Fastrider's hull with a flash and a bang that scattered tiny chunks of armor, but the machine kept firing with a steady, uninterrupted rhythm, walking its bolts slowly across the upper levels of the dome.

Dev's feet were in agony, already blistering along the soles, though they still didn't hurt as much as what they'd done to him earlier, in his mind. He stumbled and fell to his knees.

"Dev!"

The voice, a woman's voice, boomed from the Ghostrider towering at the jungle's edge. Dev gaped up at the duralloy monster, not daring to believe what he'd just heard.

It occurred to him that this was all some kind of elaborate ViRdrama. It couldn't be Katya in that LaG-42, not here!

"Help him," the woman's voice said from the LaG-42's external speaker. "His feet are burned!"

"Katya?" He still couldn't believe it. It's real! It's real! Please let it be real! "Katya, is that you?"

"It's a long story, Dev," Katya replied. "I'll explain later."

The big New American trooper scooped an armored gauntlet under his arm and helped him up. A rebel in partial armor took his other arm and helped him limp toward one of ten magflitters resting on the ground twenty meters away.

Katya, here! She'd been heading for New America! How had she gotten to Chi Draconis?

And what was she doing with the hill ban—

—with the rebels?

A deadly, squat delta-shape screeched low over the jungle, and the Ghostrider and Fastrider in perfect unison swiveled, elevated, and loosed a pounding laser barrage. Dev saw a flash from the low-flying aircraft but couldn't tell if the hit had done any damage. He heard a shout and saw some rebels nearby drop to their bellies and begin shooting. Hegemony troops were spilling from an airlock in the dome nearby. Dev wanted to snatch up his rifle and join in the firing, but he'd lost his weapon along the way—back where he'd fallen, he thought—and his two escorts were in no mood to let him linger. At a dead run, they hurried him along, his feet barely touching the oven-hot ground. Reaching the magflitter, they handed him up the open cargo ramp to another pair of rebels waiting inside.

Bev Schneider, Martin Koenig, and Wolef Helmann were already there, crouched in the dimly lit, windowless interior. The rest of A Company came limping up the ramp moments later. The harsh rattle of gunfire, the hiss and snap of lasers and plasma guns, intensified outside. A woman harnessed into the pilot's seat up forward, her VCH already jacked in, yelled back at them. "All secure?"

"Go! Go!" a rebel with a smoke-stained face yelled back. The pilot slapped her palm onto her armrest interface and instantly sagged back in her seat, apparently unconscious. Around him, Dev heard the gathering whine of the flyer's mags spooling to full power, the clatter of something hard and metallic striking the outside hull, and then they were moving, lurching from side to side with hissing crashes as the windowless craft bashed its way through the trees.

Katya watched the flitter rise on howling mags, wobble as gunfire struck sparks from its armor, then careen forward into the trees. She still wasn't certain she trusted her own feelings. Dev, a rebel!

The news from the south that Tanis had been destroyed had been closely followed by whisperings that a gaijin working for the Imperials had been responsible. Hard on the heels of that rumor had come the news that the gaijin had actually been a hero, had defied direct Imperial orders to attack Tanis and even sent one of his people to warn the town.

In both stories, the gaijin had been identified as Devis Cameron, winner of the Imperial Star, the man who'd dared attempt communication with the Xenophobes at Alya B.

Long before, Katya had convinced herself that, if she didn't actually hate Dev now, she certainly disliked him, that their political views were diametrically opposed, that their relationship over the past several years had been a mistake. How could she possibly love a man who so completely embraced the philosophies, the elitist social theories, of Dai Nihon? Impossible!

Unexpectedly, her feelings had started to change after her encounter with the Xenophobe Self. She still wasn't sure she understood what had happened to her, but something had changed inside her mind, her thoughts. At first, she'd wondered if the Xeno had physically changed her somehow; that had been a nightmare, as she wrestled with a purely human dread of the unknown.

Then, as med and psych tests demonstrated that she'd had a shock but that she'd not been altered in any measurable way, she began to realize that the change lay purely in her perceptions.

Until she'd confronted the Xeno, she'd seen only the differences between herself and Dev, the areas where they disagreed . . . or where they reacted to the world in different ways. Dev was more cautious, she more impulsive; he liked to reason things out, while she tended to act on feeling; he saw the advantages of the Empire's order and security, while she saw the thinly veneered chaos of arbitrary power and a stratified society; he thought of the Empire protecting humankind from itself, and she mourned the loss of individual liberty and personal rights.

Differences . . . as mutually alien, she'd thought, as human and Xeno.

But somehow, ever since her mind had momentarily blended with a Xenophobe's thought processes, differences in merely human points of view no longer seemed so vast . . . or so hard-chiseled in black-and-white absolutes.

"Katya!" Chung's voice called, jerking her back to reality. He was jacking the long-range sensor gear in one of the transports. "We got transports incoming, range five klicks!"

"Okay, people!" she snapped over the general frequency. "Company's on the way! Grab what you can and odie!"

Rebel leggers were trotting from the now-smoking shell of the Hegemony dome, carrying or dragging bundles of weapons, cases of ammo or powerpacks, suits of combat armor. Several of the open magflitters had already been crammed full of military gear looted from the base armory. The haul included four light striders and a pair of DR-80 orbital warflyers, big, black, ugly shapes loaded aboard individual maglev transport sleds.

A successful raid, no matter how you looked at it.

But they'd only had a small garrison to contend with, and now reinforcements were on the way in, big time. It was time to withdraw.

"Creighton! Are your people clear?"

"Everybody's clear, Captain! We're out of here!"

"Right! All units, fall back to the jungle and disperse! Execute E&E pattern Beta, with rendezvous at Green-Five! Move!"

Explosions blossomed from the jungle, mushrooming above the forest canopy and into the crystalline sky above.

They moved.

From a rendezvous site in the jungle south of Babel, they'd returned to the city separately or in small groups after hiding vehicles and equipment in an underground bunker that had once been a prospector's maintenance shed. Dev and most of the other Terran Rangers entered the Towerdown dome aboard a convoy of eight flitters that had been coming up the coast road from the south, from Lagash and Flynnsport. There were plenty of Hegemony patrols on foot around Babel, he noted, but they weren't stopped at the Babel city dome for ID checks as he'd expected.

He found out later that the Hegemony officers tasked with taking downloaded IDs from people entering and leaving Babel were in fact members of the Network, the whispered underground organization that was rapidly transforming Eridu into a center of resistance against the Hegemony government.

That resistance was taking many and varied shapes. DIVERSITY IS LIFE! had been spray-painted across the Towerdown dome above the main airlock entrance. Lorita Fischer, the black-haired woman who'd freed Dev from his cell, was with him in the caravan truck, and she explained that the phrase was one of several Network slogans that had become popular lately. "Law for seventy is not liberty for one" was another. The idea that one government could embrace the needs, goals, morals, and outlooks of hundreds of separate human cultures on seventy-eight different worlds, she explained, was nonsense. By its nature, government was either small and personal, something on the level of a town hall meeting, or it was tyranny, with the few ruling the many for their own benefit, no matter how representational that government might be in theory.

Dev found some of her views to rest little short of anarchist, but he had a hard time answering her charge that the Hegemony was a tyranny supported by military might.

That evening, they assembled in an underground complex that Katya explained was hidden beneath a deserted building in Babel's Towerdown warehousing district. All of the rescued 4th Rangers were there, along with a number of the rebels. Dev had found himself surrounded by familiar faces. Chung was present, and Hagan and Nicholson, Torolf Bondevik, Erica Jacobsen, and Lara Anders. He didn't see Rudi Carlsson, though, and wondered if he'd stayed back on Loki.

And Katya. He found it hard to take his eyes from her. For her part, she seemed . . . tired. A bit washed out, like she'd been working herself too hard. It seemed like a small eternity since he'd seen her last, that evening at Kodama's party on Earth.

There were lots of strangers, too, a small army of men and women—kids, most of them—from Eridu and New America, members of the Network's combat arm.

Dev's first question, of course, had been how they'd known he was being held in that jungle bunker outside of Babel.

"Sinclair had spies in the armory at Winchester," Katya explained. "And Nagai didn't try to hide you when he transferred you from Winchester to Babel. You were seen boarding a monorail, with three of Nagai's bully-boys as escorts." She made a face. "You were wearing a kanrinin."

"I remember a little of that." Dev said. "But they put me out for the trip."

"Well, the monorail's an eighteen-hour trip from Winchester to Babel." Katya went on. "By the time they were frogmarching you off at this end, we had people watching the stations. You were seen, and followed . . . to one of Babel's outlying domes."

"They call it Nimrod," Lorita said. "It's the barracks and headquarters for the main Hegemony garrison at Babel, and it's located about ten kilometers south of the Towerdown dome. We figured they'd be keeping you there for a while rather than take you up-tower to synchorbit, because the word was you were going to be used for some kind of propaganda here on the surface."

"Affirmative," Dev said. He tried to smile, and failed. "They wanted me to admit that I was the one who ordered the attack on Tanis. They . . . they damn near made me think I did it."

"We decided the time to try a rescue," Katya said, "was while you were still on the planet."

"Yeah, but how? The place was a fortress!"

A red-headed girl the others called Simone giggled. "That was me," she said. "I hacked into HEMILCOM's alert net and told it the Xenophobes were coming through again at Site Red One. They were falling all over themselves trying to scramble for their magflitters."

"Which explains the tight timetable," Dev said. He glanced at Katya. "You waited until they off-loaded at Red One, then hit the place and were gone in the time it took for them to load up and fly back."

"We had it timed real close," Lee Chung said, nodding. "Eight minutes, thirty seconds max. We did it in seven twenty-five."

"There was still a fair-sized garrison manning the fort," Hagan said. "Only two light recon warstriders, thank God, but a fair number of leggers and some nasty remote laser defenses. There wasn't time to be fancy. We knocked out the Fastriders with a missile barrage, blasted through the dome wall, and sent people on foot running through the complex, looking for prisoners. Meanwhile, the rest of us loaded up on loot. We got away with some pretty good stuff."

Dev's left eyebrow arced. "You've also started yourself a nice little war," he said. "Against the Terran Hegemony. You're going to need more than guns to fight it, I'm afraid."

"Maybe," the big New American, Creighton, said. "What'd you have in mind?"

"An army, for one thing. And allies. Oh, don't get me wrong. You people were magnificent out there today, and I'm certainly in no position to criticize your technique! But you're still outnumbered a hundred to one, and when the Empire gets into it—"

"We'll handle the Empire," Torolf Bondevik said. He put his arm around the redheaded girl's shoulders and she snuggled closer. Evidently, members of his old unit were settling in quite happily to life on Eridu.

"We all will," Katya said, looking pointedly at Dev. "You're in this thing too now, aren't you?"

The question startled Dev. He'd not really thought about it before this. "I . . . I guess we are." He glanced at Bev Schneider, across the room. She was sitting in the circle of an older man's arms. She looked radiantly happy. "I was going to say it's a bit sudden to find ourselves on the other side. Some of us seem to be adapting quite well."

Creighton followed his gaze. "That's Alin Schneider," he explained. "Her father."

"God. No wonder they're glad to see each other."

Across the room, Lorita Fischer was caressing a mentar, and the instrument's harmonies, haunting minors, shivered in the air. He listened a moment, trying to place the tune. "What is that?"

"Hope Eyrie," Katya said. "It's become sort of an anthem for the Confederation."

"Anthems are usually more martial than that."

"This one fits. It reminds us that we're reclaiming a heritage, something we squandered a long time ago. 'Time won't drive us down to dust again.' "

"It's . . . beautiful." He'd never heard the piece, but it still sounded familiar somehow. Captivating.

"What happens to you now, Dev?"

He looked at her, surprised. "I guess that's up to you, isn't it? I mean, damn it, you rescued me. I can't go back. I'd like to stay . . . with you."

Her eyes were unreadable. "I can't promise it'll be the same between us. A lot's happened."

He winced. "Me and the Empire. I was an idiot. They lied to me—"

"That wasn't what I meant. Dev, we have the Yunagi comel."

Dev's jaw dropped. "You do!"

"There's more. I've already used it. I've talked to Self, to the Xenophobe. I'm not sure, but I think I've arranged an alliance." When Dev couldn't respond for several seconds, she added, "Well, you said we needed allies!"

It took Dev a moment for the thought to work its way past several layers of preconceptions. Then it hit him like a thunderbolt. "The Xenos! You've . . . you've made an alliance with the Xenos? Gods, how?"

"Nothing's certain yet." She closed her eyes, and Dev saw the stress there. "Oh Dev, they're so different!"

"They are that."

"No, I mean . . . I had no idea what you must have gone through, out there on the DalRiss homeworld. It . . . I think it all but took me apart and put me together again. It was . . . inside me, trying to understand me. And I'm not sure it succeeded."

Dev felt a nagging worry. "Did it hurt you? Are you—"

"I'm fine, Dev. The medicos checked me when I got back. They said it analyzed my breathing mixture and manufactured a fresh reserve of air for me, right on the spot. Probably treated me for carbon dioxide poisoning too. Those things would be grade-A medics if they could be integrated into our society."

"I'm not sure society's ready for that," Dev said dryly.

"But I did try to explain our need. And their danger. When I woke up back in Emden, I found out they'd left me a . . . a message."

"What . . . in your RAM?"

"No. I'm not sure they understood what that was. No, they . . . they changed my comel."

Dev started at that. "What . . . a Xenozombie?" He was thinking of other DalRiss creatures, taken over by the Xenos and used as weapons.

"No," she said. "Not like that. But there was a kind of impression in it. A memory. I felt it when I touched the comel back at the rebel base. They told me how to contact them again, if we need them."

"What was it?"

She told him.

Dev threw back his head and laughed.


Chapter 28

     The chief advantage of space elevators is that they can transport large cargos to and from synchorbit at extremely low cost. Their disadvantage is time. Typically, a sky-el shuttle requires twenty hours for the one-way trip between towertop and towerdown, and in some cases the trip takes considerably longer than that.

     When speed is required for ground-to-orbit transfers, air-space shuttles remain the travel mode of choice.

—Elevator to the Stars

Jiro Shimamura

C.E. 2412

Triumphantly, the red-haired girl on the couch broke contact with the terminal. "We're in!"

Dev leaned partway into the opening of the gleaming gold tube, one of eight angled cylinders dominating the ViRcommunications center at the Babel spaceport, and stared at the monitor above her head. "What did you do?"

"Bypassed the regular security through a trapdoor I happen to know." Simone Dagousset plucked the jacks from her T-sockets, then slid from the public ViRcom booth. Dev took her hand and helped her up. "I've got a tame subanalogue download persona that thinks it's General Nakamura of the Imperial Staff. You'd be surprised how the military types snap to with heel clicks and salutes when he barks an order!"

"Don't you still need access codes?"

She laughed. "Sometimes. I can usually get what I need from the comm system AI though. Their problem is they're too smart."

"How do you mean?"

"You can reason with an Artificial Intelligence," she said with a proud toss of her head. "Or fool it into thinking Shosho Nakamura wants his ship and he wants it now, no questions and no red tape foolishness or he'll know the reason!"

"Great," he said, looking about the concourse. The urgent bustle of Babel's Towerdown spaceport surrounded them with an anonymous blanket of rumbling sound. "So, where do we go, and how long to lift-off?"

"It's a private flight. Discretionary launch." She giggled. "I think it's Nakamura's personal launch. At least it's registered under his ID. Gate three, Bay Alpha."

"A personal launch? Is that going to be big enough for all of us?"

"It should be. One-hundred fifty tons. It'll be crowded, I imagine."

"Yeah, well, it's a short flight, three hours max. We can sit in each others' laps for that long. Did you alert the others?"

"Sure did." She dropped her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. "Operation Hope Eyrie has commenced!"

Dev shook his head. Simone seemed to live for intrigue and risk taking, and he wondered if she didn't see the whole conflict as some sort of enormous, elaborate, and challenging electronic game. She was never happier than when she was tweaking the system, looking for new ways to outwit or get past the computer networks that permeated every aspect of modern life.

As they walked, he let his gaze traverse the concourse, then shifted to the railed balconies overhead. There were hundreds of people in sight, most of them businessmen or trader types, travelers arriving at or departing from Eridu's groundside sky-el terminus. He also noticed an unusual number of Hegemony soldiers patrolling the gleaming floor, or standing at intervals along the balconies, and there were no local militia troopers in evidence at all. They wore heavy partial armor and lugged military rifles or lasers rather than the less conspicuous stunners or carbines security troops normally carried, and they stood or paced restlessly at their posts with the air of men warned to expect trouble.

And trouble was definitely in the air, a tension that could very nearly be tasted like the acrid reek of fear. Things were quiet in the Babelport dome, but the larger, adjoining dome of Babel had been the scene of yet another demonstration. Dev had not been there, but he'd seen views of the Babel town square on repeater monitors around the spaceport concourse. Thousands of people had gathered there early that morning. He could hear them now, a faint, far-off, rhythmic chant: "Tanis! Tanis! Tanis!"

God, no wonder the security guards were nervous.

Most of them, Dev could tell from their shoulder patches and uniform emblems, were members of the Chiron Centurians. No Terran Rangers that he could see, and only a few New Americans. Maybe the Rangers weren't trusted any longer, after A Company's defection at Tanis. Network Intelligence had reported that downloaded accounts of what had happened at Tanis were circulating among both Ranger and New American units, and morale was reported to be low. There'd been a lot of desertions lately, with whole companies joining the rebels, bringing warstriders and weapons with them. The entire planet was charged, ready to explode; almost anything could touch it off. Sinclair's propagandists had tapped the anti-Imperial resentment and turned it into a monstrous, living thing.

Dev wondered if Sinclair and his people would be able to control it.

They stopped at a transplas window in a lounge overlooking Bay Alpha. Nakamura's shuttle was a large, delta-winged, twin-engine ascraft, an Ishikawajima A5M1 Moketuki with a hull that gleamed like burnished gold in the light of Marduk. The Nakamura mon, or family emblem, adorned both wings. It rested on its ventral landing skids, surrounded by the snaking coils of power conduits and feeder tubes and guarded by several armored men on foot. Its belly cargo hatch was open, and Dev could see a line of robot loaders already wheeling up the ramp, each carrying maglev sleds piled high with two-meter canisters of the kind used to transport fragile or perishable goods up to orbit. A human cargo officer checked tags on their sides and made entries on his compad. Good. As long as he didn't decide to spot-check those canisters . . .

Forward, the chunky, organic shapes of a pair of DR-80 Tenrai warflyers were being eased into the Moketuki's external hull rider slots. A pressurized boarding arm connected the port facility to its starboard airlock, and the steam boiling from the craft's cryo-hydrogen slush tanks curled up around its flanks.

It looked like the plan was proceeding smoothly, but Dev's heart was hammering inside his chest. So much could go wrong. . . .

"Loading's almost complete," he said. "We'd better get aboard."

A Hegemony guard stood by the terminal entrance to the Bay Alpha boarding arm. "Sorry, sir, ma'am. This is a restricted area."

"We have orders for that ship." He kept his voice even, commanding.

The man looked them up and down, his right hand resting in casual display on the butt of a holstered laser pistol. "I hardly think—"

Dev extended his left hand, palm out. The man hesitated, shrugged, then picked up a compad resting on the shelf beside him and extended it. Dev placed his interface on the screen and felt the tingle of transferred data.

The man looked at the screen readout, eyes widening with respect. "Sorry, sir! I didn't know . . ."

"Now me," Simone said, grinning.

The guard read her forged ID and nearly turned white. "Please, you can both go aboard immediately."

As they stepped aboard the shuttle, Dev gave Simone a sidelong glance. "What did you tell the damned computer that we were doing here, anyway?"

"Oh, I put you down as Nakamura's personal secretary, his human secretary, that is, on your way up to synchorbit for a conference with Omigato himself."

"I see. And you?"

She giggled. "I'm listed as Nakamura's mistress."

Dev wondered if that guard had thought it odd that someone as high-ranking as Nakamura had a gaijin secretary . . . or a gaijin mistress, for that matter, then decided that it didn't matter. No enlisted man would dare question the fact, if the computer network claimed it was so.

They made their way up to the flight deck, where other members of the Network combat team were assembling. Each silvery canister had held two cramped rebels, or a pair of combat suits and several weapons. Lara Anders, listed as the ascraft's pilot, arrived a few moments later.

"Places, everybody." Anders said. "I want to light off before someone decides to double-check those orders."

The shuttle was a true ascraft. an air-space interface vehicle that saved fuel mass in atmosphere by gulping down huge quantities of air and converting it to sun-hot plasma in twin fusion furnaces. In space, the tanked cryo-H served as reaction mass, though it could also use water or any other liquid. Smaller ground-to-orbit craft could use the magnetic repulsion effect of magflitters or similar vehicles, but large shuttles like this one still relied on old-fashioned nuclear engines, a design relatively unchanged for three centuries at least. Though the spacecraft could hover, land, and take off like a conventional tilt-jet aircraft, launch to orbit was usually assisted by a hotbox booster that would take the vehicle to scramjet speeds. It had pilot jacking slots for three, though a single person could fly it, and acceleration couches for twelve more on the flight deck. By utilizing every available seat, plus jury-rigging additional acceleration couches with foam pads laid out on the aft cargo bulkhead, Dev had managed to squeeze thirty rebel troops aboard the tiny craft, along with their combat armor and weapons.

After donning a suit of combat armor, save for helmet and gloves, Dev took his place in the co-pilot's jacking slot forward. With his background, he could fly the ship if necessary, but mostly he wanted to be jacked into the ascraft's sensors for the final approach to their target. As soon as he came on-line, he sensed Lara at his side, completing the final elements of her prelaunch rundown. His visual field was a feed through optic scanners in the ascraft's prow, showing the encircling gray wall of Bay Alpha's blast pit, and the domes and hab structures of the spaceport.

"Cryo-H tanks at pressure," he heard Anders saying. "Hotbox fuel feed at three-seven, nominal. Gantry clear and power on internal. Babel Towerdown, flight Ko-tori Five-niner is requesting immediate launch."

A window opened in the upper left of his visual field. A bearded face, a traffic controller's ViRpersona, stared at Dev from the depths of the blue-green sky. "India Hotel Kilo Five-niner, please hold for authorization check."

Dev felt something go cold inside. So much could go wrong with this plan, not the least of which was the danger that some human or AI would become suspicious at the urgency of this shuttle launch, or the large number of cargo containers that had been so hurriedly loaded aboard. If someone decided to hold the shuttle's launch, there wasn't a lot the rebels could do about it, and there was for damned sure no way they could hide the twenty-some commandos packed into the craft's flight and cargo decks. The alternative—initiating an emergency launch and boosting off from Babelport without authorization—would be worse than useless. Transit time from launch to synchorbital docking was pegged at three hours, fifteen minutes; no ascraft that had blasted out of Babelport against orders would be permitted anywhere near the synchorbit facility.

Were the spaceport control people merely double-checking the shuttle's orders? Or were they sending someone out to inspect the craft personally? Dev found himself holding his mental breath.

"You want me to try to head them off?" That was Simone's voice. The young hacker, jacked into the third shuttle control slot, was offering to intercede electronically, through the computer network linking the waiting shuttle and Babelport's space traffic control.

"Negative," Dev replied, a little sharply. "If they felt you in their system they'd know something was wrong. As it is, they might—"

"India Hotel Kilo Five-niner, this is Babelport Control. You are clear for immediate launch."

It had been a routine cross-check of their orders, nothing more. And Simone had already taken care of that aspect of things. "See?" he said simply.

"Babelport, India Hotel Kilo Five-niner," Anders said. "Acknowledged. See you again soon."

The melodrama of a prelaunch countdown had long ago been superseded by the silent and ultrafast musings of a ship's AI. Lara Anders gave the mental command, and the ducted jets whined to full throttle, lifting the ascraft out of the blast pit. The Moketuki's flat, squared-off nose came up, and a second later the hotbox ignited.

They rose skyward, balanced on a thundering tower of white flame.

In an observation lounge in the Babelport terminal, Katya watched the delta-winged ascraft climbing on its waterfall of fire and smoke and felt a small, inward shudder of relief. Casually, she reached up and touched the compatch behind her ear. "Sword, this is Watcher. The Eagle is aloft. Initiate Hope Eyrie."

"Copy that," Hagan's voice said, speaking in her mind. "Hope Eyrie is go."

It was time.

Aboard the Tokitukaze, Yoshi Omigato was indeed in a conference with senior Hegemony officers, but it was an electronic meeting rather than face-to-face, and those attending were linked from places as far apart as Babel, Winchester, and Boreal, in Eridu's north polar zone. Twelve uniformed men floated in a dimensionless space, observing a five-meter holographic projection of the Eriduan globe. The colors were accurately portrayed as seen from space—clotted masses of reds, oranges, and golds separated by violet seas—but the planet's cloud cover had been stripped away, and important installations, cities, and outposts were represented by color-coded symbols. The space elevator was a thin silver streak extending from Eridu's equator far out into the surrounding night.

Also displayed were numerous flashing points of light—green, blue, and white—each accompanied by a hovering data tag identifying it. Green marked Hegemony forces and blue Imperial; white lights represented probable concentrations of rebel troops.

To one side, beyond the globe, a three-D image presented a realtime view of the Babel town square, where nearly five thousand people were crowded together in a living sea, and more were joining them every minute. It was as though the dome had become a kind of magnet for every malcontent and troublemaker on the planet. Their chanting was muted to a rhythmic, lingering echo: "Tanis! Tanis Tanis!"

Obviously, Omigato thought, the campaign to blame Tanis on a few traitorous gaijin had failed. That still didn't matter, fortunately, so long as his version of events here was all that reached Earth.

What was worrisome was the rebels' selection of Babel as the site of their demonstration. A pitched battle there might damage the sky-el. Any serious interruption in space elevator traffic would sharply cut into the planet's productivity. It would also end any possibility for terraforming Eridu, at least until the elevator could be repaired. If the damage was serious enough, the delay might be measured in decades.

Omigato was patient, but not that patient. His campaign, the campaign of the Men of Completion, had been so finely timed, so precisely forged and balanced . . . like the blade of a venerable Masamune katana. He'd expected that the rebel rising, when it came, would be in Winchester or one of the other cities in the south, not at Babel.

Much hung on the events of the next few hours.

"Since Tanis," Chusa Barton, CO of the 4th Terran Rangers, was saying, "we've had a dramatic increase in the number of desertions." His words were hard and curt, bordering on insolence. Omigato doubted that the man could be trusted and already planned to replace him. "Whole companies have simply walked off base, taking weapons, even warstriders, with them. There have been several skirmishes already when security personnel tried to stop them. . . ."

"Yes, but where do they go?" Omigato demanded. "These rebel battalions you tell me of, they cannot simply vanish into jungle! They need shelter! Food! Power! Air they can breathe! Where are they hiding?"

"We believe they are using outposts near the major population centers," a HEMILCOM staff officer said. One of the outpost symbols, a few kilometers south of Babel on the holographic display, grew brighter. "This is Emden, my Lord, constructed forty years ago for fungus prospectors in the Equatorial foothills. By triangulation and through computer simulations, we believe this facility was the staging area both for the attack on the monorail a few weeks ago and for the raid on Nimrod."

"And what has been done about it?"

"We have it under close observation from synchorbit, my Lord." a HEMILCOM security officer said. "We have identified several people living there as probable rebels. When we—"

"Then take them!" Omigato exploded. "Or do I have to call in the Empire and show you how the thing is to be done? Take prisoners! Make them talk! They will know other rebels, leaders, hiding places! But take them!"

"It's not that easy, my Lord," a black-haired gaijin named Boudoin said. He was the commanding officer of the newly arrived Guard unit, the Centurians, and his image floated in space above the varicolored world with arms crossed, a dark expression on his face. "The civilian population is rapidly polarizing over the Tanis incident. Some support the Hegemony still, but AI projections estimate that sixty-five percent are siding openly with the rebels. They provide warnings of troop movements, shelter for deserters, supplies, recruits. Civilian workers on the military bases are leaking classified data faster than we can keep track of it. My staff believes that—"

"It is quite easy. Taisa," Omigato interrupted sharply. "Simplicity itself. You permit no civilian workers on your bases. You take hostages. You evacuate town domes and sequester their populations in holding centers. You shoot deserters. And if you can't maintain control, I remind you that the Tokitukaze alone has the firepower to destroy every habitat dome on the surface of this accursed planet! Is that understood?"

In the shocked silence, a staff assistant's voice sounded almost shockingly loud. "My Lord . . ."

"What is it?" Omigato was in no mood for interruptions.

"My Lord, please look at the realtime images from Babel. They . . . something is happening."

Omigato pivoted his point of view, staring at the mob scene illuminated in the empty space beyond the Eriduan globe like a theater stage. The crowd had grown still . . . almost expectant. A holographic public address screen had been erected, and Prem's image was towering over the mob, imploring them to disperse. Omigato's teeth ground with frustration. He would disperse them . . . and so thoroughly there would not be enough left to bury. But what . . .

At the mob's back, a warehouse door was opening.


Chapter 29

     Article 10. Right of Revolution. Government being instituted for the common benefit, protection, and security of the whole community and not for the interests or emoluments of any one man, family, or class of men; therefore, whenever the ends of government are perverted, and public liberty manifestly endangered, and all other means of redress ineffectual, the people may, and of right ought to, reform the old, or establish a new government. The doctrine of non-resistance against arbitrary power and oppression is absurd, slavish, and destructive of the good and happiness of mankind.

—Article X

New Hampshire Bill of Rights

C.E. 1784

Katya consulted her internal time, then opened her tactical frequency. "Right. Let's go."

"Copy." Hagan's voice said in her head. "We're ready to move. Good luck. Katya."

"And you. Vic."

It was almost like being in the Thorhammers again. Katya was jacking her Ghostrider, and the striders flanking her included Vic Hagan and Lee Chung in a pair of RLN-90 Scoutstriders, and Erica Jacobsen in a Swiftstrider. The fifth machine was Roger Darcy's Fastrider, and for some reason that reminded her of Rudi Carlsson. She missed the impetuous Lokan and wished he were here.

Several hundred leggers were also gathered in that building, foot soldiers of the Rebel Network. One platoon had been fitted out with complete combat armor, but the rest were still wearing partial armor, or none at all. The rebellion had grown tremendously since Katya had arrived on Eridu, but it still was having trouble providing arms and equipment for all of its members.

The miracle was that what they did have had been successfully hidden from the Imperials and their Hegemony watchdogs. These four warstriders, for instance, had been shipped to warehouse 1103 in crates labeled MACHINE PARTS and stored there for the past week, awaiting this moment. It would not have been possible without the active, the enthusiastic, support of much of the city's population, including especially those like Simone Dagousset who were willing to tweak the government's computer network.

"You take the pods," she told Georg Lipinski, in the LaG-42's number two slot. "But if it comes to a fight, watch what you're shooting at. It's crowded out there."

"Iceworld." Lipinski said, his mental voice steady. "Easy feed." The kid had grown a lot in these past few weeks and taken on the stature of a combat veteran.

The sliding doors to warehouse 1103 were wide open now, and white light splashed into the dusty building interior from the city center outside. Beyond, a throng of civilians stood in a dense-packed mass, waiting in eerie silence. Katya could see some of their banners and slogans. ERIDU IS FREE! one crudely spray-painted placard read. She sincerely hoped that the wish could be made fact, though the odds were still against it. Against them.

Katya's Ghostrider emerged into daylight filtered through the broad transplas expanse of the largest Babel dome, leading the way into the town's central square where the people had gathered in a vast, shoulder-to-shoulder mass. They made way for the line of warstriders, but they'd been resisting for some time the loudhailer demands of militia and Hegemony troops to break up, to go home.

A line of Hegemony warstriders was arrayed opposite the mob, blocking the way toward the Towerdown dome and the base of the sky-el itself. Behind them, the holographic image of Governor Prem, five stories tall, implored the populace to disperse. Katya enhanced her view and read the unit emblems and designations on the silent row of Ghostriders. Scoutstriders, and one massive, three-slotter Warlord. Chiron Centurians. Good troops . . . and not yet infected by the heady, antiauthoritarian air that had been filling the Eriduan domes for the past several weeks.

"People of Eridu." the enormously enlarged image of Prem was saying. "I promise you, your complaints, your dissatisfaction, your petitions have been heard! Return to your habs immediately. Otherwise, the government authority will have no alternative but to employ gas."

As the rebel warstriders entered the square, however, the Hegemony machines stirred and shifted nervously, as though wondering which side the newcomers might be on. Katya feared for the people between the two lines of giants. If a fight broke out . . .

Katya sought the Hegemony combat channels, her AI shifting through thousands of frequencies in a fraction of a second. There! She heard them talking—AI-coded. of course. "Join us." she said, speaking in the clear. There was a sudden, shocked silence. "Hegemony warstriders, join us! Or step aside and allow us to pass to Towerdown!"

"Who is this?" A man's voice, harsh with frustration.

"This is Captain Katya Alessandro of the Confederation." she said. She hoped she didn't sound as pompous as she felt. "Hegemony and Empire no longer govern here. Eridu is free. Allow us to enter the Towerdown dome."

She could see the entrance to Towerdown behind the warstriders and a line of Heglegger infantry. That dome had been heavily guarded throughout the past week, and if this rebellion was to have any chance at all. Sinclair's forces had to seize it. Besides the space elevator's base and power circuits, it housed the government-controlled transmitters and AI that connected much of Eridu with synchorbit. While government centers at Winchester and elsewhere possessed direct lasercom links with Babylon, the Hegemony's control of the planet's entertainment, news, and communications originated there, in Towerdown.

The biggest of the opposing striders, an old RS-64C Warlord, pivoted on its upper torso, the massive, blunt forearms housing megavolt particle cannons coming to bear on Katya's Ghostrider with unmistakable menace.

"Give it up, sweetheart." the voice replied, "before we squash you and your mincie friends here like bugs."

"Like you did at Tanis?" she shot back. "Another massacre? Start shooting and none of you will leave this plaza alive. Let us pass!"

The Warlord took a threatening step forward. The crowd, uncertain, wavered somewhere between panic and fury. Katya could imagine the sheer helplessness they would feel, faced by armored giants against which they were powerless. Some of them were shouting now, isolated cries, calling for the rebel striders to go ahead and attack.

She hesitated. Any overt force could trigger a firefight, and hundreds would die. She checked her internal time sense again. Sinclair had promised—

Yes! The vast image of Prem flickered, broke into dancing fragments, solidified once, then blanked out. In its place was a new figure, serene and cold and remote.

General Travis Sinclair, wearing an austere brown uniform with only a single star glinting at his throat to show his rank. The transmission, Katya knew, was being beamed into Eridu's communication system by hackers who'd managed to infiltrate the government's ViRcom network days before. She prayed they would be able to keep the tap open; everything depended on Sinclair's getting his message out now. The crowd, trembling at the brink of an all-out riot, grew still. Even the Heglegger troops around the perimeter turned to watch the screen.

"People of Eridu." Sinclair began, a simple and straightforward preamble. "As most of you know by now, the Eriduan Congress of Delegates has asked us to prepare a document advancing the New Constitutionalist position. We have done so. Congress has not yet voted to accept its provisions, but it occurs to us that, in a declaration of such import, in events of such import, a direct appeal to the people for ratification might best serve our cause. This is, after all, your world, and not Earth's. And, if you will it, it is your declaration.

"Therefore . . .

"We, the free peoples of a diverse and infinitely variable species, in order that our beliefs and the nature of our steadfast determination be set before the judgment of an informed and rational Humankind, do now publish this Declaration of Reason, establishing it as a covenant among those seeking relief from the burden imposed by Hegemony tyranny.

"A just and unemotional deference to the principles of reason demands that we explain our position clearly and without equivocation. Why should the rule of law given precedent by centuries of peace be called now into question? In explanation, then, we make these assertions:

"We hold that the vast distances sundering world from world and system from system serve to insulate the worlds of Mankind's diaspora from one another and from Earth, and that government cannot adequately bridge so vast a gap of time, space, and culture;

"We hold that the differences between mutually alien, albeit human cultures render impossible a thorough understanding of the needs, necessities, aspirations, goals, and dreams of those disparate worlds by any central governing body;

"We hold that the seizure of the wealth and property of our citizens on pain of imprisonment or suit is indistinguishable from armed robbery, that the forced servitude of our people on foreign worlds is indistinguishable from slavery, that the continued assimilation of diverse cultures into societal patterns determined by those claiming to represent popular opinion is indistinguishable from genocide;

"Further, we hold that human culture, economy, and aspirations are too varied to administer, regulate, or restrict by any means, but should be free, allowing each to thrive or fail on its own merits;

"That human rights derive neither from God nor from human government or institutions nor from precedent, but from a people's willingness to secure and maintain those rights for themselves;

"That every individual bears the responsibility for his own actions, and that personal liberty conveys no right to deprive others of life, liberty, or property; neither can what is regarded as morally wrong for the individual be considered morally right for government;

"That the only just role for government in human affairs is as defense against force or fraud;

"That when government no longer represents its people, that when government representatives advance their own interests at the expense of the people, that when legal attempts by the people to represent themselves and their interests and to redress the wrongs of the government prove ineffectual, that when government manifestly threatens the principles of individual liberty, then the people have not the right but the responsibility for reforming or, at need, changing that government. . . ."

There was more, a lot more, all of it following the same general thread, that people didn't have to let some amorphous and all-wise government think for them, but had the right . . . no, the duty to think for themselves. Katya wasn't entirely sure she believed all that was said. If there were no taxes—that line about seizure of wealth and property had caught her ear—how could the government keep open the trade routes between the worlds? If individual freedoms took precedence over public welfare, what was to stop someone from screaming "Fire!" in a crowded room? Or operating a groundcar or skimmer while a current trickled through the pleasure center of his brain?

Well, perhaps that line about individual responsibility covered that . . . but she still had the feeling that this Declaration of Reason was being just a bit glib on that point.

Nevertheless, she had a large, unyielding lump in her throat as she listened to the rest of the address, and she noticed that the crowd thronging the square was as silent and as still as if they'd been somehow suspended in time.

"We declare, therefore, that the Worlds of Man are and should be mutually sovereign, mutually independent of central authority, mutually free to pursue what they perceive as their own best interests, so long as those interests do not abridge the freedoms of their neighbors.

"And we further declare that the government of the United Terran Hegemony, having forfeited its right to govern through careless disregard of the needs and petitions of its citizens, can no longer be the legitimate and representative government for those worlds and peoples signatory to this contract, but that the said relationship between governed and governors is henceforth dissolved.

"It is the firm desire of the signatories of this declaration to live in peace with all men and all worlds, but we hereby pledge our devotion to the principles of individual liberty outlined in this document with a firm determination to uphold these principles in the face of coercion, intimidation, imprisonment, and death.

"To this we pledge our lives, our honor, and our trust as members of a common humanity."

What, Katya wondered, would the Xenophobes make of that? Nothing much, she decided, since concepts like "individual" and "personal" were wholly alien to them. She remembered again the Xenophobe's touch, and shuddered.

But the human members of the audience accepted the declaration with profound emotion. For long seconds after Sinclair's image had stopped speaking, there was silence . . . and then the square erupted in a thunderous ovation, in screams and cheers and roared approval. Scanning the crowd, Katya saw people on their knees in prayer, people in tears, people with their arms upraised and their eyes closed in a kind of ecstasy born of mass acclamation.

But others were in motion, surging toward the line of Centurian warstriders.

For one fragile moment, Katya thought that perhaps the Centurians were not going to fire, that the advancing crowd had caught them off-guard or that they could not bring themselves to fire on civilians. Then the Warlord's twin particle cannons thundered, twin bolts of blue-white light lashing the charging mob. Screams rose above the mob thunder, and Katya felt the icy touch of horror.

"Aim for their weapons!" she ordered. "Watch for the civilians!"

"Targeting!" Hagan yelled. His Scoutstrider's laser fired an instant later, striking the Warlord's left arm close to the shoulder joint.

Katya fired an instant later, wondering how many unarmed civilians would die in the ricochets of explosive rounds and the sweep of laser beams that would surely follow.

One of the Centurian Scoutstriders was trembling, then rocking back and forth as the crowd surged about its legs, pushing first one way, then the other. Its torso lashed about, its laser firing, scoring bloody, smoking paths through the sea of humanity before it, but then the mob hit it from the left like ocean breakers crashing against the shore, and the twenty-ton, three-and-a-half-meter-tall warstrider toppled over with flailing arms and a grinding crash.

Katya could hear the screams of the wounded over the roar of the crowd, but louder and louder came a thundering chant, a thousand voices or more picking up the theme and magnifying it: "Tanis! Tanis! Tanis!" She caught a glimpse of the Scoutstrider's operator as he was hauled from his slot, but only a glimpse. He vanished beneath the crowd an instant later.

With infinite care she moved forward, fearful of treading on the densely packed, screaming, banner-waving mass of humanity before her. Both of the Warlord's particle cannons were smoking now, disabled by near-point-blank bursts of laser fire from the rebel striders. The other striders seemed hesitant to open fire, but a thick fog hung in the air . . . gas of some kind. God, we've got to win this quick, she thought.

Some Hegemony troops opened fire on the crowd and died. Some turned over their weapons without a fight and most lived. Some actually joined the crowd's roaring charge.

One Guard Scoutstrider shook off the spell that held its operator and fired some sort of close-in, shotgun-type weapon, a bursting shell that mowed down a column of civilians in a bloody, tangled mass. A bottle, flame streaming from its neck, arced through the air, struck the RLN-90 high up on its torso, and exploded in writhing flames. A second bottle followed, and a third, and then a rocket round from a shoulder-fired launcher streaked low above the crowd and struck the burning strider squarely in its side. The crippled machine kept trying to move, until several laser bolts from Hagan's machine stopped it for good. Katya waited for the pilot's ejection, but it never came.

The surviving warstriders were retreating now, unable to face the sheer, ferocious weight of Babel's civilian population. The Warlord broke to Katya's left, making for the south end of the dome. With few civilians blocking her path in that direction, Katya changed course and angled for an intercept.

The Warlord's high-velocity cannon, a squat dome-shaped turret mounted on the dorsal surface of its hull, loosed a buzzsaw burst of depleted uranium slugs that slammed into the Ghostrider and nearly smashed her to the ground. Lipinski, controlling the LaG-42's missile launchers, loosed a short-range ripple-fired volley of M-490 rockets that savaged the bigger machine's left leg and nearly brought it down. She locked onto a weak spot, a laser scar in the RS-64's armor near the leg actuator joints, and fired pulse after pulse of 100-megawatt laser energy into duralloy plate suddenly glowing white-hot. The left joint gave suddenly, bolts of lightning jaggedly caressing tortured armor as main power leads shorted out. The machine ground to a halt, and as Katya's Ghostrider moved closer, the crewmen ejected in a one-two-three sequence of smoke and noise.

It didn't help. The crowd caught them almost before their chute-slowed capsules finished bouncing off the pavement. Katya turned away, unable to stop what happened next, and unable to watch it.

"Tanis! Tanis! Tanis!"

She had never imagined a battle quite like this one.


Chapter 30

     The first warflyers were man-jacked constructors and workpods equipped with maneuvering thrusters, indispensable for heavy construction work on the synchorbitals and other big orbital facilities. By 2250, forty-three years after the first military use of warstriders, orbital workpods were being armed for sentry and customs inspections. Slower and with less range than conventional space fighters, they have greater armor and endurance. Nonetheless, they have seen only limited use in combat.

—Armored Combat, A Modern Military Overview

Heisaku Ariyoshi

C.E. 2523

"They've just gone to General Quarters," Anders said over Dev's intercom circuit. "Looks like we have to do it the hard way."

Dev agreed. "Launch the warflyers."

Warflyers were little more than converted warstriders, with legs replaced by cryo-H tanks and strap-on maneuvering thrusters. The two DR-80 Tenrai craft—Tenrai was Nihongo for "Heavenly Thunder"—had been captured by the raid at Nimrod that rescued Dev and the other Terran Rangers. Each massed twelve tons—eighteen with a full load of reaction mass—and was essentially a small, self-contained spacecraft. They could not reach orbit by themselves, nor could they reenter atmosphere for a landing. Instead, they were carried to and from orbit in ascraft rider slots, just as striders were transported to landing zones on a planet's surface.

Silently in the vacuum of space, panels blew clear of the Moketuki's belly, spinning end over end as they drifted into the night. The DR-80s, secured by magnetic grippers inside the ascraft's riderslots, dropped free a second later. Just under fifteen minutes out from the Babylon orbital facility, Shippurport was visible only as a webwork of distant lights surmounting the razor-slash gleam of the sky-el. To Dev, it resembled a spider's web glittering with sunlit droplets of dew, indescribably delicate and beautiful.

The laser defenses hidden within that beauty must be targeting them at this very moment.

"Laser com functional," Simone reported. "We're linked."

Neither warflyer was manned, save for the Artificial Intelligences residing in their on-board computers. The odds were high that both craft would be destroyed in seconds. Instead, two of the ascraft's passengers. Harald Nicholson and Torolf Bondevik, had jacked in from their acceleration couches on the flight deck and were controlling the flyers through teleoperation.

Both of the former Thorhammers were Lokans, with experience doing this kind of work at Loki's Asgard synchorbital. They fired the DR-80s' main thrusters almost in unison, accelerating out from the shadow of the pirated ascraft.

"Quite a view," Nicholson said over the general frequency. "Sensors are recording a power-up zero-three-zero, plus zero-seven."

"Got it." Bondevik said. "Cloudscreen is armed."

"Fire!"

A bolt of light streaked from the central hull of one of the warflyers, followed a beat later by a launch from the other. The missiles, high-speed Starhawks, had a range of over one hundred kilometers. Though Imperial Starhawks could carry nukes. Hegemony weapons were limited to conventional warheads. These carried EWC-167 nanomunitions packs, and their twin detonations a moment later, a silent double flare of white light, released trillions of minute, nanogenerated motes that gleamed in the sunlight like mirrored shields.

For centuries, engineers had searched for the key to the mythical "force field" of ViRdrama fictions. While numerous magnetic screens existed—such were vital for manned craft penetrating gas giant radiation belts, for example, or in the inner planetary systems of red dwarf flare stars—the magical defensive shield that could reflect lasers and charged particle bolts as well as nuclear missiles had remained a dream of science fiction.

Cloudscreens were the next best thing, however, for what couldn't be seen or tracked by radar could not be accurately targeted. Two hundred kilometers from the synchorbital docking port, the twin, silvery clouds slowly merged and continued to drift toward the port with a closing speed of nearly ten kilometers per second. Behind the cloud, the ascraft shuttle and the two warflyers accelerated together, pacing the cloud, hidden in its opaque radar shadow.

Lasers lashed out from the docked Tokitukaze and from small defensive turrets on the synchorbit facility itself. The beams left dazzling trails as they vaporized paths through the dust, but the cloud rapidly absorbed and dispersed each beam, while continuing to shield the attackers. Radar and ladar returned only the blank, silvery disks of the approaching clouds.

Missiles could have penetrated the cloud, of course, and used on-board AIs to identify and track the targets, but they could not be launched while the ship was docked. Orders were given to cast off from the port facility, but it would be minutes yet before the countless power and data links between ship and port could be secured. Meanwhile, the Imperial destroyer's missile tubes were blocked by the docking shroud, unable to turn their nuclear-tipped fury against the attackers.

And they had only seconds.

The cloudscreen swept across the port facility, a silent storm, the silvery dust already dispersing to transparency but packing inertia enough in each microscopic particle to scour painted numbers and insignia from duralloy surfaces, and sending spacesuited workers and workpods scurrying for shelter behind intervening superstructures. Transplas windows frosted over in seconds, and inside the synchorbital and aboard the docked destroyer, the drumming tick of hurtling dust sounded like the hissing roar of ocean surf.

The surf roar subsided as the cloud swept past, rapidly thinning, bound now at far greater than escape velocity for deep space. As the skies surrounding the synchorbital and the docked warship faded to transparency, the first high-explosive warheads struck.

"I see three other big Impie ships. What the hell are those?"

"Transports. Don't sweat 'em. Watch your closing rate."

"Copy. I've got the lead. . . ."

Dev listened silently to the ViRcommunications between Nicholson and Bondevik. It was hard to realize that both men were silently strapped into couches back on the shuttle's flight deck, and not actually aboard the two warflyers as they swiftly closed with the docked Imperial destroyer.

Each had loosed two more Starhawk missiles, these packing HE warheads, seconds after the cloud had engulfed the spaceport. Linking their cephlinks with the ascraft shuttle's AI, they'd computed accelerations, courses, and times with lightning speed and inhuman accuracy; the four Starhawks reached the Tokitukaze's hull seconds after the cloudscreen began to dissipate.

"I've got a solid lock," Bondevik called. "Guiding home . . . hit!"

White light flared against the destroyer's port side. They were close enough now that Dev could clearly see the Tokitukaze, the forward third of its wedge-shaped length still engulfed by the docking shroud and the webwork of orbital gantries. Twisted fragments of wreckage spun across the night, and Dev could see the gantry frameworks rippling and twisting with the stress of the impact.

"Right behind you," Nicholson said. Dev saw the next missile, a minute point of light darting for the ragged, IR-glowing gap in the destroyer's port side. The spark flared, dazzlingly bright, then faded. "Damn! They nailed it. Switching to Two."

Dev's viewpoint was through a long-range, image-enhanced optical scanner aboard Bondevik's flyer. With a thought, he shifted his point of view to Nicholson's second missile. For a moment, he saw what Nicholson was seeing, the flank of the Imperial destroyer swelling with alarming speed, the ragged hole punched in her side by the first missile bracketed by target lock discretes, the flicker of numbers in one corner of the field showing the rapidly dwindling range. He had only a fleeting impression of the destroyer's sheer bulk, caught a glimpse of another soundless explosion to the right as Bondevik's second missile was taken out by a defensive laser battery. . . .

The hole in the Tokitukaze's side expanded into a gaping cavern. Dev felt like he was hurtling through the cavern's mouth, sensed a tangle of wreckage and blast-twisted bulkheads ahead . . . and then his mind was filled with the staticky, hissing snow of a sharply broken ViRcom link.

His vision cleared with only a flicker of delay. He was aboard the shuttle once more, trailing the two flyers by nearly one hundred kilometers. Eridu's synchorbital facility had expanded to fill most of the sky ahead, a bewildering tangle of beams, struts, lights, tethers, storage tanks, and habitats. He could pick out the Tokitukaze now without enhancement. White fog—frozen air and water—was boiling into space from the double hit amidships.

A turret on the huge ship's dorsal side swiveled. "Power buildup." Anders warned. "I think—"

A gigawatt laser touched Bondevik's warflyer, and the chunky craft glowed white-hot for an instance before soundlessly vanishing.

"Here we go," Dev called. "Full acceleration!"

Nicholson's warflyer and the shuttle plunged toward the Tokirukaze. The laser swung slightly, drawing down on the second flyer. Nicholson fired first, targeting the dorsal turret, which flared like a small sun.

And then the ascraft was so close that the destroyer filled the view forward, with the twisted and blackened hull plates centered dead ahead. Dev heard the tic-tic-tic of tiny, metallic fragments impacting on the ascraft's hull, could see the gigawatt laser turret pivoting for a third and final shot, and then Anders was firing full retros, decelerating the last few tens of meters on hard-driving pillars of white-hot plasma from the bow thrusters, the ship's squared-off prow plunging through tattered hull plating and twisted girders and burying itself in the destroyer's wounded flank like a thrusting knife blade.

Jacked into the shuttle's AI system, Dev did not feel the actual shock, but he knew they'd hit hard when both his vision and his data feed went out, leaving him literally in the dark. He broke his connection then, and woke up in the co-pilot's slot.

He had weight—a little, anyway, under a tenth of a G. Shippurport was far enough out-orbit from Babylon to provide a modest spin-gravity. He snatched up his helmet and gloves, grateful that the shuttle's hull hadn't been breached in the collision.

Actually, the shock had probably opened dozens of tiny leaks, but none serious enough to evacuate the ship suddenly. He pulled on the helmet, then donned his gloves and checked his seals. Simone and Lara were clambering out of their slots, and he helped them with their armor as well.

The Tokitukaze was an Amatukaze-class destroyer, 395 meters long and massing 84,000 tons. No single conventional warhead could destroy such a giant; it would take a nuclear warhead—which the rebels did not have—or a volley of subnuclear munitions—from more ships than the rebels could muster—to destroy her.

But she had to be taken out of action or the gains made by the rebels on the surface would be meaningless. The only alternative was to revive a form of naval warfare dead for six centuries. They would board and storm the giant warship in an attempt to reach her bridge.

Dev had researched their target carefully on the ground. Her normal complement was around four hundred men, plus a marine company of 120, far too many for thirty rebels to handle.

Fortunately, they wouldn't need to. Tokitukaze—her Nihongo name meant "Fair Wind"—was in a friendly port, and though there was considerable tension on the planet's surface they could not be expecting an attack here at synchorbit. There would be a maintenance or caretaker crew aboard, fifty or less, plus perhaps half of the marines.

Odds of thirty to one hundred were still less than ideal, but the defenders would be scattered through different parts of the enormous ship, dazed by the attack, possibly trapped by warped pressure doors or by compartments opened to vacuum. Some would be dead; an instant before they'd rammed the bigger ship, Dev had actually seen several bodies pinwheeling through the night, blown out through the destroyer's ruptured side. The ship's slow and lackluster defense—only one main laser turret functioning with some fifteen minutes' warning—suggested that they had indeed caught the Imperial ship shorthanded and unprepared.

If they moved fast and struck hard, they might be able to reach the big ship's bridge, which was buried at her very core. He'd studied schematics of Amatukaze-class destroyers, and he'd selected the spot they'd rammed, briefing Bondevik and Nicholson carefully on their targeting. They'd slammed into the ship's number two cargo hold, port side amidships. The bridge was through one, possibly two bulkheads to the main portside passageway, then forward ten or twenty meters—up in the tenth-G gravity. Much depended on how far the twin HE Starhawks had penetrated.

The shuttle was half buried in the destroyer's flank now, its cargo hatch well inside the bigger ship. Power was out, so the rebels used hand cranks to winch the cargo hatch open, then spilled out into the Imperial ship, picking their way through the wreckage, weapons at the ready. By the time Dev and the others made their way back to the shuttle's cargo deck, most of the rebels had already debarked.

Dev, Simone, and Lara found weapons for themselves, then followed.

Omigato was no longer aboard the Tokitukaze.

As the battle had erupted in the Babel dome, his analogue had informed him of a discrepancy. Nakamura's shuttle was reported to be en route to Babylon—but Nakamura himself was still in Winchester, consulting with Nagai. The orders bore his personal ID authorization, but it had taken only a moment to call Nakamura personally and verify that he had most emphatically not issued orders for his secretary or his mistress to take his shuttle to Babylon.

That had been enough for Omigato, who immediately transferred his operations to HEMILCOM's war room, buried within Babylon's tangle of habs and synchorbit facilities. With most of Tokitukaze's officers and crew scattered through Babylon or Shippurport, it made more sense to manage the battle from HEMILCOM's headquarters than from the destroyer.

In the meantime, he'd ordered Tokitukaze to go to General Quarters and given the command to destroy the incoming shuttle, which was almost certainly a diversionary raiding force, quite possibly a suicide attack, planned to pull his attention from the rebel attack on Babel.

''Intruders are reported aboard the Tokitukaze, my Lord," a voice said in his mind. "Efforts are being made to contain them. . . ."

And as he received bad news from his command ship, he was receiving worse from the officers floating weightless in the war room with him. He scowled at the war room's holographic display, as Taisa Theo Ramachandra, a staff tactician, gestured toward the miniature figures struggling across the Babel dome plaza. "Our forces have lost central Babel." he said. "With no room to maneuver, with conflicting and confusing orders about whether or not to open fire on civilians—"

"Never mind the professional critique of our blunders so far, Captain," Omigato said in Japanese. Everyone present spoke the language. "Tell me what we can do now?"

Ramachandra gestured, and the holoscene's scale changed. It showed now the Babel Plateau, one hundred meters above the chalk-white sea cliffs and rocks and the almost primitive village of Gulfport. The monorail line threaded through jungle to north and south. South lay the fortress complex at Nimrod; farther south still lay the suspected rebel encampment at Emden.

"We have Guard units raiding Emden now," Ramachandra said, his face and voice both expressionless. "They report capturing small amounts of equipment, a few deserters, but little of importance. It appears that the entire rebel force has been mobilized to coincide with the demonstrations inside the city.

"The First Chiron has been reinforced at Nimrod. A battalion of your Obake Regiment is en route via ascraft transport from Winchester and will arrive at Babel within two hours." Blue rectangles of light flickered and shifted on the three-D map as red numerals counted off the elapsed time.

"It is our belief that nothing can be done to save Babel," Chusa Barton added. His image was present as a holographic image; the man himself was with his troops on the planet. "Our assets within the city itself were too meager. However, we believe that the rebel military must come out of the city to defend it."

White rectangles flowed from the cluster of city domes, taking up positions south of the city, between Babel and Nimrod. They were clearly outnumbered by the Guard forces already near the city. As the ascraft arrived from Winchester, grounding on the defenders' flank and spilling nearly a full regiment of marine warstriders and armored infantry, the rebel forces were forced into a tighter and tighter pocket, pressed on two sides by government forces, with the sea cliffs to their left and the city dome at their back.

"If they do not?" Omigato growled.

"Then we assault the city, my Lord," Ramachandra said. "We take heavy casualties, but the city is wrecked, and, at conservative estimates, half of the population is killed." He paused, letting his words sink in. "Consider. The rebels depend for their existence on the goodwill and support of the local citizenry. Intelligence says that the civilian population has already sustained several hundred casualties in the fighting in the Babel city square. The rebels will not dare risk their local support. Their best strategy would be to leave the city in an attempt to gain freedom of maneuver."

Omigato nodded slowly. "Yes. I understand. In any case, whether they stay in the city or come out on the plain, they have no choice but to stand and die."

"Exactly, my Lord."

"What of this so-called Declaration of Reason?" a Guard general wanted to know. "It had a . . . an unusually powerful effect on the mincies. More than might have been expected."

"A stunt, nothing more." Omigato said with a confidence he did not quite feel. With the others, he had watched the three-D newscasts of the mob action after Prem's transmission had been overridden. The sight of a warstrider toppled by the crowd was . . . unnerving. "A propaganda ploy," he continued. "I believe the American military once referred to it as 'winning hearts and minds.' "

"We may have trouble with the local population if we lose their, ah, hearts and minds," Barton pointed out. "Especially since we have already lost our space support."

Omigato's blood ran cold at the implied insult. Almost, his hand went to the laser holstered at his side, but he forced himself to relax. Barton was a gaijin, a Hegemony barbarian, nothing more. He could not be expected to understand. Besides, he was forty thousand kilometers away, and any threat of force here and now would be childish, an admission of weakness.

The war room had gone death-silent at Barton's words, with every person present waiting to see Omigato's reaction. He surprised them by smiling.

"Regarding the Tokitukaze, gentlemen," he said slowly, "the vessel has sustained heavy damage and should not interfere with our operations here. Two additional Imperial warships, the Gekko and the Shusui, are en route from the outer system at this moment, with full complements of marines and sufficient firepower to destroy the raiders . . . and to support our operations on Eridu.

"As for Eriduan 'hearts and minds,' I urge you to leave that to the Imperial forces. By the time we finish here, every member of the population will be a devout supporter of the Hegemony and of the Emperor."

He did not add the obvious corollary: Or they will be dead.


Chapter 31

     And what are the principles of combat? Control the high ground, don't let the enemy on your flank. Mobility, security, surprise. Fight because your warrior brothers stand to left and right. Such are the constants of human warfare, unchanged in six millennia.

—Kokorodo: Discipline of Warriors

leyasu Sutsumi

C.E. 2529

A laser bolt scored the bulkhead behind Dev's head with a hissing snap and he ducked, unable to return fire because of the press of armored men ahead. The fight aboard the Tokitukaze had none of the elegance of a classic warstrider battle on open ground but was a cramped, ugly slugfest between two groups of men almost totally blind to each others' forces and positions. A grenade exploded ahead, and Dev heard someone scream.

They'd burned their way into the main port passageway, crowding into the ship's labyrinth of internal corridors. The ship's own self-repair systems had sealed the breach behind them before much atmosphere had been lost, but not before most of the invaders were aboard and moving toward the bridge.

The sounds of combat up ahead were louder now, more raucous, more confused. There was another explosion . . . and then an abrupt silence more unnerving than the crackling and hammering of combat had been. Dev pressed forward . . .

. . . and stepped through forced-open doors leading to the ship's bridge. It was a large, circular compartment with a low overhead, hazy with smoke and ringed with three-meter cylinders canted back from the central pit at forty-five-degree angles. Only a handful of the linkage tubes were occupied. Dev saw, and the rebels were holding three disarmed marine guards at gunpoint. Two more lay broken on the deck.

Dev took a quick glance around the bridge, identified the manual link console, and dropped his palm onto the interface panel. A second later, the pattern of lights glowing in the console's black acrylic surface shifted, greens becoming reds, and then the ship operators were waking up, unjacking, stumbling uncertainly from their tubes and into the waiting arms of the rebels.

Dev pointed to one young-looking Japanese officer. "Kancho deska?" he demanded. Kancho was one of several Nihongo words meaning "captain"—specifically, the CO of a warship. "Are you the commander of this warship?"

The man bowed stiffly. "Hai!" His rank tabs indicated he was a shosa, a naval lieutenant commander, probably third or fourth officer of the ship.

"Kancho deska?" Bondevik demanded, giving the initial ka sound a slightly different intonation, and the Nihonjin officer went rigid, fists clenched, face red. The way Bondevik had pronounced it, the question had become "Are you an enema?"

The other rebels laughed, and Dev had to shout to restore order. "Okay, enough, people! Leave them alone." He waved a gloved hand toward one side of the bridge. "Bondevik, Nicholson, Schneider. DeVreis! Those tubes over there are weapons links. Langley. Gomez, Tewari, and Koenig! Over there, those four tubes. They'll be engineering. We need shipboard power stat, and a lock-in to make sure no one cuts us off from an auxiliary bridge. Karposci, you're on security, any of those tubes over there. Anders, take helm. That one. Dagousset, find any terminal and go to work on the ship's AI. All of you now, jack in and get hot."

As the first group made for the link capsules, he turned, a little clumsily in his armor and the light gravity. "Belenko. How hard were we hurt coming in?"

"Eight killed, sir," a young rebel said. "Three wounded pretty bad. Michaels is with 'em now."

Dev winced. Eleven lost already out of his assault force of thirty.

"Okay. You, Abrams, and Kanavsky. Search and secure the prisoners. Use one of the compartments aft of the bridge. The rest of you, spread out through this deck. Roadblocks at the corridor intersections. We don't know how many bad guys are still aboard, and they're going to be gunning for us as soon as they figure out what the hell's going on. Okay? All clear? Jack it!"

The Tokitukaze was already powered up, with the first steps for switching to internal power preparatory to casting off already completed. The biggest danger the boarders faced was that someone in auxiliary control would isolate them from the ship's computer, leaving them high, dry, and helpless, but Dev was gambling on the fact that auxiliary bridges were rarely manned when a vessel was in port, and it took time to power them up and link them in with the ship's command systems. He watched for a moment, as men and women squeezed into the bridge link capsules, before removing his helmet and gloves, selecting a capsule for himself, and climbing in.

It was the tube the young shosa had been using, the one designated for the officer of the watch. He plugged the jacks into his sockets, touched the palm interface, and became the Tokitukaze.

Power thrilled through his being, power and purpose and a reason for living. He could sense the entire length of the huge warship, feel the damage in his side where the shuttle had rammed home. His view forward was blocked by the embrace of the Shippurport docking shroud, but behind it he could see the lights of Babylon spread across the sky like pearls on a string, and beyond that, suspended in space against the background stars, the cloud-wreathed, red-gold-violet glory of Eridu.

"Cameron on-line," he announced, the routines of his old ship-conning days returning with effortless familiarity. "Coordinate through me."

"Captain . . ." DeVreis said.

"Whatcha got, Paul?"

"Looks like two targets, inbound under free-fall at one hundred three thousand kilometers, bearing two-one-one, neg five-three. Power plant readings suggest approximate Kumano-class. They're hustling."

Kumanos. Frigates, massing perhaps fifty thousand tons each. Smaller than the Tokitukaze, but undamaged and more maneuverable. They would be trouble. "ETA?"

"If they maintain course and don't cut in their thrusters . . . make it eighteen minutes, Captain."

Almost a hundred kilometers per second. They were hustling.

"Weapons status?"

"Nicholson here. The spinal mount's shot, and the main dorsal gigawatt laser's off-line. Power failures in twenty-two percent of the megawatt point defense lasers. We have three other gigawatt turrets powered and green, though. Missile systems check out green, loaded, and ready."

"Good. Keep tracking. See what you can do about the PDLs."

Lara Anders cut into the network. "I'm reading green on all conventional thruster and maneuvering systems. We're go for release."

"Roger on that," Koenig added. "Looks like ship's systems have taken care of all leakage. ATM is steady at point nine-eight bar."

"Power coming up in the fusor packs," Onkar Tewari, an Earth-born Hindi, announced. "Cryo-H are secure and at full pressure."

Good. The collision had not vented their reaction mass into space.

"We've got about a platoon of marines coming at the front door," Anatol Karposci announced over the link network. "Plasma guns and rocket launchers. I think they mean business."

"Seal them off."

"Forward hatch is sealed. Boarding tube is released."

"I have the ship's AI on line," Simone reported. "I can't get at the codes for nuclear launch or the K-T drive, but we're jacked in on everything else."

"Easy feed," Dev said. He'd not expected to get the nukes. Those things were jealously guarded. And they wouldn't be needing to go faster than light. "Get to work on the mag grapples."

"Yes, sir."

That would be the tricky part. The magnetic grapples were not controlled from the ship but through the docking AI of Shippurport Approach Control. Simone would have to hack her way into the synchorbital facility's computer network to get them to release the ship.

"Captain? We have a demand from port security that we surrender and open the forward docking hatch."

Dev laughed. "Tell them we need Lord-high Omigato's permission for that. That'll keep 'em guessing."

He wondered if Omigato was still aboard the Tokitukaze. He doubted it. The Imperial daihyo would probably have gone where the action was as things broke loose on Eridu, buried somewhere in HEMILCOM's orbital fortress.

"Captain, this is Simone. I can't access the magnetic grapples—"

"Damn!"

"—but I can trigger the emergency explosive release."

"Outstanding! All stations! Report readiness for space."

"Engineering is go. Captain. Power up, thrusters standing by. You have maneuvering at your command."

"Weapons go. We're still tracking those bandits, now at one hundred one kay and closing."

"Maneuvering go."

"Affirmative. Okay, Simone. Do it. Now!"

An electrical signal flashed to explosive charges mounted at the base of each docking grapple. Soundlessly in vacuum, but with a dull, hollow thud that echoed through the passageways of the Tokitukaze, the charges detonated, releasing the destroyer's prow.

With nothing holding the ship, the centrifugal force of the synchorbital eased the Tokitukaze backward at a velocity of just over one meter per second. Koenig cut in the bow thrusters a moment later, and then they were falling free, clear of Shippuiport and dropping into the night.

Nearly three hours had passed since the wild fight in the main Babel dome. After securing the Towerdown, the sky-el base, and the communications center, Katya had led the remainder of the rebel force out through the main airlock and onto the city plain.

They were standing on a broad hill almost a kilometer south of the Towerdown dome, a ridge named Raeder's Hill after Eridu's first governor. The view was spectacular, one hundred meters above a violet sea. The jungle circled in the distance, tangled and impenetrable save for the clear-cut slashes where monorails and roadways passed. At Katya's back, the sky-el speared the zenith, dwindling away overhead to a vanishing point lost somewhere in the depths of that green-blue sky.

Other rebel forces had been arriving all morning—from Gulfport, from Emden, from other outposts scattered across the equatorial zone, and even by monorail from as far away as Winchester and Boreal. Including the former Hegemony Guard warstriders that had come over to the rebel side, the Confederacy forces could muster thirty-three warstriders, plus something like eight hundred men with full combat armor, able to move and fight outside the city domes. Another two thousand, plus the thousands more of civilians who didn't even possess partial armor, waited inside the Babel domes, watching the overture to the coming battle.

"That was well done, Katya," a familiar voice said in her mind.

"General Sinclair! Where are you?"

An RS-64D Warlord ten meters in front of her turned and lightly raised its left arm. "Right here."

"But . . . you're not supposed—"

"Not supposed to risk my life?"

"The Network can't afford to lose you, sir."

"At this point, Katya, my living or dying won't make that much difference one way or the other. My analogue has been safely downloaded, just in case, and it knows all my contacts and codes. But now that the Declaration has been published, I'm just another striderjack."

"The Network needs a leader, General."

"The Confederation has all the leaders it will need. Right now, it needs men and women who aren't afraid to get their hands dirty. Right?"

Katya hesitated. "Yes, sir."

He shifted to the general command frequency. "Right, Alessandro! I'd like you on the right flank. Keeping an eye on the monorail."

"Yes, sir."

"Quillier and Sung, you're with me on the center. Creighton, you're on the left. Foot commanders, get your people well dispersed and well dug in. We're going to be counting on them to even up the odds a bit."

As Sinclair continued to rattle off orders. Katya turned her attention to the forest treeline, seven hundred meters to the south. A number of Hegemony Guard warstriders were already in sight at the bottom of the hill, secure in the knowledge that the rebels wouldn't start firing at them randomly. Ammunition, rockets and explosive shells, was too tight to waste it. She was tempted to try probing those ranks with her laser, but resisted the urge. All it would do would be to start a firefight now, before the leggers were in place. Well, if they were willing to stand around in the open waiting for the party to start, so was she. The cocky bastards even had banners up, she saw. Two stylized yellow stars and a centaur on a dark green background: the Chiron Centurians. She wondered if any of the people over there were New American Mech Cavs or 4th Terran Rangers, and what it would be like fighting someone in your own unit.

You ought to know, girl, she told yourself. Just like Dev, all over again. The only difference is that this time you're trying to kill him before he kills you.

She was suddenly very glad that Dev had joined the rebellion.

With brief, crisp orders, she deployed the striders in her squad, making sure they had at least fifty meters spacing between them and that their fields of fire overlapped. Chung, Hagan, and Jacobsen took up positions in a rough diamond pattern with her; Darcy, with his recon warstrider, went on the far right flank.

She glanced again into the sky. Where was the enemy's air? The rebels had a few ascraft—too few to challenge the government's air superiority. She'd expected them to use that advantage . . . one reason that she'd argued during the initial planning sessions that if they had to defend Babel, they'd be better off doing it inside the domes. She'd been overruled by Sinclair, however. They couldn't save Babel's population by killing them in the fallout from a strider-to-strider armored clash. Katya understood that, though she felt as though they were giving up one of their very few military advantages, the defensive cover provided by the domed structures. Out here on the open hilltop, they still had the advantage of position, but not of cover.

Sinclair had also overruled her on the suggestion that they try to summon the Xenophobes, using the code they'd imprinted on Katya's comel during her contact with the Self."Katya," he'd said, "we need allies we can trust!"

And she'd not been able to press the point.

Explosions, many of them, set deep in the rock and repeating quickly, the comel had seemed to whisper in her mind after her return from the Xenophobe cavern. Powerful magnetic fields, masses of pure elements grouped together. It will be felt. It is how Self tastes the interface, and what it hungers for. Self will come. . . .

Dev had laughed when she'd told him. "How about that?" he'd said when he could breathe again. "Here we are stomping around on the surface of a planet in our warstriders, twenty, maybe forty tons of duralloy and steel and 'pure elements,' with magnetic fields in our skimmers and ascraft, explosions, noise . . ."

He'd laughed again. "Don't you see? Every time we used to gather all our striders together to go hunt for the Xenos, we were saying. 'Hey, guys! Dinnertime! Come and get it!' "

It wasn't as simple as that, of course. She thought that the "explosions, set deep in the rock and repeating quickly" ruled out the possibility that the Xenophobes would simply pop up in the middle of a battle. The sense she'd received from the comel had been of a deliberate signal, something that the Xenophobe would definitely hear in its deep lair, and respond to.

But Sinclair refused to even consider using the Xenophobes. "Too dangerous," he'd said, "especially this close to the sky-el. We'd be inviting disaster, bringing those things up on the surface anywhere near Babel."

Katya had understood, and in a way she'd been relieved. Ever since her return to the light of the surface, she'd tried not to think about those dark, close moments in the Xenophobe's belly, and she was not eager to see those crawling horrors again. Sinclair might be thinking of Babel and the space elevator, but she didn't want to bring them in because, she realized now, she was afraid for her own sanity.

One by one, the legger squads called in, reporting that they were ready. Robot guntowers had been deployed, trenches dug by constructors. Unfortunately, they'd not had time to grow any defensive walls.

In fact, they were still deploying the last of the troops when someone shouted over the general frequency. "Look there! More of the bastards!"

It was true. She'd counted five light Guard warstriders before, a single squad of LaG-17s and Ares-12s, clearly either a reconnaissance unit or a cavalry screen for troop movements farther back in the woods. Now she could see other light striders moving out from the trees, deploying in a long line of machines made hazy by the shimmer, of nanoflage. Behind them, bigger, more powerful machines were lumbering from the woods, smashing their way clear of mushroom trees and thick foliage.

There were Ghostriders and Scoutstriders, of course, but she also saw the flat, twin-horned torsos of KR-9 Mantas, forty-two-ton medium assault striders with twin 100-MW lasers, missile packs, and automatic cannons. Behind them came four RS-64D Warlords, at least one Qu-19E Calliopede, and the ponderous, fifty-four-ton bulk of a Kr-200 Battlewraith. Skimmers spilled from among the trees, each carrying at least a squad of armored infantry.

The sight was shocking . . . and terrifying. Katya was counting striders as quickly as she could and had reached thirty-eight when Sinclair ordered all units to arm weapons and prepare to fire. The rebel defenders were outnumbered . . . and where their heaviest striders were three Warlords and four creaking Devastators, the enemy had at least twelve striders massing more than forty tons each.

Unless Sinclair decided to lift his restriction on Xenos or on retreats into the city, it was going to be a short fight, and a lopsided one.

A missile arced across the rebel lines, trailing smoke, striking behind the lines with a flash and a loud bang. With a roar like thunder, the government line advanced.

And Katya was fighting for her life.

His first crisis of command had been the problem of an unknown number of Imperials still loose aboard the Tokitukaze, men isolated in the aft part of the ship and more than able to mount an attack on Dev's handful of boarders, or worse, to tinker with the ship's drives or power source and leave the destroyer helplessly adrift.

The problem had been easy enough to solve. Seconds after dropping clear of Shippurport, he'd passed a warning to those of his crew not safely strapped into jacking tubes, giving them a chance to find acceleration couches, then applied four Gs of acceleration for over a minute. Anyone standing when the drives had kicked in would be on the deck now, probably with broken bones. Dev was gambling that anyone smart enough to find acceleration couches after that was smart enough to stay there. Periodically, he kicked in a short burst, just to keep his unwanted passengers aft cautious.

Now. Dev was looking back at Eridu, distant enough that Babylon and the space elevator were invisible, the world a peaceful-looking orb of brightly colored splendor. What was happening back there, he wondered? What was happening to Katya? He wished he could have stayed with her.

He sensed that his relationship with Katya had changed, though he still loved her. She'd drifted away from him in the past few months . . . or had he drifted from her? Hard to tell. Perhaps, when this fight was over, they could explore growing closer once more. He was willing, if she was.

If they survived. He didn't like thinking about that. The two Imperial frigates were less than fifty thousand kilometers away now, still well out of range, and Tokitukaze had begun maneuvering clumsily for an intercept. Perhaps eight minutes remained before the two sides came within extreme missile range.

Meanwhile, there was time for thought. Too much time.

Dev had always, always wanted to be a ship captain, a dream that went back to childhood and his unquestioning worship of a ship captain father. The sight of the Eridu space elevator from space as he'd backed the Tokitukaze clear had filled him with a sudden, an unexpected rush of emotion, of guilt that he'd not seen his father before Michal Cameron's suicide, of understanding that this was what it must have been like, commanding an Imperial destroyer at the spaceside terminus of a planetary sky-el.

It was ironic, and it hurt to examine it. They'd called Michal Cameron a traitor because he'd destroyed the space elevator, stopping the Xenophobes of Lung Chi from reaching synchorbit and the refugee fleet docked there. Faced with a difficult choice and no time in which to choose, he'd acted. A hero.

Now Dev, once hero of the Empire, was committing treason, hijacking an Imperial destroyer to keep it from being used against rebel troops on the planet below.

I think you would ve understood. Father.

For the first time in years. Dev wished his father was here to tell him what to do. He felt completely inadequate, jacked in as captain of a damaged ship, facing impossible odds. The original idea had simply been to keep the Imperials from using the Tokitukaze against the rebel defenders at Babel; now he was forced to take her into combat, shorthanded and with a hole in her side.

Imperial warships had large crews in part to provide frequent relief from duty, but particularly because more weapons links meant that greater numbers of teleoperated missiles, decoys, and sensor drones could be employed at one time. A jacker could only operate one missile at a time, and over typical ship combat ranges, that could tie up the operator through a large part of the battle. Dev had just nineteen men and women at his command, and nine of those were caring for the wounded or guarding prisoners or guarding the bridge. Four of those left were going to be busier than they could really manage handling the ship's maneuvering thrusters engineering, while Simone communed with the ship's AI and, perhaps most important now, kept watch on survivors of the Imperial crew who might now be burrowing into the destroyer's vitals, looking for ways to sabotage them.

That left Dev and four others. Bondevik and Nicholson from the old Thorhammers. Schneider and DeVreis from the 4th Terran Rangers, to handle all of Tokitukaze's weapons.

It wasn't enough, not by a long shot.

Well, you always wanted to be a ship captain, he told himself wryly. Now that you got your chance . . .

In his mind, he shifted to Japanese, punning with the slippery word kancho.

Perhaps you're just an enema, and not a warship captain after all.

"Missile launch!" DeVreis warned. Dev saw it, a point of light bracketed in red by the ship's combat AI.

"Here we go; boys and girls." he said, his thoughts surprisingly steady. "Let's see just how much hell we can raise."


Chapter 32

     When you try something on an adversary, if it doesn't work the first time, you won't get any benefit out of rushing to do it again. Change your tactics abruptly, doing something completely different. If that still doesn't work, then try something else.

     Thus the science of the art of war involves the presence of mind to "act as the sea when the enemy is like a mountain, and act as a mountain when the enemy is like a sea."

     This requires careful reflection.

—"Fire Scroll"

The Book of the Five Spheres

Miyamoto Musashi

Seventeenth century B.C.E.

The Hegemony warstriders advanced up the hill, struggling to cross seven hundred meters of fire-swept ground, leaning forward into the storm of laser, cannon, and plasma gun rounds as though pressing ahead in the teeth of a gale. Katya picked as her first target one of the Warlords, a dangerous strider with heavy armor and twin Ishikawajima charged-particle cannons. Three direct hits, and the big machine was still advancing, smoke curling from a ragged scar on its dorsal armor where one of Katya's shots had actually penetrated.

"Targeting!" Lipinski shouted warning. "On the left! Paint him!"

Katya snapped another laser bolt into the RS-64, then killed the pulse cutout, switching from hard-hitting punch to a diffuse beam. She kept the laser centered on the moving Warlord, tracking the vulnerable joints at thigh and hip. With a shuddering roar, the Ghostrider's left-hand Kv-70 weapons pack loosed a rippling salvo of rockets, shaped-charge warheads with laser-homing and impact fuzes. Tracking the backscatter of reflected laser energy, they slammed one after another into the Warlord in a succession of eye-searing flashes. Chunks of armor were blown thirty meters behind the lurching machine, which staggered, pivoted to the left, and then collapsed in a tangle of twisted duralloy legs.

Almost before she'd registered that she'd scored a kill, Katya's Ghostrider was slammed from the left, hard. Warning discretes flared across Katya's vision . . . fire in section five . . . power failure in the primary energizing coils . . . pressure failure in the core housing . . .

She dropped the LaG-42 into a crouch, twisting to the left to track her attacker. There . . . one of the Mantas, advancing up the slope. The KR-9 had just downloaded both 100-MW lasers into Katya's hull, and the blast had nearly stripped the Ghostrider's armor and holed the power plant.

Laser inoperative . . .

Weapons packs inoperative . . .

Recommend full power shutdown sequencing . . .

Override! They weren't dead yet! "Georg! Can you damp down that fire in section five?"

Fed by oxygen leaking from the life support reserves, that blaze could melt through to the main distributor circuits and maybe take out the AI logic as well.

"Working on it!"

"And bypass the secondary power feed to the Kv-70s!"

"You got it!"

A discrete flashed red to green. She had one missile launcher working again . . . and five M-490 rockets remaining in the left-side pack. Her chem-flamer was still fully charged, but that was a ten-meter weapon, knife-fighting range for a strider, and there were still friendly legger troops to Katya's front.

"Targeting!" The Manta was nearer now, forty meters and coming closer with a grim, step-by-step determination. Rocket fire and explosive high-speed cannon rounds were slashing into that flat, round hull, but it shrugged the fire off like rain and kept on coming. The ground beneath its heavy, flanged feet had been ripped and torn and churned into tortured hellground. "Fire!"

With her laser out, there was no way to guide the volley, but at forty meters she scarcely needed a smart-guided launch. Four of the five rockets slammed home, twisting one of the laser "horns" on the Manta's torso back and punching a hole in the glacis armor.

"Okay, boss! Fire's out!"

The temperature in section five was dropping. Power levels came back for the laser, though it would take precious seconds to build to full charge. Thirty meters away, a Fastrider loped past the slow-slogging Manta and stepped across one of the hastily dug front-line infantry trenches. Katya could see armored men scattering to avoid the machine's twelve-ton step.

Chin turret laser at seventy-five percent power . . .

It would have to do. Shifting her aim to the Fastrider, she locked in on the humped portion of armor that she knew shielded the pilot. The operator's jacking slot was always the most heavily armored portion of any warstrider, but LaG-17s didn't have that much armor to begin with. She tracked, slewing the Ghostrider's chin turret, then triggered the shot.

Armor exploded from the Fastrider's back, fist-sized chunks of shrapnel spinning across the slope. The strider took two more steps, hesitated . . . and then with a metal-rending groan it crumpled to the ground, burrowing its nose in churned-up earth. Katya swung back to loose another bolt at the Manta . . . and saw that it was withdrawing, retreating . . . and so were the other Hegemony striders. Eight of their machines lay scattered across the lower half of the slope, hulls ruptured, smoke billowing into the thin air and chasing its own shadows across the ground and into the forest.

"We got them on the run!" someone yelled, and several rebel striders started forward, firing into the retreating foe.

"Hold your ground!" Sinclair snapped. "Hold your position, damn it!" Let the government forces lure them into the jungle and the rebels would be cut to pieces. "All units, report! Who'd we lose?"

Three warstriders dead out of thirty-three. Two more badly damaged, but still fighting. Twenty-eight men KIA on the ground, all in exchange for eight kills, an unknown number of Hegleggers killed, plus several striders like that KR-9 hurt bad but still moving.

"Not bad, people," Sinclair's voice said, calming, reassuring. "We held 'em. We held 'em good!"

"I have movement on the front, range seven hundred . . ."

They were coming again, smashing out of the forest, some of them limping, some still trailing smoke from the last exchange, but all still coming.

Katya was already so tired she felt as though she was trembling, even though her LaG-42's reactions and movements remained iceworld-cold and engineer-precise. She was out of rockets, though, which left her with only the laser and about twenty antiarmor grenades, short-range weapons better for fighting infantry than warstriders.

And it didn't look as though the government forces were even thinking of letting up.

Gritting her mental teeth, Katya targeted a damaged Calliopede and downloaded her laser into its duralloy carapace.

"They're decelerating . . . must be three Gs," Bev Schneider warned. "They want to make it a stand-up fight."

Dev rotated his mental view of the ship dispositions, which showed the Tokitukaze, both frigates, Eridu and the Tower of Babel, and the sweeping, slightly curved lines representing ship vectors and orbits. The enemy had loosed a small cloud of missiles, now dispersing across the narrowing gulf between them and their prey. By shifting his perspective, Dev was able to see past the missile salvo and study the frigates themselves. According to the navdata glowing next to the tiny ship-silhouette images, they'd flipped over to present their sterns and were decelerating hard on fierce-driven torrents of plasma from their main thrusters.

Bev was right. In ship-to-ship combat there were basically two alternatives: sweep past the enemy at high speed, doing as much damage to him on the way as possible; or match course and speed with him, in effect moving in close and coming to a relative halt, pounding away with beam weapons, plasma guns, and missiles until he was dead or surrendered. The Imperial squadron commander had evidently chosen the latter.

According to Tokitukaze's warbook, a Kumano-class frigate had a crew of 130, plus twenty marines. Those marines were intended as armed shore parties and for shipboard security rather than for ship-to-ship boarding actions, but the rebels' unconventional capture of the Tokitukaze would have alerted them to other possibilities, like crippling the captured destroyer and retaking her hand-to-hand. They'd probably been in touch with HEMILCOM and would know by now that there weren't many rebels manning her. They might even have guessed that some of their compatriots were still aboard.

In any case, it would make a hell of a lot more sense from the Imperial point of view to try to recapture the destroyer than to transform her into radioactive gas. Dead, Dev and the others would be rebel martyrs; alive, they would be rebel prisoners . . . and their mission a clear failure.

Even more than that, perhaps, was the question of kao, of face. The Imperial Navy had lost face when the Tokitukaze had been captured so easily. Some of that face would be restored if she were destroyed; far more would be won if she were recaptured.

That, at least, appeared to be the frigates' goal as they backed down at three Gs on columns of starcore-hot plasma. With the damage she had already suffered, and with only four men jacking her thrusters, the Tokitukaze was simply not a maneuverable vessel at the moment. A toe-to-toe slugging match was the best tactical approach Dev could hope for . . . and pray they weren't using nukes and pray the destroyer could stand up to a hell of a pounding, because otherwise those frigates were going to get off without a scratch.

Dev ordered the Tokitukaze spun end-for-end, and, after warning those of his people not jacked in, he engaged the ship's main thrusters. For long minutes, they decelerated at three Gs, slowing . . . slowing . . . and finally Tokitukaze began to accelerate again, heading back toward Eridu. He'd just made it a lot easier for them to match course and speed, an invitation saying "Come and get us."

Which was exactly what they were doing. They still had far more speed than the destroyer and were closing rapidly.

"Orders, Captain?" Torolf sounded nervous.

"Let 'em come. We're not going to outmaneuver them, that's certain."

"I've got an IFF decryption on them now, Captain," Simone said. "Definitely Kumano-class frigates, the Shusui and the Gekko."

"The Sword Stroke and the Moonlight, eh?" Koenig said. "Pretty."

"And dangerous." Dev pointed out. "If they decide to bombard our people from orbit, Sinclair won't have any defense."

Then there was no more time for analysis. The missiles, twenty-seven of them, converged on the Tokitukaze, and Dev ordered the point defense lasers linked over to the ship's AI. The Artificial Intelligence directing the ship's systems could act and react faster than any human, and with far greater precision.

The first phase of the battle was on them and past almost before they realized it. Eight missiles were vaporized as soon as they entered the Tokitukaze's point defense envelope. Eight more were vaporized half a second later . . . and then seven more as one PDL short-circuited and failed.

Four missiles remained, on radar-active homing, closing on the ship too quickly to perceive. Tokitukaze's AI was jamming on all combat frequencies and one missed, but the other three all had locked on to the highly reflective returns of the tangled ruin portside and amidships, where the ascraft was still embedded in the ruin of Tokitukaze's flank.

Three missiles slammed home and detonated, one after the other in the space of two seconds; fragments of hull and ascraft shuttle spun into darkness. Buried in his cocoon, Dev didn't feel the shock, but the cascade of systems failures and alarms flashing in his consciousness told him quickly enough that they'd been hit, and hit hard.

More missiles were coming, but Dev ignored them. It was the frigates he was concentrating on now, for both were reaching gigawatt laser range, but even as they slid inside the destroyer's targeting envelope, a pinpoint of light flashed between Tokitukaze and the frigates, then expanded into a shimmering sphere of reflected light, growing and drifting toward the destroyer at several kilometers per second.

"Main thrusters, full power, now!"

Tokitukaze lurched forward, accelerating slowly. Dev was watching the ever-shifting angles between the three ships and the cloudscreen, using the cloud's own movement to best position the destroyer for a shot. He suspected that the frigates had fired too soon.

They had, and they were lagging too far behind their cover. As Tokitukaze lumbered forward. Dev glimpsed the frigates in the cloud's shadow. Two of the ship's three gigawatt laser turrets could bear.

"Fire!"

There was no beam visible in the vacuum of space, no sound or other indicator of the torrent of energy unleashed across the void, but for a fraction of a second the Shusui shone more brightly than the local sun. "Hit!" DeVreis shouted . . . and then the Gekko was accelerating, pulling out from behind the drifting laser shield and loosing a salvo of laser bolts at the crippled destroyer.

Under the AI's guidance, all of Tokitukaze's turrets that could bear swung and fired at the Gekko, but not before several tons of duralloy armor had boiled away and a cryo-H reaction mass tank had been holed and the destroyer's main thrusters had been cored by a beam that had sliced through the ship's vitals like a sword through a man's belly. For a moment, laser light shone from the Gekko as Tokitukaze's beams raked her, but then the Tokitukaze was tumbling, nose-over-tail, completely out of control as the cryo-H superheated and blew out through the hull like a tremendous blast from a maneuvering thruster.

"Status!" Dev yelled. The stars were wheeling past his head, a complete rotation every few seconds.

"Main thrusters are dead, and I don't think we're gonna get 'em back." Langley reported. "We've got maneuvering still, and enough cryo-H. Gomez and Tewari are working on stopping our spin. They might manage it. We're losing air aft of frame ninety; that won't matter except to our Imperial passengers aft. We still have full power and all the weapons we started with.

"The bad news is we don't have our main thrusters. We can maneuver, but not accelerate with a delta V of more than a few meters per second. We're drifting in the general direction of Eridu. I'm starting a pool, folks. Will we miss the planet, skip off the atmosphere, or dig ourselves a nice hole?"

"What about the bandits?" Dev was searching the sky. They should be somewhere right about . . . there they were.

"I think we got them, Captain." Bev Schneider said. "No sign of life from either one."

"They're not necessarily kills," Nicholson added. "We hit them hard with a lot of juice. Probably vaporized every radio mast and antenna on their hulls, and most of their weapons mounts, too."

"As long as they're off our backs," Dev said, "and unable to help their friends on Eridu. Lara! What can you do about attitude control?"

"I'm slowing the spin gradually, Captain." Anders said. "We've taken a lot of stress amidships, and I don't want to snap her spine."

"Good thinking."

"Congratulations, Captain," Simone said. He could hear her smile over the link. "A successful ship-to-ship action, even if we don't get out of this in one piece!"

"Let's save the party until after we get this spin stopped," Dev said. Already, though, the wheeling of the stars had slowed. Eridu drifted gently across the heavens, then came to an unsteady rest. Indicators on the image confirmed what Langley had said. The Tokitukaze was dropping toward Eridu now in free-fall, though it did appear that they would miss the planet by a good margin.

Except for the maneuvering necessary to make certain they didn't slam into the space elevator, it appeared that the Tokitukaze was now out of the fight.

On the ground, though, things must be going hot and furious.

Dev wished he could be there with Katya and Hagan and the rest of them, wished at least that they were close enough to take a tactical feed from the ground and find out what was happening. The rebels must be fighting the fight of their lives right about now.

"Hey, listen up, people," he said suddenly. "Engineering! I need some numbers from you!"

"What?" DeVreis said. "You got an idea?"

"Maybe," Dev said. "How does this sound? . . ."

Three times now, the line of Hegemony warstriders had advanced from the woods, walking across the hellfire-blasted slope toward the rebel line. Three times they'd made it halfway up or a little farther before the sheer deadly volume of fire from the crest of the hill, the realization that if they kept pressing forward every one of them would be destroyed, forced them to back down. The slope was littered now with the smoking wreckage of warstriders from both sides. Katya did a quick count: Sinclair's forces numbered twelve warstriders now . . . fifteen if you counted three that couldn't move but still had at least one functional weapon.

Fifty percent casualties. The rebel line had already endured more than most warriors were ever asked to endure, and they'd held. She felt a furious, burning pride in their behavior, in the way they'd stood their ground, a pride that much sharper because she knew that the training she and the Thorhammers had passed on to raw rebel recruits was at least partly responsible for their good showing today.

But she wondered if pride was what she should be feeling, when the likeliest outcome was going to be death or capture for all of them.

What had happened to Dev? Laser fire had not dropped from the sky, scouring the rebels off the hilltop, so perhaps his mission to take the Tokitukaze out of the fight had succeeded. Earlier, there'd been a garbled report from Babel, something about the Tokitukaze leaving Shippurport . . . and something else about incoming Imperial frigates. Then nothing.

It was enough to wait and see what actually hit them without worrying about who-was . . . ghosts about which they could do nothing.

She thought again about the Xenophobes, about what might happen if they surfaced in the middle of a battlefield, then shuddered as she turned her mind away from the thought. Xenophobes, here. . . . No, she didn't want to face that. It was as though those subterranean horrors had replaced her old dread of closed-in spaces. At least they hadn't simply popped up when the battle had begun hours before, which meant that the Self was waiting for some specific and easily recognizable signal.

Would it be disappointed? Did it even understand such a concept?

"Lieutenant!" That was Darcy, off to the right. "I got movement!"

"What do you see?"

"Aircraft, incoming fast! I have five . . . six . . . no, eight aircraft, bearing one-eight-nine, range two-five. . . ."

"On your toes, people!" Sinclair rasped. "They're trying something different for a change!"

Somebody laughed over the circuit, but it sounded brittle, and Katya knew just how close to crumbling the rebel line was. Another good push, another few striders lost . . .

Then the ascraft were banking low overhead, the light of Marduk glinting from their wings. Chung's RLN-90 staggered as a bolt from the sky struck him, knocking his machine to the side.

"Fire!" Sinclair yelled. "Everybody fire!"

But there were too many of them, and too few rebel striders. The Hegemony warstriders were advancing for a fourth time from the woods, charging now with an almost joyful enthusiasm as the reinforcements from the south arrived over the battlefield. Katya could see a half dozen ascraft settling to the ground well out on the right flank, west of the monorail, and the death gleam of jet-black Imperial warstriders dropping from their riderslots and advancing on the rebel flank.

"On the right!" Katya yelled. "Imperial Marine striders on the right!" The trap yawned before her understanding now like an open pit. The rebels were trapped, trapped between Hegemony, marines, the city, and the sea cliffs. Darcy's Fastrider was moving toward the right, blazing away with its laser, and then it was savaged by a pair of plasma bolts from the great, lumbering Katana that was pushing beneath the elevated monorail and advancing toward Katya faster than a man could run. She pivoted her Ghostrider and fired her laser, and that black armor seemed to drink the beam, absorbing it, dissipating it, and still the monster was thundering toward her.

The jaws of the trap were closing.


Chapter 33

     In war, numbers alone confer no advantage. Do not advance relying on sheer military power.

—The Art of War

Sun Tzu

Third century B.C.E.

The Tokitukaze had made several course changes in the past half hour, as Eridu loomed larger and larger in the perceptions of her crew. On their original course, they would have missed the world by nearly fifty thousand kilometers—farther, even, than Babylon was from Towerdown—then looped into a wide, extended orbit.

They would be shaving the planet much more closely now, thanks to the course corrections they'd been able to make despite the damaged main engines. Tokitukaze's AI had painted a concise and holographic picture of their encounter. By killing their speed and allowing the planet to turn a bit more, they could—with one course correction more—shift their perigee to a point just south of the space elevator and lower it to an altitude of somewhere between one hundred and five hundred kilometers. They would come in from the southwest, miss the Tower of Babel by between thirty and eighty kilometers, cross the equator over the Dawnthunder Sea, and loop on past the planet, entering a highly elliptical orbit with an apogee of about sixty thousand kilometers.

The uncertainties in the figures were due to the fact that the Tokitukaze was not an entirely predictable spacecraft. Large pieces were missing, and her Al was having difficulty assessing her exact current mass. Worse, once they hit atmosphere, it was impossible to predict exactly what she would do. The AI was vectoring them to skim Eridu's upper atmosphere, perhaps two hundred kilometers above the surface, but they could easily skip higher . . . or plunge deeper.

In any case, they would have a few precious seconds when they were in the sky above the fighting at the Babel Towerdown. If the fight was still going on at all, they might be able to throw a little of Tokitukaze's considerable firepower on the side of the rebels.

"Captain?"

"What is it, Simone?"

"We're picking up the IFF and automatic call-sign IDs of the various units around Towerdown," she said. "It's all going through the ship's AI and, well, I could give you a direct feed on the tactical situation."

Dev considered. They would have only a few seconds above the enemy forces. No human could react, aim, and fire with any kind of accuracy in such a brief space of time, not even with cephlink-boosted reflexes. Only the superfast optical circuits and electronics of an AI could juggle so much data in so little time.

"Hang on a sec," Dev said. He was watching the dwindling handful of seconds left until the final course change. Three . . . two . . . one . . . there!

Silently, invisible plasmas stabbed into space at precisely calculated angles, slowing the Tokitukaze slightly, nudging her a bit closer to her target, and incidentally orienting her so that two of her three gigawatt lasers were facing the planet.

Maneuver completed. . . .

Twelve minutes now to perigee.

Eridu filled most of Dev's forward view, a vast globe of red and gold. He could make out the coastline of the Dawnthunder Sea now, and the convoluted twist of the Babel promontory. There were a lot of clouds. He'd not thought of that. Would they even be able to see the battleground? Jack that feed when we reach it. Was that the monofilament-thin gleam of the space elevator? Yes . . . he could just make it out where it caught the light of Marduk astern.

The falling ship shuddered, skipping on the first tenuous fringes of atmosphere. The erratic and unpredictable bouncing their weapons platform was about to suffer would not make this any easier, might well make it impossible.

"Simone? Go ahead. Give me a full tactical feed. And link all weapons through the AI."

Dev was braced, but the waterfall of data flowing through his cephlink was more than he'd ever tried to handle before. His view of Eridu was wiped away by the torrent. Shapes, lines, and mathematical formulas flickered and glowed in the complex depths of his virtual world. Eridu was there . . . its gravitational field so. . . .

In his mind, he could see each unit, Imperial, Hegemony, and rebel, as colored masses, could see each individual warstrider as a tiny figure highlighted against that war-blasted terrain. God of battles, were they too late? It looked as though a heavy Imperial Marine assault unit had just touched down on the rebel flank and was closing in for the kill. Dev could see only about a dozen rebel machines on their feet . . . no, fewer than that. And with the forces that closely involved, it would be damned hard to kill Imperials without hitting rebels.

Tokitukaze's path past the battlefield, her speed, altitude, and the reach of each of her weapons, were sensed rather than seen, a shifting interplay of mathematical calculations.

He could sense, too, the lightspeed flickerings of the AI's thought processes somewhere just behind his own reasoning. In a way, the direct cephlinkage with the computer had made that computer a part of Dev's own brain. He did not have to explain or calculate. He merely conveyed impressions . . . We need to hit here . . . here . . . here . . . but don't get too close there . . .

. . . and the ship's Artificial Intelligence calculated the best way to give Dev what he needed.

Seven minutes.

"We should tell them we're coming," Torolf suggested over the link. They could all see at least part of what Dev saw, picking up the feed from him, though they didn't have the godlike sense of having the ship's AI as a kind of extra hindbrain.

"Who?" Bev asked. "Our guys?"

"The Heggers and the Impies. Maybe take some of the heat off our people."

"And maybe get shot out of the sky," Tewari said.

"I doubt that they could touch us," Dev said. His own words sounded remote, like someone else speaking. "Anyway, their radar has probably been tracking us for an hour now." A thought occurred to him. "Anyway, we should announce the first official unit of the new Confederation Navy!"

There was a chorus of assents to that.

"You know," Koenig added, "we really need another name for this bucket. Somehow, the Confederation destroyer Tokitukaze doesn't quite make it."

"What's Tokitukaze in Inglic?" Torolf asked. "Ah . . . Fair Wind. Not bad, I suppose. . . ."

But Dev was remembering his first night with the rebels, after his rescue from Omigato.

He knew what the ship's name was, and he knew he didn't have to poll the other rebels on his decision.

Instead, he told Simone to open HEMILCOM's general com frequency. Transmitted in the open, every military unit on Eridu, rebel and government, ought to pick it up.

"Attention! This is the Confederation destroyer Eagle," he announced. "Imperial Naval forces in the Chi Draconis system have been eliminated."

Well, a slight exaggeration. The Shusui was still on a hyperbolic free-fall to nowhere, but the Gekko had apparently made some repairs and was making for Babylon. It didn't look like she was going to be much of a threat, however. Dev suspected her weapons and targeting systems were down.

"In the interest of ending further bloodshed," he continued. "we suggest that all government forces cease immediately all offensive operations and open negotiations with the local Confederation forces. . . ."

The refrain of Lorita's song repeated in his head, over and over.

For the Eagle has landed. Tell your children when.

Time won't drive us down to dust again.

Not strictly true. Eagle couldn't land, even if she had full thruster and maneuvering control, which she most certainly did not. He studied the rapidly evolving patterns of color unfolding on his mental viewscreen. There was the space elevator, ahead and slightly to the left. They were lower than expected. It looked like perigee would be about ninety kilometers.

"We're getting a reply from HEMILCOM, Captain," Simone reported. "In the clear. They're telling us to surrender. And I'm getting a simultaneous transmission to Hegemony units on the ground. Orders to continue the attack. Also in the clear."

"They want us to hear," Nicholson pointed out. "They're calling our bluff."

"They probably figure we couldn't unlock their nukes," Dev said. "Or else that we wouldn't dare trigger them that close to the space elevator. We'll show them what some computer-assisted conventional firepower can do."

Two minutes. The Eagle shuddered through thickening air, her outer hull glowing cherry red at her nose and the leading edges of her hull. Jagged bits of wreckage and hull metal peeled back from the hole in her side, then exploded into fiery bolides.

At the last moment, the ionization layer surrounding the hurtling vessel nearly ruined everything, blocking radio transmissions both from the ground and from HEMILCOM, and for a critical few seconds Dev and the computer both lost sight of their targets as they lost their data feeds.

Then the Eagle hit a denser layer of atmosphere and skipped high, like a flat stone skimming calm water. The ionization dissipated, the data feed was back.

And the last seconds ticked away to the moment when Babel would be above the horizon and in range. Five . . . four . . . three . . .

The Imperial warstriders had engulfed the rebel right flank. Darcy had gone down, his Fastrider riddled by plasma bolts and laser fire and the slam-slam-slam of explosive cannon rounds. Katya didn't know if he'd ejected or not. The marine striders were behind her now, between her and the dome, and she had no time for anything but raw survival.

Hagan and Chung had their Scoutstriders next to her LaG-42; the three were virtually back to back now as the enemy closed in from three sides. The main rebel line was leaking like a sieve as Hegemony striders crested the hill at last, and black-armored infantry gunned down the fleeing rebel troopers.

The sky turned white.

For a long moment. Katya didn't know what was happening. She knew only that her optical sensors had been burned out and her external microphones had been knocked out and something like an earthquake had just slammed the bottoms of her Ghostrider's feet and knocked the machine over on its side. As her optics came back on-line, she was groggily aware of the canted horizon savagely backlit by what looked like a rapidly moving, pulsing pillar of fire. Eridu's odd mushroom-shaped trees were being plucked into the air and shredded, and with them went bits and pieces of combat machines and troop carriers and whole warstriders. The ground was continuing to hammer at her LaG-42 as though the planet itself had just woken up and was pounding at her like an irate tenant pounding for quiet on the ceiling above him.

And then the light, that glorious, dazzling, blinding light, was gone. Dust continued to swirl through the air, mingled with bits and shreds of vegetation. An instant later, it was starting to rain.

Katya was still dazed. Strange, she thought. A moment ago there wasn't a cloud in the sky.

Self could feel the vibrations from the interface between Void and Rock.

For some time now, it had been sensing disturbances, magnetic and seismic . . . there, but it was difficult to be certain that this was the human's signal.

But then, suddenly, there was no doubt. Pressure waves rippled through rock, one following the next in a pounding, hammering succession not unlike the shocks that had accompanied the cessation of the far-Self. Tendrils reaching through kilometers of rock twitched, anticipating Rock becoming Void in an agony of radiation flux . . . but then the vibrations were past. Dimly, dimly. Self sensed Something Else, a center of intense magnetic, radio, and thermal emissions sweeping through the Great Void quite close to the interface.

That was the signal. Widely spaced elements of Self triangulated on the precise epicenter of the shock waves. It was there, not far from the tempting savor of pure elements that extended from the interface and far into the Void.

Self gathered its strength, surged up toward the Void. . . .

The government forces broke and ran.

The actual target point for that unprecedented bombardment from space had not been on the front lines, for that would have destroyed rebel and government forces alike. Instead, the barrage had swept across the Hegemony's rear-area muster point, a group of clearings not far from the monorail line where they'd grouped their personnel carriers and repair vehicles and stockpiled the ammunition and repair parts they would need to fight a major battle. Several Imperial ascraft had been grounded there as well, those that were not in the skies over the battlefield, as well as the marine field commander's headquarters.

Most of the Hegemony reserves were destroyed outright. Every ascraft in the sky was clawed down by the greater-than-hurricane winds that briefly swept across that hillside with a force great enough to set the sky-el itself vibrating in a slow, ultralow-frequency ring that would not totally damp out for days.

As for the warstriders fighting atop the hill, many were banged up a bit, and one Hegemony pilot was killed when his Swiftstrider was impaled by a tree trunk, but they suffered relatively little direct damage. The marine and Hegemony striders had had enough, however. Once they'd learned their rear area logistical support had been wiped out, they elected to break off the fight and pull back to the fortress at Nimrod.

The politicians could wrangle all they wanted to. It was no part of a striderjack's duty to slug it out one-on-one with an enemy destroyer.

Many of them never made it. They were withdrawing in good order down the Babel-Nimrod road when a volcanic fountain of rock and debris spewed into the sky fifty meters in front of them. Seconds later, before they could react, before they could fully appreciate what was happening, the Xenophobe appeared.

Part of the problem was that the vast, tar-black, liquid-rippling thing in front of them was totally unlike any Xenophobe any of them had ever seen. Instead of the usual snake-form combat machine, this appeared to be a vast and gelatinous mass, a writhing, seething, living sea that engulfed the lead warstrider whole clear to its hips. The pilot was screaming mindlessly by the time the cloud of nano disassemblers wafting off that deadly sea's surface began to eat through to his slot.

Some of the Imperial striders managed to make it into the jungle to either side of the road, blundering ahead through nomad trees and anemone plants until they were helplessly trapped by the dense press of vegetation. Most of the Hegemony striders, unwilling to face the horror ahead and less than pleased with the desertion of their Imperial comrades, reversed course and returned to Babel. Many eventually joined the rebellion.

Self contented itself with absorbing a number of the metal-and-ceramic constructs, some trapped unmoving beside the path, others cut off by the quicksilver flow of its pseudopods.

Sadly, it found no other Self to communicate with. It found several humans and approached them, caressing them in an attempt to open a dialogue, but none possessed the biological communicator that the first human had worn as part of its outer covering. None wanted to speak with Self.

It hesitated for a long time then, sensing the overwhelming presence of pure metals, of humming magnetic fields, of the towering, massive glory that seemed to rise from Rock clear into the Great Void.

Then it bubbled to itself and backed away, flowing back down the tunnel it had warped through the rock. There was too much about humans that it did not understand, much about this interface zone at the ragged edge of the Void that was unpleasant. It would return to the comfort of Rock, there to wait its next human contact.

It wondered if humans would want to talk with it again, and what they might have to say.


Chapter 34

     God forbid that we should ever be twenty years without such a rebellion.

—Thomas Jefferson

C.E. 1787

When Dev entered the Government House hall, the party was already in full swing. He remembered the last party he'd attended—the Kodama affair on Earth—and grinned. This one was a lot more . . . comfortable, though it was louder, rougher, and considerably more boisterous.

"Dev!" Koenig yelled from halfway across the quite large room. "Dev Cameron!" Someone started applauding, and then they all were doing it, clapping and whistling and cheering. Dev grinned and saluted, and then the noise and music were going again. Dev, wearing the newly designed brown-and-tan dress uniform of the Confederation Army, accepted a drink from a grinning Vince Creighton and started to make his way through the throng toward the far side of the room.

He spotted Lokans Vic Hagan, Harald Nicholson, and Erica Jacobsen in one corner, laughing uproariously with a cluster of Eriduan colonists and Newamie Mech Cav striderjacks. In the middle of the room an impromptu square dance had started, with Lorita Fischer—as always, her red headband in evidence—providing the Scottish-sounding skirls of a fiddle tune on her mentar. Simone and Torolf were two of the dancers, thumping noisily about the square more or less in time to the music.

Most of the people present were in uniform of one sort or another, though the rest wore anything from the plain, rugged tunic and trousers of the typical frontier colonist to a few ambassadorial types in gold-trimmed capes and shoulder cloaks. Those last were Hegemony observers, and Dev wondered what they were going to report when they returned next week to the Hegemony Council. The Confederation was doing its best to present the revolution on Eridu as a fait accompli, something that the Hegemony and the Imperium would be better off simply accepting, rather than continuing with what would certainly be a long and destructive war. The Confederation had plenty of friends on Terra. Maybe . . . maybe there would be no more fighting.

Somehow. Dev doubted that things would work out that conveniently. A lot of good men and women had died on both sides of the lines in the short, sharp right over Eridu, and many more would die before Hegemony recognized Confederation. The Empire would view the loss of one of the Shichiju worlds with alarm, a loss of kao, a first crack in the wall of an old and crumbling house. Other worlds were certain to join with Eridu in secession: New America and Liberty, already rattling their chains and proclaiming their freedom; Loki, its ravaged economy just recovering from a two-year struggle with the Xenophobes: Rainbow, from whence had come recent reports of sharp fighting between American colonists and Imperial marines. Dai Nihon would fight to preserve the old order, to keep the old house from falling down, even though the war, inevitably, would tear the Hegemony apart.

Well, maybe it was time for the old to give way to something new. Watching the animated people in this room, remembering the painted, pampered mannequins at Pulau Kodama. Dev wondered if there wasn't something cyclical in the need to give the cosmos a good shaking every so often, especially when civilization gave up the hungry, questing edge of the frontier for the comfortable familiarity of decadence.

Sinclair, resplendent in his new brown-and-tan uniform, was talking to two visiting diplomats. Dev had met both of them earlier. One was Manchurian, a fu kuan from the refugee colony on Chien V, a survivor of the Lung Chi disaster. The other was a striking woman, two meters tall, her skin ebony black, her hair, even her eyebrows, a startling, silvery white. Her name was Sheria, a Swahili word meaning "Justice," and she was a Network representative from Juanyekundu. Her white hair, he'd learned, was a dominant genetic trait among her people, who had carved a home for themselves on the innermost world of a flare-prone red-dwarf star.

The Confederation leader was gesturing as he spoke, thrusting repeatedly with his fist. Dev could almost read the words on his lips, the familiar refrain. Diversity, Sinclair was saying. Mankind's survival lies in his diversity, not in the iron rule of a stagnant government from a distant, backwater world.

If Eridu's fate as a free world had yet to be determined, at least the fate of the people trapped atop in Babylon was decided. The synchorbital facility was to be turned over to the Confederation next week, and those who wished to return to Earth or elsewhere would be permitted to do so. The negotiations had been carried out with Governor Prem, who spoke on behalf of both HEMILCOM personnel and the Imperial subjects. The Imperial daihyo, Yoshi Omigato, unfortunately had slit his belly in the traditional manner shortly after word of the disaster at Babel reached him.

Dev wondered what had hit the daihyo harder, the defeat on Eridu or the loss of his ship. The former Tokitukaze, now the Eagle, flagship of an infant rebel navy, had barely managed to limp into a higher orbit after its brief, fiery pass above Babel, and it had been forty hours before an ascraft from Babel had been able to match orbits and take off the crew—together with forty-seven bruised and battered Imperial crewmen. The Eagle would need repairs, lots of them, before she could fly or fight again. The rebels were carefully keeping her true condition secret from the Imperials during this impromptu truce, pretending that she was still a potent force in the Confederation arsenal.

God, but we need ships, Dev thought. If we can't get them somewhere, the Imperials are going to trample us right into the ground. The need for warships was, arguably, the single most pressing need the Confederation had at the moment . . . though the needs for trained soldiers, for weapons, for warstriders, and for AIs of every type were all clamoring for attention as well. But ships! They could not control their worlds without control of the space around them, and they could not coordinate the activities of one system with the next without control of the space lanes between them. At the moment, all they had were a handful of surface-to-orbit ascraft. a few merchantmen like the Saiko Maru, and the armed hulk that they called Eagle.

Dev was scowling, when he felt a touch on his arm.

"Katya!"

She smiled at him. "You were looking grim," she said. "Trouble?"

"Nothing a five-hundred-ship navy wouldn't solve. I was just wondering where it's all going. Where I'm going. This has all been . . . kind of sudden."

She laughed. "A month ago you were still the Empire's fair-haired shiro."

He grinned. Shiro was Nihongo slang for "white boy," a racial epithet. "Something like that."

She took a sip of her drink and looked around the room. "I know what you mean. I don't know about you, but I feel . . . at home. Doing something I believe in, with people I believe in."

"You can't ask for more than that, can you?"

"I can ask what you're doing tonight."

He raised his eyebrows. "You want to give us another chance?"

"We can try. No promises. But as long as we're finally on the same side . . ."

"Hey, I'd much rather serve in your army than the Emperor's. You're considerably prettier than he is."

"And more forgiving."

"Yes . . ."

"Ah. There you two are!"

They turned at the new voice. "General Sinclair!" Dev said. "Thank you for inviting us."

"Hell, I couldn't very well not invite the guy who pulled my tail out of the fire at the Battle of Raeder's Hill, could I?" He looked at Katya. "Have you asked him yet?"

"No. Haven't had a chance."

"Asked me what?"

"Got an assignment for you. If you want it."

Dev set his empty glass down on a passing tray and raised his eyebrows. "This doesn't involve pirating Imperial destroyers, does it?"

"Not quite. I'm leaving for New America in a few days. For a meeting of the Confederation Congress of Delegates."

"Your Declaration," Katya said, eyes lighting up.

He nodded. "We'll be proposing it to the delegates from twelve Shichiju worlds as the basis for secession from the Hegemony. If they like what they hear, well, it's a beginning. . . ."

"How does that involve us?"

Sinclair grinned. "Son, the Confederation is going to need all the help it can get. All the friends it can get. I'd like you two to be ambassadors at large . . . for the Xenophobes."

Dev blinked, stunned. "You want us to represent . . . the Xenophobes?"

"They can't represent themselves. Not yet, anyway."

"It's just you, actually." Katya added. She sounded embarrassed. "He asked me and I said no. I don't think I could."

"I have something else in mind for this young lady," Sinclair said. "I'm hoping to open friendly relations with the DalRiss as well. She will speak for them at the Congress."

This was all happening too fast for Dev. "I'm not sure what to say."

"Say yes. And come with us to New America. Help give rebirth to an old idea. To freedom."

In the background, the square dance had broken up and Lorita was singing "Hope Eyrie" again. Dev caught the words again that had arrested him during his first evening of freedom.

From all who tried out of history's tide.

Salute for the team that won.

And the old Earth smiles at her children's reach.

The wave that carried us up the beach

To reach for the shining sun. . . .

The old America had faltered, centuries ago, but somehow it had managed to break free of Mother Ocean and scrabble a few meters up onto a wet and empty beach. Now, the descendants of those first pioneers were opening a new frontier. A frontier of new promise. New hope.

New friends, even, though they were very strange friends, difficult to understand in the alien ways they looked at the cosmos. Maybe that was part of the evolutionary trek, though, learning to see the universe in a different way.

For the Eagle has landed. Tell your children when.

Time won't drive us down to dust again.

"Absolutely. General," Dev said. He exchanged a look with Katya, who nodded and smiled. "I'd say we need all the friends we can get."


Terminology and Glossary

AI: Artificial Intelligence. Since the Sentient Status Act of 2204, higher-model networking systems have been recognized as "self-aware but of restricted purview," a legal formula that precludes enfranchisement of machine intelligences.

Alpha: Type of Xenophobe combat machine, also called stalker, shapeshifter, silvershifter, etc. They are animated by numerous organic-machine hybrids and mass ten to twelve tons. Their weapons include nano-D shells and surfaces, and various magnetic effects. Alphas appear in two guises, a snakelike or wormlike shape that lets them travel underground along SDTs, and any of a variety of combat shapes, usually geometrical with numerous spines or tentacles. Each distinctive combat type is named after a poisonous Terran reptile, e.g., Fer-de-Lance, Cobra, Mamba, etc.

Alya: Naked-eye star Theta Serpentis (63 Serpentis) 130 light years from Sol. A double star with a separation of 900 AU (5 light-days), Alya A is an A5 star, Alya B an A7. Alya B-V is the homeworld of the DalRiss, who know it as GhegnuRish. Alya A-VI is known as ShraRish, a DalRiss colony.

Analogue: Computer-generated "double" of a person, used to handle routine business and communications through ViRcom linkage.

Annaisha: "Guide." Term for Imperial liaison officers who coordinate military or political activity between the Empire and Hegemony military forces.

Ascraft: Aerospace craft. Vehicles that can fly both in space and in atmosphere, including various transports, fighters, and shuttles.

Beta: Second class of Xenophobe combat machine, adapted from captured or abandoned human equipment. Its weapons are human-manufactured weapons, often reshaped to Xeno purposes. They have been known to travel underground.

Bionangineering: Use of nanotechnology to restructure life forms for medical or ornamental reasons.

Cephlink: Implant within the human brain allowing direct interface with computer-operated systems. It contains its own microcomputer and RAM storage and is accessed through sockets, usually located in the subject's temporal bones above and behind each ear. Limited (non-ViR) control and interface is possible through neural implants in the skin, usually in the palm of one hand.

Cephlink RAM: Also RAM. Random access memory, part of the microcircuitry within the cephlink assembly. Used for memory storage, message transfer, linguistics programming, and the storage of complex digital codes used in cephlinkage access. An artificial extension of human intelligence.

Ceramiplas: Plastic-ceramic composite used in personal armor.

Charged-Particle Gun (CPG): Primary weapon on larger warstriders. Including proton cannons and electron guns, they use powerful gauss fields to direct streams of charged subatomic particles at the target.

Chiji: "Governor." Specifically, the Hegemony governor of Shichiju worlds. Usually (but not always) an Imperial.

Coaster: Intrasystem, low-cost space transport, usually for cargo, although sometimes passengers are carried. Cramped, old, and uncomfortable, they are characterized by brief periods of high-G acceleration and deceleration at either end of the journey, with a long interval of zero-G "coasting" between.

Colonial Authority: Hegemonic bureaucracy charged with overseeing government, trade, and terraforming of the human-inhabited worlds.

Commpac: "Communications package." Long-range communications unit that plugs into both temporal sockets and is worn behind the head. It permits long-range communication and can serve as a modem to planetary computer networks without a direct palm interface.

Compatch: Small radio transceiver worn on the skin and jacked into a T-socket. Allows cephlink-to-link radio communications.

Compscam: Using computer networks—especially non-AI systems—to illegally divert money, equipment, etc.

Cryo-H: Liquid hydrogen cooled to a few degrees absolute, used as fuel for fusion power plants aboard striders, ascraft, and other vehicles. Sometimes called "slush hydrogen."

C-socket: Cervical socket, located in subject's cervical spine near the base of his neck. Directs neural impulses to jacked equipment, warstriders, construction gear, heavy lifters, etc.

DalRiss: Nonhuman intelligence first contacted in 2540. Native to Alya B-V (GhegnuRish), they are highly advanced in biological sciences, relatively backward in engineering and metallurgical sciences. Compound name reflects use of Dal, a gene-engineered organism, as "mount" by Riss ("Master").

DHS: Directorate of Hegemony Security. Joint military-civilian bureau under Imperial overwatch tasked with internal security in both civilian and military sectors.

Dracomycetes mirabila: Fungus harvested in jungle lowlands of Eridu, the source of a drug used for memory enhancement.

DSA: Deep seismic anomaly: Seismic tremors associated with subsurface movements of Xenophobe machines.

Durasheath: Armor grown as composite layers of diamond, duralloy, and ceramics; light, flexible, and very strong.

El-shuttle: Saucer-shaped pressurized chamber ferrying passengers and cargo up and down the sky-el. The passenger deck has seats for up to a hundred people, with jackplugs and a recjack library.

Embedded Interface: Network of wires and neural feeds embedded in the skin—usually in the palm near the base of the thumb—and used to access and control simple computer hardware. Provides control and datafeed functions only, not full-sensory input. Used to activate T- and C-socket jacks, to pass authorization and credit data, and to retrieve printed or vocal data "played" inside the user's mind. Also called 'face or skin implant.

E-suit: Environmental suit. Lightweight helmet and garment for use in space or hostile atmospheric conditions.

Fukushi: Imperial welfare program that provides Level One Implant technology, free housing, and ration subsidies to dependent citizens.

Fusorpak: Power unit carried on board most striders and large vehicles. Uses tanked slush hydrogen as fuel.

Gamma: Third type of Xenophobe combat machine, usually relatively small and amorphous. Apparently a fragment of a Xenophobe Alpha, animated by one or more Xeno machine-organism hybrids. Its surface consists of nanodisassemblers, making its touch deadly.

Glowglobe: Magnetically suspended lighting element, programmed to hover in place and produce light chemically on command.

Greens, Greenies: Political descendants of the Green Activist parties of the twenty-first and twenty-second centuries. Generally pro-environmental, anti-expansionist.

Grennel: Common name for a freshwater bladder plant harvested on Eridu. It is the source of a drug useful in treating impotence.

Guntower: Unmanned sentry outpost armed with various energy or projectile weapons. May be automated, remote-controlled, or directed by an on-site, low-level AI.

Hab: "Habitat," home, though it usually refers to a structure used primarily for recreation or entertainment rather than a dwelling.

Hegemony: Also Terran Hegemony. World government representing fifty-seven nations on Earth, plus the Colonial Authorities of the seventy-eight colonized worlds. Technically sovereign, it is dominated by Imperial Japan, which has a veto in its legislative assembly.

HEMILCOM: Hegemony Military Command. Local military command-control-communications (C3) headquarters, usually based in sky-el orbitals. Coordinates military operations within a given sector.

Hivel Cannon: A turret-mounted rotary cannon (the word hivel comes from "high velocity"). Similar to twentieth-century CIWS systems, it fires bursts of depleted uranium slugs with a rate of fire as high as fifty per second. Usually controlled by an onboard AI, its primary function is antimissile defense. It can also be voluntarily controlled and used against other targets.

Hotbox: Strap-on rocket or scramjet booster. Small modules allow striders to softland after an airdrop or provide jetassisted boosts for navigating rough terrain. Larger modules provide surface-to-orbit thrust for aerospace transports.

Jacker: Slang for anyone with implanted jacks for neural interface with computers, machinery, or communications networks. Specifically applied to individuals who jack-in for a living, as opposed to recreational jackers, or "recjacks."

Kanrinin: "Controller." Device that plugs into subject's T-and C-sockets, allowing almost total motor nerve control by others. Used to handle or transfer prisoners.

Kansei no Otoko: "The Men of Completion." Nihonjinn faction at Court and within the Imperial Staff dedicated to cleansing upper levels of Imperial civilian and military organizations of gaijin influence.

Kokorodo: Literally "Way of the Mind." A mental discipline practiced by Imperial military jackers to achieve full mental and physical coordination through AI linkage.

K-T Plenum: Extraspacial realm at the hyperdimensional interface between normal fourspace and the quantum sea. From Nihongo Kamisama no Taiyo, literally "Ocean of God." Starships navigate through the K-T plenum.

Kuso: Japanese word for "feces." Not a Japanese explicative, it is used as such by Inglic speakers.

L-LOS: Laser line of sight. Straight-line path clear of interfering smoke, dust, or other obstruction along which laser communications can be established.

Loki: 36 Ophiuchi C (Dagstjerne) II. World 17.8 light years from Sol, currently undergoing terraforming by colonists of Scandinavian descent. Place names taken from Norse mythology, including Asgard (synchorbital), Bifrost (sky-el), and Midgard (Towerdown). Capital: Midgard. Language: Norsk-Lokan, a dialect of Norse.

Lung Chi: DM+32° 2896 (Chien) IV. World terraformed by colonists of Manchurian descent. Overrun by Xenophobes in 2538.

Magflitter: Personal air transport, flown through interaction with a planetary magnetic field.

Nangineering: Nanotechnic engineering. Use of nanotechnic devices in building or in medicine.

Nanits: "Nanotechnic units." Molecule-sized or smaller programmable machines.

Nano-Ds: Nanodisassemblers. Xenophobe weapon, delivered by mag-accelerated projectile or through contact with a specialized appendage, consisting of billions of submicroscopic machines programmed to disassemble molecular bonds. A high concentration of nano-Ds can cause several kilos of mass to disintegrate into its component molecules within seconds.

Nanoflage: Nanofilm on military vehicles designed to transmit colors and textures of vehicle's immediate surroundings. Selectively reflective, it does not reflect bright light or motion.

Navsim: ViRsimulation used in ship navigation.

New America: 26 Draconis IV. Frontier colony 48.6 light years from Sol.

NOI: Nippon Orbital Industries, manufacturer of cephimplants and other DI (direct interface) equipment.

Null: Person possessing no cephlink hardware and unable to engage in financial transactions, interface with computers, or engage in useful work. Large numbers of Nulls on Frontier worlds and even in some areas on Earth constitute a growing and problematical lower class.

Prebiotic: A world similar to Earth in the distant past, before the evolution of life. Possessing primitive atmospheres carbon dioxide, water, methane, and ammonia, they can be tailored through terraforming techniques to eventually develop Earthlike environments.

Quantum Sea: Energy continuum reflected in "vacuum fluctuation," the constant appearance and reabsorption of vast quantities of energy on a subatomic scale. Tapped by starships operating within the K-T plenum.

Rank: Terran Hegemony ranks are based on the Imperial Japanese rank structure, though the English terminology is preferred in common usage. A rough comparison of rank in the Hegemony military, as compared to late-twentieth-century America, is given below:

Enlisted Ranks
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Commissioned Ranks
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Rebrief: From "RAM-edited briefing." Originally a means to update RAM-loaded information by rewriting cephlinkstored data. Now means downloading fabricated data into a subject's RAM for purposes of interrogation or brainwashing.

Recjack: Using implants for recreational purposes. These uses range from participation in ViRdramas to shared multiple sensual stimulation to direct stimulation of the hypothalmic pleasure centers (PC-jacking).

Riderslot: Opening in an ascraft or other transport's hull designed to receive striders. Usually equipped with grippers, magnetic locks, and autoplug ICS and datafeed connectors.

Rogan Process: Nano construction technique, named after inventor Philip Rogan, employing assemblers and any plentiful raw material. Through "RoPro"—or "RoProduction"— walls, buildings, roads, and any similar large structure can be "grown" out of rock and earth quickly and cheaply.

SDT: Subsurface deformation track. Path through a planetary crust previously used by Xenophobe underground travelers. Rock once turned plastic by intense heat and pressure offers subsurface "highways" more easily traversed by subsequent Xenos.

Sekkodan: The Imperial Scout Service, tasked with exploring and cataloging new worlds, as well as operating high-speed courier ships between the worlds of the Shichiju. Its members wear green uniforms and it is considered to be a civilian bureau rather than a military unit.

Schiz, Schiz Out: Slang for mental breakdown brought on by jacked shutdown of mental activities for a protracted period of time, or through severe mental stress during linkage.

Sempu: "Whirlwind." Shotgunlike antipersonnel weapon firing shot connected by strands of monofilament.

Sensphere: Tennis-ball-sized gold sphere held against palm implants. Creates a pleasant, mildly stimulating, and erotic tingle through the interface circuitry.

Servot: A robotic, general-purpose servant.

Shakai: "Society." The elitist, upper-class culture of Imperial Earth.

Shichiju: Literally "The Seventy." Japanese term for the seventy-eight worlds in seventy-two systems so far colonized by Man.

Shishino Chi: "The Lion's Blood." Imperial equivalent of the Purple Heart.

Silicolubricant, Silicarb: Greasy black silicon compound used to reduce friction in interior working parts.

Sky-el: Elevator used to travel between a planetary ring and the surface of the planet. A cheap and efficient way of moving people and cargo back and forth from surface to orbit. Earth has three sky-els: Singapore (Pulau Lingga), Ecuador (Quito), and Kenya (Mount Kenya). New Earth has two. Other worlds have one. Some, such as New America, have none.

Slang (profanity):

          dreamjack: Military slang for a very good or much-desired assignment.

          easy feed: Slang expression for "No problem" or "That's okay."

          gok, goking: Sexual obscenity. From the Japanese goku, "rape."

          Heggers, Hegleggers: Military slang for Hegemony foot soldiers.

          iceworld: Military slang for "Stay cool. I'm cool."

          I'm linked: "I'm with you." "I'll go along with that."

          jackin' Jill: Girlfriend, especially as a casual RJ sex partner.

          mincies: Military slang for civilians. From the Japanese minshu.

          nullhead: Stupid. Empty-headed. By association, crazy. Also, people without jacks, unable to interact in technic society.

          odie: "Let's odie" means "Let's do it, let's move." From the Japanese odori, "dance."

          staticjack: Mild curse. Expression of disgust or amazement.

          straight hont, the hont: The truth. From the Japanese hontono koto.

Slot: (1) Linkage module for human controller. Warstriders have one, two, or three slots; a three-slotter strider has places for a commander, pilot, and weapons tech. (2) Space for equipment aboard a transport. Ascraft have "slots" to carry four or six warstriders. (Slang) By popular usage, a place for a person in an organization, e.g., a "slot in the infantry."

Synchorbit: That point, different for each world, at which a satellite has an orbital period exactly matching the planet's rotation. Planetary sky-els rise from a world's equator to extensive constructions—factories, habitats, and other orbital facilities—in synchorbit.

Synchorbital: Facilities built at synchorbit.

Tacsit: Military slang for "tactical situation."

Teikokuno Heiwa: "The Imperial Peace." The Pax Japonica.

Teikokuno Hoshi: "Star of the Empire." Imperial medal for supreme service to the Emperor.

Teleop Weapons: Long-range missiles operated by weapons technicians at remote locations. Control can be by radio or—to avoid battlefield jamming—laser or a molecular fiberline unreeled behind the projectile.

Tenno Kyuden: "Palace of Heaven." Seat of Imperial government, located at Singapore Orbital.

T-form: Terraform. Converting an existing planetary atmosphere and environment to one that supports humans.

Thermal: Military slang for any infrared sensory device or scanner.

Towerdown: The base of a sky-el tower, a busy terminus for freight and passengers.

Transplas: Synthetic building material, transparent and very strong.

T-socket: Temporal socket. Usually paired, one on each side of subject's skull in temporal bone above and behind the ear. Used for full-sensory, full-feedback jacking in conjunction with an AI system, including experiencing ViR, full-sensory communications, and computer control of ships or vehicles.

Universal Life, Lifers: A widespread, moderate "green" movement dedicated to preserving alien ecosystems.

Vacwalls: Walls or bulkheads holding pressure against vacuum.

VCH: Vehicle cephlinkage helmet. Allows direct human control of warstriders, ascraft, or other military vehicles. Internal leads plug into the operator's temporal sockets, while external sockets receive leads from AI interface.

ViR, Virtual Reality: Made possible by cephalic implants, virtual reality is the "artificial reality" of computer interfaces that allows, for example, a human pilot to "become" the strider or missile he is piloting, to "live" a simplay, or to "see" things that do not really exist save as sophisticated computer software. An artificial world existing within the human mind that, through AI technology, can be shared with others.

ViRcom: Full sensory linked communication. Linker enters a chamber and plugs into communications net. He can then engage in conversation with one or more other humans or their computer analogues as though all were present together.

ViRdrama: Recreational jacking allowing full sensory experience through cephlinkage. Linker can participate in elaborate canned shows or Al-monitored games. Two or more linkers can share a single scenario, allowing them to interact with one another.

ViRnews: Also ViRinfo. Jack-fed informational programs permitting viewer interaction and questions with programmed "guides."

ViRpersona: The image of self projected in virtual reality dramas or communications. Clothing styles and even personal appearance can be purchased as a cephlink program, much as someone would buy new clothes.

Warstrider: Also strider. Battlefield armor on two or four legs, giving it high mobility over rough terrain. Generally consists of a fuselage slung between two legs and equipped either with two arms mounting weapons or with interchangeable weapons pods. Sizes include single-slotters (eight to twelve tons), dual-slotters (ten to thirty tons), three-slotters (twenty-five to seventy tons), and special vehicles such as armored personnel walkers that carry large numbers of troops.

Whitesuit: Slang for Hegemonic naval personnel. From their dress uniforms, which are white with gold trim.

Who-was: Rumor, scuttlebutt. Corruption of the Japanese uwasa.

Xeno, Xenophobe: Human name for the life-form that first attacked the human colony on An-Nur II in 2498. So-called because of their apparent hatred or fear of other life-forms. Investigations within the Alya system in 2541 proved Xenophobes are machine-organic hybrids evolved from fairly simple organisms billions of years ago. They are defined by their technology, much of which has been borrowed from other civilizations.

Yukanno Kisho: "Medal of Valor." Imperial decoration awarded in ten orders, or dans, for bravery in the line of duty.


Japanese Words and Phrases

Baka: Foolish, stupid, or silly.

Daihyo: Representative. In twenty-sixth-century usage, the Emperor's representative to a government or local military force within the Shichiju.

Dan: Order or ranking.

Fushi: Eternity, immortality. Era-name of current emperor. 2542 is the year Fushi 85.

Gaijin: Foreigner, specifically a non-Japanese.

Gokuhi: Secret.

Kancho: Depending on how you say it. "warship captain" or "enema."

Kao: Face.

Kichigai: "You're crazy!"

Ko-tori: Bird.

Mon: A family badge or design.

Nimotsu: Baggage. O-nimotsusan ("honorable baggage") refers to passengers aboard small and Spartan couriers and packets.

Obake: Black Goblins. Regimental name for 3rd Imperial Marines.

Sashimono: Military banners bearing the mon of the commander.

Sen-en: One thousand yen (en in Japanese).

Sensei: "Master." Title of respect for the teacher of a given discipline.

Sheseiji: "Bastards." Related to shesei, "posture" or "attitude."

Shoko: Military officer.

Tatami: Floor mat.

Tenno-heika: Formal title of address—"His Majesty, the Emperor."
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Prologue

It was the celebration of the new year, the first day of the month of Sho-gatsu, and the celebrations were in full swing throughout the vast, slow-turning wheel that was Tenno Kyuden, the Palace of Heaven. His Divine Majesty, the Emperor of Man, had left the parties and ceremonials early, however, retiring to his private quarters. Now, he floated alone in space, the stars of the Shichiju scattered about him, colored motes in emptiness. That vista of suns adrift against the fog-glowing band of the Milky Way was illusion, of course, a ViReality given form and texture by the AIs that governed the palace, but the Emperor found it a useful one, a way of putting into perspective his own relative unimportance against the sweep and glory of the galactic backdrop.

There were many among his subjects who thought of the Emperor as a god . . . though Shiginori Konoye the man was all too aware of his own frailty. In the eighty-fifth year of his reign, which he had called Fushi, an era-name meaning Immortality, he was 181 Terran Standard years old. With medical nangineering and the antisenescence meteffectors coursing through his veins, cleaning, rebuilding, and repairing, there was theoretically no limit to the years of additional life he could expect. Expecting, however, was one thing. Wanting was something else.

Shiginori Konoye was tired.

With most of his life passing here within the Imperial Court at Tenno Kyuden, the synchorbital Palace of Heaven perched atop the Singapore Sky-el, Shiginori had been raised from childhood in the understanding that government was Imperial Nihon's duty and burden in the great tapestry of the cosmos.

When the West had abandoned space travel five centuries earlier, a Nihon barely recovered from the ravages of war had stepped in, picked up the standard of Man's ascent to space, and carried it on. Within fifty years, the economic strength rising from orbital factories and Lunar mines, not to mention the strategic advantages bestowed by orbital battle stations and laser platforms, had made Nihon the dominant power on the planet, a superpower easily able to assert control over Earth's impoverished, warring nations.

The result had been the Terran Hegemony, fifty-seven nations joined together within the benevolent embrace of the Teikokuno Heiwa, the Imperial Peace. And when the K-T drive opened the worlds of other stars to terraforming and exploitation, the colonies of dozens of those nation-states had of course been added to the Hegemony. The Shichiju—the name meant "the Seventy" and was a little out of date for that reason—now embraced seventy-eight inhabited worlds in seventy-two star systems, these motes drifting now just beyond the silken hem of Shiginori's haori.

If the rule of Nihon over the Hegemony seemed only right and natural to Shiginori, so, too, did the Hegemony's acceptance of that rule. It was for that reason that the Emperor of Man had been so surprised at the sharp and sudden flame of rebellion.

It was beyond understanding, really. Rising tensions, the appearance of agitators and rioting mobs on worlds as far removed as New America and Rainbow, had preceded the creation of something called the Network, a rebel underground dedicated, it seemed, to tearing the Hegemony asunder. The latest reports suggested that at least five worlds of the Shichiju, and possibly many more, were about to join together in a confederacy, with Network organizers forming the new government. At the same time, riots and protests had exploded at last into open conflict; the first battle of civil war had already been fought, at a world called Eridu some twenty-five light-years from Earth.

Nairan—civil war. The very concept was unthinkable in a regime that had ruled in peace for centuries.

The problem, the Emperor thought, lay in the differences between the Nihonjin, the Japanese people, and the gaijin, the foreigners they governed. Raised with the twin concepts of Kodo, the Imperial Way, and on, their moral obligation to emperor and parents, the Japanese possessed an inner discipline that foreigners did not.

The stars, the blackness of space itself, dissolved around the Emperor. Startled, he looked around. He'd issued no mental command, and yet the virtual reality projected within his mind had changed. Trees, grass, cobblestone paths, and familiar buildings materialized around him, and he felt again the tug of gravity. He recognized this place, though he'd walked its gardens only a few times, during rare trips back to Earth. This was the shrine of Tsurugaoka at Kamakura, a holy place dedicated to Hachiman, God of War.

Concentrating, he issued orders through his cephlink, attempting to end the simulation, to break linkage, but nothing happened. Taking an unsteady step backward, he felt the rough bark of a gnarled and ancient ginkgo tree press against his spine. The scent of cherry blossoms filled his nostrils.

"What is the meaning of this?" he called. Someone must be monitoring this ViRscene, must be listening to his words. Who?

He thought he already knew why. . . .

"Tenno-heika," a voice said beside him. "Your Imperial Majesty. . . ."

Turning to his left he saw Gensui Tadashi Ikeda standing a few meters away in his spotless, Imperial Navy dress whites. The Fleet Admiral bowed deeply, and when he raised his eyes again, his gaze went no higher than the Emperor's throat.

"Ah, Ikedasan" the Emperor said slowly. "I would be interested in knowing how you managed to override my personal AI."

"Such things can be accomplished, Your Majesty, when there is great need. As now."

Again, the Emperor tried to disconnect. This scene was not real. It was ViRdrama, a dream played out inside his brain by the software of a sophisticated artificial intelligence. His body lay safe in the Palace of Heaven, secure within its duralloy crypt. All he had to do was wake up. . . .

But he could not. "What is it you want?"

"I am sure you can guess, Your Majesty. I am most sorry."

"So. Is the condemned man to know the reason for his execution? For his assassination?"

Again, Ikeda bowed. "That is why I am here, Your Majesty."

"Munimori sent you, I suppose."

"Gensui Munimori and I drew lots. This honor fell to me, though I am unworthy."

"Indeed." The Emperor waited, expressionless, forcing his assassin to volunteer the information rather than losing face by asking. His expression was that of shiran kao, the nonchalant face, revealing nothing.

"I speak for the Kansei no Otoko," Ikeda said. "The Men of Completion. They feel that your policies of admitting gaijin to the Imperial Navy, to the Imperial Council itself, have done terrible harm to the Empire and are in part responsible for our defeat at Eridu. Worse, you do not comport yourself as . . . as a god should."

The accusation forced a smile from the Emperor, despite his shiran kao. The Japanese idea of a "god" was vastly different from that of most Westerners; most Japanese still thought of their parents as "gods" and revered the emperor as a similar god, one slightly higher in the celestial hierarchy.

But a few, the Men of Completion among them, took the idea that the emperor was descended from the Sun Goddess Ameratsu far more seriously.

Did that seriousness actually extend to the murder of the god they claimed to revere?

He took a breath to reply . . . and found his breathing blocked, as though an invisible, silken cord had tightened around his throat. "Tawakeru na," he managed to say. "Stop playing the fool!" The cord tightened, the pressure building though it did not bite into his skin. Pain was growing in his chest as well, a burning, crushing pain that arced down his left arm.

Pain! Normally, purely physical sensations could not cross the ViReality barrier. That his link was passing them through now was a kind of emergency warning, an indication that his body was in serious danger. He tried to raise his hands, but they dangled useless at his sides. Again he accessed his cephlink, calling for help.

"Your cephlink has been isolated, Your Majesty. I control the AI now, and I have directed it to shut down your breathing and your heart. You will not suffer for long, I promise." Ikeda paused, his image licking its lips. "They will find your body in the palace," he continued. "You will have committed seppuku. Your death poem will apologize for your causing civil war and disorder in your realm."

"Who . . . will . . . be emperor? . . ."

"Your nephew and heir, your Majesty. Ichiro Takeda."

"But . . . he's . . . not . . . "

"I very much regret to tell you that Prince Okada, your son and first heir, will also be found dead, by his own hand. Possibly because of grief at the news of your death."

Iye . . . Denial flooded the Emperor's mind, a pain worse than the agony in his chest. No . . . no . . . Takeda was an empty-headed idiot, a pawn in the hands of Munimori and the other plotters. Evidently, that was what the Men of Completion were counting on.

Then the Tsurugaoka shrine dissolved into darkness, and the Emperor of Man floated once more, adrift in the endless, peaceful night.


Chapter 1

To Western sensibilities, the tea ceremony is alien, flat, and lifeless. To Nihonjin, however, each motion, each aspect is charged with subtle meaning, providing aesthetic stimulation, refreshment, and the well-being and security of time-honored ritual. Here, surely, is the soul of Zen, understatement speaking directly to the mind.

—Japan: From the Past to Tomorrow

Frank Harrison

C.E. 2045

All of Earth was in mourning for Tenno-heika, the Fushi Emperor, the Emperor of Man. His body had been returned down the Singapore Sky-el, then placed in funeral procession aboard the Imperial hydrofoil yacht Manaduru for the voyage across the South China Sea and final cremation according to Shinto rite at the Imperial shrine at Kyoto.

If there was irony that the Fushi Emperor was dead—after all his nengo, or era-name, meant Immortality—none cared to comment openly. Even nation-states of the Hegemony that did not accept the godhood of the man occupying the Chrysanthemum Throne recognized that they had lost a friend and advocate, for the twin suicides of Konoye and his only son, his first heir, all but guaranteed that the recent trend toward including non-Japanese in Imperial affairs would quickly cease.

The Fushi Emperor's successor ascended to the Chrysanthemum Throne within the Tenno Kyuden on the fourth day of Sho-gatsu, the first month of the Common Era year 2543. Ichiro Takeda had already chosen Tenrai for his era-name, a poetic form meaning Heavenly Thunder. There was sharp symbolism in the choice; where the Fushi Emperor had striven for long-lasting stability, for the immortality of Empire and Emperor alike, the Tenrai Emperor would proclaim once again the power of heaven above the Earth and all the widely scattered family of Man. Tenno-heika Tenrai would be more god than man, elevated above the affairs of mortals, as befitted his station.

And he would be the warning thunder that would bring the squabbling enemies of the Imperial peace to heel.

The Nihongo word gensui, meaning Fleet Admiral, was both rank and title. Gensui Yasuhiro Munimori, commander of the Imperial First Fleet and Chief of the Emperor's Personal Military Staff, nodded politely, a restrained formal response to his visitor's bow. Munimori was a large and imposing man, his torso layered with slabs of fat and muscle that reminded Chujo Tetsu Kawashima of the man-mountain bulk of a sumo wrestler.

Approaching the Fleet Admiral, Kawashima thought, was much like seeking audience with a mountain, and often as productive. Munimori was a man who set his own course, who told others what he expected of them, and who rarely changed his mind simply because others of lesser rank dared to contradict him. Such contradictions were increasingly rare these days, for with his accession to Imperial Chief of Staff, there were few who could challenge his political position, and fewer still who would.

Vice Admiral Kawashima had been an Imperial Navy officer for nearly forty years, had reached his current position of Fleet Squadron Commander after serving four years as commander of a Fleet Carrier Group. He resented the rapid rise of younger men like Munimori, who'd been a junior tai-i, a navy lieutenant, back when Kawashima had been commanding his first ship, and he mistrusted their ambition. Still, with Kawashima now commanding the First Fleet's Ohka, or Cherry Blossom Squadron, Munimori was Kawashima's direct superior, and duty, honor, and the ancient demands of bushido all required unquestioning obedience.

"Konichiwa, Kawashimasan," Munimori said, his voice a rumble from somewhere deep within his vast belly. A hand gesture dismissed the genegineered female servant who'd ushered Kawashima through the door. "Welcome to my home."

"Konichiwa, Gensuisama. I am most honored."

"Please, come. I have ordered o-cha for us."

Kawashima knew that Munimori had orders for him but had no idea what they might be. He'd certainly not been expecting an invitation to the Fleet Admiral's private residence within the Tenno Kyuden wheel. As he glanced about the anteroom, he was struck by the modest and restrained taste of his host, by the decor that a gaijin might call Minimalist. The Nihongo word for it was shibui, a word that meant the astringent pucker to the mouth caused by just-ripened persimmons. Bare walls, patterned after the quiet beauty of the lattice and paper shoji of a traditional house, woven tatami on the floors, gentle lighting from no visible source, these were the surroundings of a well-to-do merchant, perhaps, not a. daimyo of the Empire. The only visible indicators of true wealth were the servants—humans rather than robots, and the women showing the too-perfect beauty of genegineered ningyo.

Munimori must want something exceptional, Kawashima thought as he followed the big man deeper into the warrens of his private residence. He had never known the Fleet Admiral to show such generosity to anyone save, possibly, to the highest ranking daimyos of the Imperial government.

Most of the senior Imperial military officers maintained quarters here within the slowly rotating Palace of Heaven, close by the Chrysanthemum Throne itself. Munimori's residence was located at the one-sixth-G level of the Tenno Kyuden wheel, and the lesser gravity—about what one would experience on the Moon—obviously was to his liking. He moved with an oddly graceful, sliding walk that carried his mass with surprising speed along the smooth, slightly curving floors, and Kawashima had to hurry—carefully for fear of falling and losing face—to keep up. He doubted that the big man would be able to stand in a full gravity.

They stopped in an austerely spartan room—but not the one reserved for the tea ceremony. There were no furnishings at all save a tatami on the floor, an antique sword rack, and a peculiar, twisting inochi-zo by itself in a small alcove.

"Please wait here," his host commanded, and Kawashima was left alone.

He was drawn at once to the inochi-zo, a "life-statue" standing perhaps a third of a meter tall. Like some obscene plant, it grew from a pot of soil, but it appeared to be sculpted of living flesh, an exquisitely delicate homunculus crafted by a genegineer's art. Its overall form was that of a nude man, but the limbs bent and folded about its artistically twisted torso, a part of the body they embraced. Lacking a head, the creature's face had been grafted onto a broadened chest; the mouth gaped in a voiceless, breathless, and eternal scream, while the living eyes followed Kawashima's every move.

He'd heard of such things, of course, but had never seen one, for they were quite rare and extraordinarily expensive. Though each was unique, as befitted a work of art, they reputedly fell into one of two classes, the tanoshimi-zo, which lived in continual orgasmic pleasure, and their dark counterparts, the kurushimi-zo, for which simply existence was unending agony.

This one, obviously, was in pain. Kawashima stared into those pleading eyes—their irises were pale blue—and shuddered. It seemed as though he was looking into twin wells of bottomless, endless horror.

"I am very proud of that one," Munimori said at his back. Kawashima started. He'd not heard the admiral's return.

"It is . . . most interesting. . . ."

"One of Tsuru's finest masterpieces."

"Ah." Dr. Masanori Tsuru had been one of the greatest of all Nihon's geneshapers, artists who used DNA as canvas and paint to craft living art forms of flesh, blood, and brain. "If this is one of his, my lord, it must be very old."

"Almost ninety years. Still, I'm told it might live for centuries more. I hope so. I find it a most personal statement about Man's eternal suffering beneath the Great Wheel." Paternally, he laid a hand on the thing's hunched and headless shoulders. Kawashima saw the flesh crawl and tremble beneath his touch. "Over ninety percent of this one's genotype is pure human. Its nervous system has been tuned to transmit constant pain, something roughly on a level, I understand, with being burned alive except that the pain never overloads the organism's brain and senses and never dulls. Its brain is fully functional, and according to its papers it was link-educated so that it could, ah, fully appreciate its predicament. That adds so much to the work's meaning, you know. It is not simply a live sculpture, something pretty to look at, but a thinking, knowing soul trapped in a living hell."

Kawashima felt dizzy, and the pale walls of the sparsely furnished room seemed to be closing in around him. Why? he wanted to ask, but to demand an explanation for this twisted horror would be to insult his host.

"Can . . . it speak?"

"Oh, no. No lungs, no voice box. The mouth is purely art. I have to provide it with a special nutrient each day, watering it like a plant, or it would lapse into a coma and die. The ears are functional, however. It can hear us and understand what we say. Beautiful, is it not?"

"Remarkable, my lord."

"Actually, I suspect that after ninety years, it must be quite mad. But just look at those eyes. Mad or not, it still feels, after all this time! Occasionally I speak to it, promising release for it, one day. I don't know if it believes me or not, but I permit myself the small conceit that it must continue to hope, through year after year of unendurable agony. Tell me, Chujosan. Do you believe in the transmigration of souls?"

The sudden change of topic left Kawashima off-balance. "I . . . I have never thought about it, Munimorisama. I have never considered myself a religious man. I am not sure that I believe in souls."

"So. A practical, pragmatic man, neh? Well, I believe. I have seen too much not to believe. I sometimes wonder if, by providing the gene-tailored shells of the inochizo, we are not providing homes for the spirits of truly wicked men, men being punished for unimaginable sins in past lives." He slapped the bare flesh with a meaty smack, and it writhed soundlessly as his hand lifted. "Perhaps after a small eternity of suffering here, of providing us with spiritual instruction, the way will be clear for this one's final translation to Nirvana. Perhaps some pain here and now will be accepted later with joy, once the Great Wheel's cycle is broken."

Kawashima tried to formulate a polite response and failed. He felt trapped by those shifting, pain-filled eyes that begged him, soundlessly, for what he could not give, for what Munimori refused to grant. What kind of mind, he wondered, found fulfillment and contemplation in such a sight?

"I have two orders for you, Chujosan." Munimori's tone was brusque now, all business. "One for general circulation, the second for you alone."

Stiff-armed, Munimori held out two message disks. Bowing, Kawashima accepted them. Pressing the first against the link circuitry embedded in his left palm, he felt the trickle of data feeding from the disk to his cephlink RAM. As he downloaded a keyword, the message decoded itself, expanding within his mind's eye for his inspection.

The message was short, an Imperial edict under Munimori's seal . . . and from its content, Kawashima was certain that Munimori had been the original author. It was blunt and to the point, calling for the resignation of all naval line officers who were not birth-citizens of Dai Nihon, the "Greater Japan" that included territorial enclaves such as the Philippines, Singapore, and the old Pacific Northwest, as well as the original home islands.

Kawashima had been expecting such an order ever since hearing of the Fushi Emperor's death. Many of his gaijin officers had already offered their resignations, knowing the mind of the new power behind the Chrysanthemum Throne.

"Will the first order present difficulties, Chujosan?"

"There will be no problem, Munimorisama. It will be welcome to many of my people."

"Good. Please take the second order, and examine the introduction."

Pressing the second disk to the flesh and circuit wiring of his palm, Kawashima felt the flow of a much longer document downloading into his cephlink RAM. This, he realized, must include fleet orders, complete with individual ship deployments and logistical directives. As he decoded the document's first level and scanned its preamble, he knew his guess was correct. Ohka Squadron was being sent to war.

"How accurate is this information?" Kawashima asked, his eyes closed as he read the words hanging before his inner eye.

"Completely," the Fleet Admiral replied. "We have long known of the rebel activities on New America and have agents in place there, monitoring the political situation."

Filing the document, Kawashima opened his eyes. "This is most unexpected, Munimorisama. I was expecting orders for Chi Draconis."

Chi Draconis V—Eridu—had recently joined the growing list of Frontier worlds attempting to cut free from the Terran Hegemony.

Munimori was frowning. "The situation at Eridu is stable for the moment. The planet's surface and orbital facilities are still in the hands of rebels, but an Imperial squadron from Hariti has arrived and taken up orbit. A truce is in effect, at least for the moment.

"If we content ourselves with simply reacting to rebel provocations, however," Munimori went on, "then we place ourselves in a box. It has become clear that 26 Draconis is the political heart of the rebellion. Take that system, take New America, and the rebel resistance will crumble."

"Just how substantive is this rebel government we've been hearing about, my lord? The, um, official line is that the rebels possess little in the way of internal organization."

"Though we dislike conferring any hint of legitimacy on the rebels by calling them a 'government,' "Munimori said slowly, "we must be honest with ourselves and accept that a government is precisely what they hope to form. A number of representatives from various disaffected colony worlds of the Shichiju have been gathering on New America for months now, meeting openly in the planet's capital."

"Meeting, my lord? For what purpose?"

Munimori gave a humorless smile. "Our intelligence suggests that they themselves are not clear on that point. Some of the representatives evidently hope to refashion the Hegemony, possibly remove it from Imperial control, if such a thing is even conceivable. Others wish a complete separation, to create this Confederation of theirs as a separate state." He shook his head. "Obviously, both factions will be in for a shock."

"Yes, Gensuisama."

"You will deploy at once with the entire Ohka Squadron, Chujosan. The carrier Donryu. Five heavy cruisers, eight light cruisers, and twelve destroyers. Eight troop transports with a total complement of over four hundred warstriders. New America has no sky-el, so you will have to use reentry-capable warflyers and military ascraft to seize landing sites for your transports. You will need to go by way of our base at Daikoku to pick up some of your assigned vessels. Detailed plans are included in your orders."

"Your orders will be carried out precisely as written, Gensuisama."

"I know, Chujosan. I have complete confidence in you. Now, if you would honor me by joining me for tea? . . ."

The room reserved for the tea ceremony was traditional, nine feet square and with a real door rather than a dissolving, nanotech panel, one so low that the celebrants had to go in on hands and knees, a holdover from centuries long past when such a posture spoke of mutual trust and of the leaving of pretense and pomp outside. It was impossible to enter while wearing the traditional two swords, katana and wakazashi, of the samurai.

Inside, a single scroll hung in its alcove above a simple arrangement of flowers. Through an open panel could be glimpsed the fir trees and moss-covered ground, the garden and stone water basin, of a scene on Earth. So perfect was the illusion that Kawashima imagined he could smell the scent of pine needles behind the subtle haze of incense . . . and perhaps, he realized, that was programmed into the scene as well. The ceremony's hostess, a provocatively lovely ningyo, was on her knees in the garden, simmering water in an iron kettle over a charcoal fire, each motion one of delicate grace and economy of movement. Save for the lessened gravity, it was difficult to remember that this was aboard the synchorbital Tenno Kyuden, and not in some woods-shrouded teahouse in Kyoto Prefecture.

The conversation turned now to the formality of the ritual, outwardly reserved, inwardly relaxed as they commented on the kettles, pots, and bowls, on the scroll and flower arrangement, on the play of the hostess's hands as she carried out the ancient motions of preparing tea.

Kawashima felt ashamed, however, and unworthy. Munimori was extending to him a signal and conspicuous honor, but he found himself unable to leave worldly concerns and troubles at the teahouse door as custom required. His thoughts kept turning back to those intensely blue, pain-filled eyes he'd seen in the outer room.

He had no doubt whatsoever that the effect was a calculated one, deliberately staged for his benefit; Munimori was telling him in a manner much more direct and meaningful than mere words, that he, Munimori, was a man of singular power, one who could deliver honor and great reward with one hand, pain and disgrace with the other. The hostess knelt before him, beating his cha to near-froth with a whisk before bowing and offering him the porcelain cup. Bowing, he received it, but when he lifted the bitter green liquid to his lips he could scarcely taste it.

As a good officer, Kawashima had been aware of the talk spreading through the fleet, talk that had forecast the first order he'd received, that soon only those native to Dai Nihon could serve as fleet officers. There were rumors of worse to come already circulating, rumors to the effect that before long only native-born Nihonjin would be allowed to serve in high military or government posts. Those rumors had already caused minor riots and popular demonstrations in Madras, Indonesia, and Anchorage. After all, to be accorded the privilege of Imperial citizenship without the attendant rights and status made the whole concept of Japanese citizenship rather pointless.

For centuries, Nihon had led softly, exercising her control over Earth and her offworld colonies through the instrumentality of the Hegemony, granting her subjects at least the illusion of sovereignty. Now, it seemed, the cloak was being thrown back, and naked force would be the order of the day. Could Nihon rule all of the human diaspora alone? And what of the nonhumans discovered so far, the Xenophobes and DalRiss? If the ways and thoughts of human gaijin were strange sometimes, what of those beings, far stranger still?

Kawashima was not confident of the answers to those questions and feared that Munimori and those in his clique were moving too far, too fast, in purging the Empire of gaijin influence.

He wondered about the civil war that seemed inevitable now, as Empire and Hegemony squared off against Confederation. The rebels had little in the way of naval power, but they were men and women drawn from the Frontier, the sixty-some worlds beyond the long-settled Sekaino Shin, the Core Worlds that included Earth. That meant that they were resourceful and that they were united by a burning anger at the clumsy and wasteful policies of a distant and unsympathetic government. Hannichi, they were called, disparagingly, anti-Japanese, as though the word were a synonym for "crazy." But Kawashima had witnessed hannichi sentiments firsthand only seven years earlier, during the Metrochicagan Riots. If the Frontier worlds fought as fiercely for their independence as had the people of Metrochicago, Empire and Hegemony were facing a long and bitter war, one that would kill millions and devastate worlds. There would be little honor in victory over what, after all, was little more than rabble; in defeat—unthinkable!—would be complete humiliation.

Perhaps, Kawashima thought, that was why Munimori had presented him with the warning of the living sculpture. No art form, no expression of a master's will, is without pain. Munimori was telling him that he had the will and the determination to see this filthy conflict through to its inevitable end.

The significance of the tea ceremony was inescapable. Munimori was a steel fist, gloved within the civilized velvet of this ancient ceremony, of Zen simplicity, artistic appreciation, intellectual stimulation, and proper observance of ritual.

And Tetsu Kawashima was an empty vessel, nothing more, one that could do nothing but accept graciously the honor Munimori and the Emperor were handing him. He and his men would be the Empire's spear point against the Frontier rebels.

Politely, he held up his empty cup, commenting, as proper etiquette required, upon its age and delicate beauty. . . .


Chapter 2

Basic to all combat is the concept of using an opponent's strength against him. Victory in any engagement, whether in a personal test one-on-one in the martial arts, or in the clash of the mightiest armies, absolutely depends on this.

—Kokorodo: Discipline of Warriors

Ieyasu Sutsumi

C.E. 2529

The fleet emerged from the blue glory of the godsea, flashing into normal fourspace in a cascade of neutrinos. The rebel ships were deep within the target system, so deep that the enemy almost certainly picked up the quantum flux as space rippled from the K-T translation.

No matter. They would be through the target's outer defenses scant minutes behind the light-speed wave front announcing their arrival.

Nano-grown electronic traceries threaded through his brain linked Captain Devis Cameron with the Eagle's AI, giving him a clear view of the planet ahead, as though he were dropping through empty space instead of sealed away within a high-tech coffin on the destroyer's command deck. Twin red dwarf suns glowed with ember-sullen light, a double sunrise above an airless, burnt-cinder world of rock and ice.

That star was DM+45° 2505 A and B, an unremarkable M3 double 29.14 light-years from New America, and 21 lights from Sol. Settlers from Rainbow had come here once, several centuries before, and named the place Athena. Too cold and small to be worth the expense of terraforming, it had riches enough—in platinum, indium, and rare earths—to attract a Frontier mining consortium, the same consortium that had founded Rainbow. Most of the settlers hadn't even been full-human; genegineered workers adapted to cramped quarters and cold, close working conditions were happier, cheaper, and easier to control.

Forty years ago, Athena had been bought out by Imperial Nihon, who'd promptly constructed a major shipbuilding facility in close orbit about the planet. The world's name was changed to Daikoku, god of wealth and happiness—also known as the Great Black One. The orbital station was Daikokukichi, Daikoku Base.

Through his cephlink, Dev felt the swift-flowing currents of data from Eagle's passive sensors, the telltale surge of energy indicating that Daikoku's defenses were powering up. Numbers scrolled down the right-hand side of his awareness, listing speeds and angles of approach. Dev absorbed the data, feeling it more than reading it, allowing the ship's AI to interact directly with his cephlink, calculating vectors, intercepts, and probabilities. He sensed the tingling wash of low-energy laser light. They were being scanned.

"That's it," Dev announced over the squadron's tactical communications link. "They've got us spotted."

"We're past the abort point now anyway," Captain Lara Anders, Eagle's senior shipjacker, replied. "We're committed."

Pinpoints of light scattered across Dev's awareness, concentrated like a swarm of luminous gnats about the larger glow of the orbital station, and more were winking to life with every passing second. Each marked the lifepulse of a power plant. Daikoku was waking up.

The Confederation raiders were badly outnumbered.

They usually were. The civil war that was tearing apart the Japanese Empire's puppet Hegemony had been going on for well over a standard year now. More and more worlds of the Frontier had broken away, signing Travis Sinclair's Declaration of Reason in conscious, symbolic mimicry of the signing of a similar Declaration over seven centuries before.

With worlds to draw on, there were plenty of recruits, plenty of the raw materials, plenty of the nanomanufactories needed to transform those raw materials into warstriders and the other weapons of war. What the Frontier Confederation needed more than anything else in the unequal struggle for independence was ships.

For centuries, Imperial Nihon had maintained the virtual monopoly on space-based industrial facilities that it had enjoyed since the early twenty-first century. Like most high-tech artifacts, the individual pieces of ships—especially of the starships that allowed travel from world to world within the Shichiju in something less than centuries—were grown in zero-G manufactories and assembled in orbit. Most Confederation worlds maintained their own, homegrown fleets of intrasystem ships and ascraft, and a few like New America could even construct the power taps and K-T drive units necessary for faster-than-light travel.

But Dai Nihon still dominated the godsea passages between each of the gulf-isolated specks that was an inhabited world. The Imperial Navy, and in particular the nine Ryu-class dragonships and their battlefleets, were simply unbeatable in any stand-up, one-to-one confrontation. The Frontier Confederation needed more and better starships. To get them, they needed to gamble the handful of FTL-capable ships they already had.

Eagle was the Confederation flagship, formerly the Imperial destroyer Tokitukaze, captured by Dev during the Battle of Eridu and fresh now from repairs at New America's orbital yards. Spread out behind her were three converted commercial vessels, the hydrogen tanker Tarazed and the Commerce-class freighters Mirach and Vindemiatrix. They were fifth-generation K-T drive ships, three of the very few such vessels in New America's inventory, and all had been radically modified in the Newamie yards during the past six busy months. The freighters had been converted to lightly armed transports, each massing just over 25,000 tons, each carrying four air-space shuttles, five hundred armored troops, and a company of warstriders.

Tarazed's conversion had been more radical. Originally designed to transport cryo-H, the tanker was huge, five enormous spheres strung like beads on a wire between a tiny bridge-hab module and the boxlike bulk of her mammoth drive and power section. Her lead containment sphere had been gutted of cryogenic gear and field generators and rigged with hab modules and a makeshift hangar deck. Airlocks grown through the hull gave access to vacuum; Tarazed carried as payload eighty-two warflyers, the equivalent of an Imperial carrier wing aboard one of their big dragonships.

Those three vessels, plus Eagle, were all that New America had been able to spare for the Athenan expedition. The rest of their space forces, including those being rushed in from other Confederation systems, were being organized against the probability—no, the certainty—of an eventual Imperial attack against the Frontier.

Raids like this one, directed against Imperial shipbuilding facilties across the Shichihju, were an important source of new ships for the nascent rebellion. And possibly, Dev thought as he plunged toward the glittering constellation of lights that marked the Imperial ships and facilities orbiting Daikoku, just possibly such raids would buy the Confederation another desperately needed resource: time.

Chusa Randin Bradley Lloyd was the senior Hegemonic Guard officer aboard the huge and sprawling orbital complex of habitats and nanofactories called Daikokukichi by the Imperials, but which most of the Hegemony personnel simply referred to as "the Yards." As he floated onto the main control deck and pulled himself hand over hand toward the link pods lining one bulkhead, he thought again about Tanemura and his fat toad of a flunky and bit off a sharp curse.

Lloyd had only two superior officers on the station, both of them Imperials. Taisa Tanemura was the base commander, while Chusa Kobo was CO of the facility's marine contingent. Under their direction, Lloyd was in charge of all of the base technical facilities, including both the sizable civilian population and the orbital defense lasers.

Senior he might have been, but he'd been having trouble lately applying that seniority in any meaningful fashion. Morale among the gaijin both in orbit and on the planet's surface was low, so low that Lloyd had had to seriously consider the threat of mutiny. Discipline among the petty officers and lower-ranking commissioned officers was almost nonexistent. Why work hard, why obey orders, when the Imperials seemed only to care about the color of your skin and the cant of your eyes?

Right now, Lloyd's temper was frayed short by the attitude of his commanding officers, both of whom subscribed to the theory that, in the field at any rate, Hegemony officers were required to defer to all Imperial officers, regardless of rank. Two days ago, Lloyd had received a twenty-minute tail-chewing from the arrogant little shosa who was Tanemura's fukkan, or adjutant, and he was not happy about it. Since a shosa was equivalent to an army major or a navy lieutenant commander, one step below Lloyd's naval rank of full commander, he was hardly impressed by the rank alone. Shosa Hagiwara was simply a self-important little bastard who thought all gaijin foreigners were spies or rebels. Unfortunately, he was a powerful, self-important little bastard, and his report carried considerable weight both with Tanemura and with the Hegemony review board back at Singapore Synchorbital.

And Tanemura disliked Lloyd for his religion.

Lloyd's conversion to Mind of God Universalism had pretty much destroyed his Hegemony Guard career. He acknowledged that now, though it didn't make things any easier. A creed holding that all intelligences throughout the universe are evolving toward godhood, that all beings are equal, none better or worse than any other, was almost guaranteed to push the wrong download contacts on the Nihonjin, who tended to be conservative in their acceptance of new philosophies, rigid in their understanding of the barriers between classes, and mistrustful of any gaijin, whether it be human, nonhuman, or artificial.

Lloyd could have kept his conversion secret, of course, but that would have betrayed Universalism's Third Directive, that the gospel must be downloaded to every rational creature with the wetware to receive it. Two days after passing his conversion creed to his department head aboard the Guard corvette Epsilon Lyrae, he'd found himself transferred to Daikokukichi.

That had been seventeen months ago, almost three times the normal assignment to a hardship duty station. Imperial COs had come and gone, and he remained here, buried and forgotten. He'd been passed over twice for promotion, both of his wives and his husband had severed contract a year ago, and he'd been routinely denied extrasystem leave. He wanted to go home before the tedium killed him.

He wanted to live again.

Life, however, would have to wait. The duty officer had called a class-five alert . . . then almost immediately upgraded it to a class-two.

Who the hell was attacking this 'troid-cluttered garbage pit of a system? Settling himself into the commander's slotseat, Lloyd jacked in his T-sockets and palmed the chair's interface. Instantly, he was hanging in space, the great, black bulk of Athena turning slowly beneath his feet. The two red suns shone bright against the panorama, their red-mottled surfaces cool enough that he could stare into their disks without discomfort. The faces of both suns were heavily blotched with ragged black sunspots, and he could see the rough-textured granulation of their photospheres, the fire-fountain arc of their prominences.

"Whatcha got, Manuel?"

The voice of the duty scanner officer, Chu-i Manuel Rodriguez, spoke in his ear. "I'm not sure, Commander. At first I thought an incoming rogue tripped our approach vector alarms. But we've got QPTs out there. One of 'em might be an Amatukaze."

"Where?"

A bright green triangle appeared in his vision, hanging in empty space opposite the planet from the two suns. "Coming in toward our night side," Rodriguez said. "Four separate targets. On their current vector, they'll pass within a few million kilometers."

"AI, enhance," Lloyd ordered.

Four points of light appeared in the triangle, as yet too distant for details to be visible. Data wrote itself next to each in small, neat blocks, giving estimated mass, angle of approach, speed, and course relative to the base. They were definitely ships; their neutrino glow spoke of fusion plants and power taps.

Lloyd pursed virtual lips, giving a low whistle unheard by anyone save himself. One of those babies massed better than eighty thousand tons, and its IR signature matched that of an Amatukaze-class destroyer. The two smaller ones were lesser ships, large patrol vessels, possibly, or corvettes. The fourth could be almost anything, from a transport or tanker of some kind to a frigate.

Imperial ships? Had to be. The Hegemony had nothing like the Amatukazes. But what the hell were they doing sneaking into the system, without IFF or clearance requests, without even running lights or anticollision strobes?

"Tanya! Anything from commo?"

"Negative, sir. We've been hailing on standard Imperial and Hegemony secure frequencies, both radio and laser. No response."

And analyzing that approach vector . . .

"Full power to X-raysers," he ordered. Still unsure of the target's identity, he was taking the standard precautionary steps when dealing with a potentially hostile target. "Track and lock. Stand by to fire."

Then the cloudscreens appeared.

Coming to an immediate decision, Lloyd opened the station's com channel and raised the alert status to one.

"Battle stations! Battle stations!" The voice of Daikokukichi's AI sounded through the link. "We are under attack!"

Randi Lloyd heard the AI voice giving the alarm through his link but managed to push its insistent clamor to the back of his mind. As the targets grew closer, as the base AI assimilated more and more data on power curves and radiation signatures, the ship ID became more certain. And when the cloudscreens appeared in response to his command to power up the X-raysers, he knew that this was an attack. Damn, that largest one was an Imperial destroyer . . . but why the hell would it be attacking Daikoku?

Lloyd's first thought was that this was some sort of drill, a test of the combat readiness of his men. The destroyer had snuck past the system's outer defenses and was now preparing to throw a scare into the startled defenders. It would be just like those Imperial bastards to try something dramatic like that. . . .

His second thought, close on the heels of the first, was that these were rebels, ships belonging to the so-called Confederation that was challenging Imperial and Hegemony authority throughout the Shichiju. That hardly seemed likely, though. It was widely known throughout Hegemony service that the rebel malcontents were scattered and few, that they had no warships, no leadership, nothing at all to unite them save a vague and hazy opposition to Earth and the Empire. One might as easily believe in space pirates. And surely the authorities would have passed the word down the chain of command if the Confederation had access to Amatukazes!

Xenophobes? Again, hardly likely, though there was still plenty of who-was circulating about Xenophobe war fleets. All of the downloads he'd taken on Xeno updates indicated that they had no fleets, that their spread from system to system had occurred long ago, the result of some kind of weird panspermia rather than anything as high-tech as a starship.

Of the three possibilities that leaped immediately to mind, then, Lloyd decided that the first one was the best. This had to be some kind of test. Very well. He would follow the procedure by the book, proving to his superiors that even gaijin had their uses; at this point, most of the battle would be fought by high-speed computers in any case, leaving precious little for him to do.

The attacking force had released cloudscreens, in a classic attack deployment. They were certainly going for realism. One question nagged at Lloyd, however. If he had a chance at a shot with one of his X-rayser batteries, should he take it and risk holing an Imperial warship?

The damnable part of all of this was that his operational orders said nothing about possible war games or tests. The base's defensive posture was tested frequently through ViRsimulation, not by live actions with real warships.

The safe play would be to pretend that those attacking ships were enemies and fight just as hard he would if he knew them to be Xenophobe warships. They were almost certainly Imperials. The Hegemony, he was pretty sure, didn't have any warships larger than small, Yari-class destroyers or large frigates. If he scorched the armor off a careless Impie ship or two while living up to the spirit of this game, that was their lookout, not his.

Nonetheless, he punched through an urgent summons to both Taisa Tanemura and Chusa Kobo, calling them to the facility's main control deck. If those bastards wanted the glory of running this godforsaken shipyard, let them have some of the responsibility as well!

"I'm registering multiple QTP start-ups," Tarazed's captain, Jase Curtis, announced over the squadron taclink. "At least four separate sources."

"Roger that," Dev replied, trying to keep his mental voice steady. Most of those stars represented the thin neutrino glare from fusion power plants, but four were significantly brighter and almost certainly marked quantum power taps.

Starships. Capital ships, monsters as big and as powerful as Eagle . . . or worse.

"Fifteen seconds until we're in range of primary laser defenses," Captain Anders reported. "They're tracking us on K-band."

Weapons-guidance radar. "Okay, Tarazed," Dev ordered. "Time to loose your pups."

From the airlock bays of Tarazed's lead storage sphere, bundles of tiny craft spilled into space. Most were decoys, computer-directed pods with IR and radar characteristics similar to the larger craft hidden among them. The rest were warflyers, DY-64 Raidens and DR-80 Tenrais, most of them, with a few older and much-patched models thrown in as well.

If the principal weapon of land combat was the warstrider, jacked by a cephlinked pilot, the mainstay of close-in space combat, especially for the Confederation and its limited ship assets, was the warflyer. Little more than a warstrider modified for operation in zero-G, it measured a scant few meters in length and massed eighteen to twenty-four tons. Weapons and manipulators were folded into recesses in the armored hull, with fusorpack thrusters and cryo-H tanks mounted in the place of legs. Each was a single-slotter, with one man jacked into the link circuits and with a level-two AI handling the number-intensive functions like targeting and vector computation.

"They're charging their primary lasers."

"Cloudscreens," Dev ordered. "Now!"

Magnetic launchers slung explosive pods ahead of the Confederation ships. Seconds later, EWC-167 nanomunitions packs detonated in swift, silent flashes, loosing swarms of microscopic particles in a silvery, laser-devouring fog. From the framework of the orbital base, an X-ray laser winked on, the beam invisible until its energy was reemitted by the fog as dazzling, violet glare.

Dev watched impassively as the squadron deployed according to plan, sheltering behind cloudscreens as they fell toward the Daikoku base. Fear nipped at the back reaches of his mind. Had he foreseen everything possible? Was this a trap?

He was new to this business of commanding a squadron, and the hardest aspect of the job was knowing that now that the op plan was complete, the assault itself unfolding, there was little more he personally could do . . . but watch, a spectator as Lara Anders spun Eagle's nearly four-hundred-meter bulk end for end, then applied full thrust, braking sharply at 4 Gs.

Now that the battle had begun, he couldn't even boss the other ships in the squadron. Communications between ships during combat was always less than perfect. Radio might be tapped by the enemy, the codes broken by AI decrypto programs and false orders fed into the command net. Lasers offered relatively secure, direct-beam communications, but the beams could be broken by any change of course and speed by either ship, and as the battle continued, more and more of the huge, ghostly cloudscreens drifted through the combat volume, dissolving lasercom feeds into crackling static.

Dev was listening in on the channels assigned to the other three Confederation ships, of course, but what came through was fragmentary, useful only to confirm that the other ships were still in action.

". . . ach! Mirach! Watch . . . X-rayser . . . up at three . . . niner!"

". . . see it, Tara . . . pla . . . in . . . ling left . . . and high!"

"I've got a power build . . . grid . . . eight-three . . . on top of it!"

He could have fed them orders, but anything he told them would have been as garbled as what he was hearing. Broken and incomplete orders in combat, Dev knew well, were worse than no orders at all.

It would be far worse for the enemy, he thought. Space fleet tactics relied on close, tight formations, working on the theory that ships that moved together could comlink closely enough to fight as a unit, coordinating their movements and their firepower against their opponents one by one. When one side was surprised in dock, however, there was an inevitable delay before they could work clear of their berthing facilities and establish comlink networks. This entire raid had been based on the assumption that the four Confederation ships would enjoy a golden few moments of that most precious of tactical advantages, communications superiority.

The question was, would it be advantage enough?


Chapter 3

It is well that war is so terrible. Otherwise we should grow too fond of it.

—General Robert E. Lee

C.E. 1862

Enhancing a portion of his vision, Dev peered past Eagle's cloudscreen as the paths of the ship and the nanocloud diverged, getting his first good look at the facility that was their target.

Daikokukichi was a roughly cross-shaped assembly of open girders and struts. Fuel and cryo-tanks, storage areas, and hab modules were mounted around the perimeter, while three massive hab modules rotated about the hub on arms to provide spin gravity. Second, third, and fourth levels housed nano storage chambers, pumping stations, and neat arrays of growth vats and molds, the station's fitting and drawing yards; a fifth was devoted to zero-G derricks and gantry arms, to finishing hangars, berthing areas and docks, where finished or near-finished ships were moored. Running through the center of the structure was an axis, a long, spindle-shaped central core connecting a power plant module at one end with a control and communications center at the other. The defensive lasers—designed for meteor protection in this rubble-strewn system, but equally effective against marauding starships—were mounted outboard, on raised structures giving them the widest possible zones of clear fire.

Captain Anders was figuratively looking over Dev's shoulder at the same virtual reality display. "Big goker," she said. "Commodore? You think they have close-in reserves, maybe hidden behind the planet?"

Dev almost didn't react to the unfamiliar title. He wasn't used to the strictly honorary and unofficial promotion he'd been given when Travis Sinclair had put him in charge of this mission. The Confederation was still in the process of converting from the Nihongo rank structure employed for the past several centuries by the Hegemony, by resurrecting the system used by Western military forces before the Japanese ascendancy. Dev's formal rank of naval captain, equivalent to an army colonel or the Imperial Hegemony taisa, was new and uncomfortable enough, but by a custom old before Man first had left the world of his birth, there could not be two captains aboard one ship. To be called commodore by people who had more experience at command than he did was unsettling.

Ignoring the strangeness, he concentrated on the question. "If they have ships behind the planet, they're powered down right now, or we'd see their neut emissions," he told Lara. "Actually, this place looks a lot quieter than I was expecting."

"Our intel said that there'd be eight or ten capital ships in the Yards," Lara agreed. "Not just four. I wonder where they are?"

The question was a disturbing one. A handful of warships patrolled the outer marches of the Athenan system, but it would be hours yet before they knew anything was amiss, so vast were the distances within even such a pocket-sized star system as this. During the final moments of their approach the attackers had picked up four different energy sources that might be warships powering up, but there could well be others lurking nearby. In fact, the Impies should be keeping a small squadron close at hand for just such surprises as this, either docked at the shipyard itself or in near orbit. Where were they? What were they? If the Impie squadron included another destroyer or something larger, this raid would be one of the shortest and most inglorious on record.

"Well, those ships in the docks are operational," he told her. "Or they will be when they get their pods manned. But tell your scan personnel to keep their eyes open and their links clear. I don't want anyone surprising us. And tell them to watch for nukes."

The greatest danger at this stage of the attack was that the enemy would toss a nuclear warhead at the warflyers. Cloudscreens couldn't stop missiles or hard radiation, and a nuke could be detonated beyond the range of point defense lasers and still do a hell of a lot of damage to a ship.

That possibility, fortunately, was a remote one. According to intelligence, Daikokukichi possessed both Imperial and Hegemony personnel. Long-standing policy restricted nuclear weapons to Imperial forces alone. Hegemony officers were not trusted with them, and even the Nihonjin skippers of any Imperial ships present would need release authorization from much farther up the chain of command before they could turn scourging blasts of nuclear fire against the swarms of attackers.

Still, it wouldn't do to get complacent. Policy could have changed since Dev had last read an Imperial Fleet directive, or the Imperial officer in command of Daikokukichi could be an unstable son of a bitch who nuked first and got authorization later.

"Commodore!" Lara warned. Colored lines highlighted parts of his view, indicating four separate points within the shipyards. A red diamond flashed insistently, indicating a ship rising above the clutter of gantries and open, duralloy-strut frameworks. "Imperial frigate boosting clear of the Yards! Range nine-five-zero-zero, boosting at point five. . . ."

"Got it," Dev snapped back. "Hit him before he fogs our lasers."

Data cascaded through Eagle's sensors; the target was broadcasting standard Imperial IFF, which included ident and stats. According to the warbook readout unfolding in Dev's vision, the moving ship was Senden, Flashing Lightning, accelerating clear of the orbital docks and repair gantries on white-blazing drives. Since she was listed in the datanet—the newly constructed warships had not yet been named or given net IDs—either she must have been docked at Daikokukichi for repairs or else she was part of the Imperial garrison force here. An Inaduma-class frigate, she was over 100 meters long, massed 1,800 tons, and carried a crew of 210. Though no match for the much larger and more powerful Eagle, she could still cause a hell of a lot of grief for the destroyer at close range. Possibly, Senden's skipper was simply trying to win free of the Yards before he was attacked, but Dev couldn't take that risk.

Lasers flicked from Eagle's starboard bow mounts, invisible bolts that turned duralloy sun-bright at their caress. Metal vapor puffed into space, briefly and silently illuminated by starcore energies.

"She's launching," a voice on Eagle's tactical net reported. More colored graphics winked on in Dev's vision, highlighting a cloud of stars curving out from the frigate under 60-G boost. "Missiles incoming!"

"Tracking," another voice said, calm despite the stress of the moment. "AI targeting lock. We'll take them with the PDLs."

PDLs—Point Defense Lasers—were batteries of one hundred—megawatt coherent light weapons deployed in clusters about the warship's outer hull, arranged to give maximum coverage from every side and angle of approach. Too weak to penetrate a starship's armor, indeed, too weak to make much of an impression on any hardened target through the light haze of antilaser fogs that quickly filled the battle volume, they were hot enough to burn through a missile's relatively thin outer skin in milliseconds. One by one, then in groups of two and three and five at an instant, the incoming missiles flared white-hot within Dev's virtual reality panorama.

Space combat was primarily a war of maneuver. With nano-based cloudscreens to block incoming laser fire, with banks of AI-directed lasers to take out enemy missiles in lightning, close-in point defense bursts, ships had to draw fairly close before they could do serious damage to one another. Exotic beam weapons, like kaon cannons, CPGs, and electron guns, could usually be dispersed by manipulating hull magnetic fields; the most effective weapons were long-range Starhawks that could be remotely jacked by human pilots all the way to the target.

At point-blank range, then, the ship that could outmaneuver an opponent—ducking in and out around drifting cloudscreens, loosing clouds of missiles from precisely calculated points, pulling the unexpected maneuver, finding blind spots on an opponent's hull—was the ship that would score the kill.

Four Starhawks left Eagle's forward missile bays with a jarring thump that rang through the destroyer's hull. Guided by jackers aboard the Confederation ship, they twisted past Eagle's dissipating cloudscreen, locked onto the accelerating frigate, and went to full throttle up. Lasers winked from Senden's port side. Two of the Starhawks vanished in white-hot balls of plasma, followed an instant later by a third.

The fourth, already locked onto a collision course, was detonated by its jacker before the frigate's PDLs could find it.

Lloyd was directing the base's defenses, calling laser batteries on line and ordering all ships to launch, a headlong scramble to get clear of the vulnerable Yard docks before the attackers could get a solid target lock on them and melt them down into slag. Senden was clear, accelerating toward the hostiles now at 5 Gs. Her sisters, Shiden and Raimei, were nearly ready to launch; power cables and umbilicals were being freed now. A fourth Imperial ship, the Yari-class destroyer Asagiri, was bringing its fusion plant on-line and would be ready in minutes.

With stunned horror, Lloyd realized that this was not, could not be a drill. The attackers had fired their lasers, scoring several solid hits to the Senden's hull while she was still working clear of the docks. Senden had replied with a missile barrage, and the volley had been returned. The base's radar and AI analysis painted the detonation of that last Starhawk warhead as a blue-white spray of tiny sparks, fireworks against the night.

The Starhawk's warhead was canister, a modern twist on an ancient artillery weapon. After boosting a full ten seconds at 50 Gs, the thousand or so depleted uranium ball bearings packed inside the warhead were whipping along at nearly five kilometers per second, a deadly spray of ultradense shrapnel following the same path that the Starhawk had been taking at the moment of detonation.

The warhead was twenty-five kilometers from Senden when it exploded, spraying the load of ball bearings toward the target in a diffuse, slowly expanding cloud. Point Defense Lasers flicked and snapped, directed by the frigate's sophisticated, AI-linked radar tracking system, but there were simply too many targets, and too little time. In five seconds, Senden was able to decelerate enough that perhaps half the incoming slugs missed, flashing silently past her bow, while her laser defenses took out perhaps four hundred of those that were left.

Approximately one hundred depleted uranium bearings slammed into Senden's armored hull in a shattering demonstration of F=ma. Laser turrets were swept away in the storm; sensors were smashed; the port-side drive venturi crumpled like paper; whole sections of duralloy armor peeled up like shingles beneath a hurricane. At the same instant, hits rang through Daikokukichi's main control center, an insane hail of shot that had missed the smaller target. Red warning flags flashed up in Lloyd's mind as an AI voice intoned the damage: pressure loss in sections eighty-one through eighty-eight; damage to secondary base IR sensor suite; minor damage to laser batteries seven, nine, and eleven . . .

He was beginning to respond when, with a chilling abruptness, the scene of battle surrounding him was wiped away. There was a burst of static . . . and then he was lying in his slot on the control deck, blinking up at a gray ceiling covered by painted-over cables and power conduits.

"What the goking hell . . ."

At first he thought the base link network had gone down . . . a serious failure and one that should never have happened, so many redundancies were built into the system. But the constellation of green and amber lights flickering and shifting across a readout console close by his head showed the system to be functioning normally. He brought his palm implant down again against the sweat-slick coolness of the interface. There was a burst of static, an unfolding view of ships and orbital base and the looming bulge of Daikoku . . .

. . . and then he was bumped off again, hard.

"You are relieved, Chusasan", an electronic voice said in his ear. "We will take it from here."

Lloyd recognized Tanemura's dry and matter-of-fact phrasing. So, that was it. Tanemura had come on-line and booted him off. Elsewhere on the control deck, Lloyd saw other men and women, all gaijin, rising from their link couches with looks ranging from bewilderment to anger. The Nihonjin had kicked every non-Japanese off the net, had decided to fight the battle themselves without gaijin help!

Their very evident lack of trust burned in Lloyd's gut like a hot coal.

Even now, after so much had happened, it seemed strange to be on this side of Hegemony targeting radars and lasers. Just a couple of years ago, he'd been a loyal soldier of the Hegemony, a warstrider, and well on his way to a command of his own. By being the first human to establish peaceful contact with the alien Xenophobes, Dev had been made a hero of the Empire despite his gaijin status. As a koman, an Imperial military advisor, he'd been sent to Eridu, Chi Draconis V, to help suppress the rising tide of anti-Imperial, anti-Hegemony discontent there. He'd cast his lot with the rebels, however, when his warstrider unit had been ordered to destroy one of the colonists' domed cities.

There were some deeds for which orders—even orders backed by threat of court-martial or of summary execution—were simply not enough. He'd mutinied, refusing his orders, and had been arrested and interrogated by Imperial agents as a result. Katya had gotten him out.

Katya Alessandro. He missed her, missed her more than he'd expected to. He would have liked it if she could have accompanied him on this mission, but she was back on New America, busily trying to hammer together something like a decent warstrider force out of raw recruits and Hegemony expatriates. Once she'd been his commanding officer, but that seemed like ages ago, back when they'd both been warstriders in a Hegemony unit, fighting the Xenophobes on Loki, then venturing with the First Imperial Expeditionary Force into the true Frontier beyond human-inhabited space.

That had been when Dev had finally made meaningful contact with a Xeno. As a result, he'd received the Imperial Star and been made an Imperial koman. Katya had rejected the Empire, returning to her native New America to work with the Confederation government, and with Travis Sinclair.

She'd made the right choice, and Dev had made the wrong one. He knew that now. A government system as corrupt as the present Imperial/Hegemony stewardship of Terra could not be reformed from within. Maybe reform would have done some good once, but the rot had gone too deep, the people in power now had too much vested interest in maintaining that power, at any cost. Human governments had followed the same pattern time after time after bloody time in the past, reaching the point where only revolution could cleanse the slate and let people start anew.

With little choice in the matter, then, Dev had joined the rebels and participated in the Battle of Eridu, leading the assault team to capture the Tokitukaze at the planet's synchorbital station while Confederation warstriders and native Eriduan militias had held off the Imperial Marines at Raeder's Hill. They'd fought the Imperials to a standstill, partly because Dev and his raiders had dropped the captured Imperial destroyer into an orbit that took her across the battlefield. A salvo from the destroyer's shipboard laser batteries had been more than enough to break that final Imperial attack.

Dev had no regrets about joining the rebellion . . . not really, though he'd frequently questioned the rebellion's chances for any outcome in this war short of complete annihilation. It was just that he still wondered sometimes what he was, and why.

Senden, demolished by the shotgun blast from the teleoperated Starhawk, appeared to be adrift now, powerless, her weapons down. Smaller ships accelerated out from Daikokukichi, only to be met by searing laser bursts from the hard-accelerating warflyers. The enemy's defenses appeared uncertain, almost hesitant. Had the surprise been that complete?

A familiar, pulse-throbbing excitement surged behind the flutter and scroll of data cascading through Dev's awareness. The sensation was an alluring one, enough so to bring with it a twinge of guilt. Sometimes, Dev wondered if he hadn't begun enjoying war too much. It was at times like this, jacked into the AI of a ship going into combat, that he began to feel more than human, somehow, almost as though he were addicted to the surge of power, to the exultation thrilling through his being, and the feeling of invulnerability.

Full linkage often had that effect on him, especially in a tight meld with a good AI either aboard ship or within the towering, durasheathed embrace of a warstrider. In some people, the feeling arising out of such a union could be one of godlike power, a conviction that nothing was impossible as the linker wielded unthinkable energies through the medium of thought alone. Taken to extremes, that feeling could be classified as a psychotechnic disorder, TM, or technomegalomania, and it had grounded plenty of striderjacks and shipjackers in the past.

Gently, Dev disentangled himself from the pulsing, triumphant joy of electronic battle. "Communications," he snapped. "Order all units to converge on the station. Keep repeating until they acknowledge."

"Affirmative, Commodore."

Concentrate on the fighting, he told himself. The warflyers are getting close now. The enemy's fire was increasing again in volume. Possibly, their fire control had just been briefly knocked off-line.

Damn, casualties were going to run high on this one. Dev just hoped the catch would be worth the butcher's bill.


Chapter 4

Where warstriders are the descendents of twentieth century tanks, for all that they move over rough terrain on articulated legs rather than treads, warflyers trace their lineage back to the combat aircraft of the same era. Similar to conventional warstriders overall, they are equipped with fusorpacks and thrusters that give them a measure of maneuverability in zero-G conditions.

      Scorned by the pilots of conventional space fighters, they are considered undergunned, over-armored chimeras, composites neither fish nor fowl designed to do all things, consequentially doing nothing well.

—Armored Combat: A Modern Military Overview

Heisaku Ariyoshi

C.E. 2523

Long before his arrival at New America, Dev had downloaded to his personal RAM the complete text of Ariyoshi's exhaustive study of armored warfare, a work already well on its way to becoming a classic of military history. He knew that Ariyoshi, together with most modern Imperial tacticians, still considered the warflyer to be something of a makeshift and make-do weapon, even though it had been in existence now for well over three centuries.

It had been a makeshift weapon, once. They'd started off as workpods adapted to the needs of warfare not long after the first combat use of warstriders; originally conceived as manned constructors designed to haul building materials and manipulate large, free-floating structures during work on space stations, synchorbital facilities, and other large, zero-G projects, they had considerable endurance, but all of the grace and maneuverability of a small asteroid. Even now they weren't much more than jacked-up workpods fitted with missile batteries and lasers and run by a low-will onboard AI. They were so small that, as with warstriders, their jacker-pilots thought of themselves as wearing the things rather than riding them, and a large number of flyers could be carried aboard even a moderate-sized ascraft. Their greatest disadvantage was still their low thrust-to-mass ratio, which was rarely more than 4 Gs or so. That made them slow in combat, and they had nothing like the high-G maneuverability of a true space fighter.

That meant that in any kind of stand-up fight, in orbit or in deep space, they were going to take heavy casualties.

Casualties were very much on Dev's mind as Tarazed's wing of warflyers dispersed, each pursuing a separate, parabolic path toward the orbital facility expanding in the ViRsimulated view ahead. Nine out of ten were decoys, piloted by low-level AIs too simple to understand their own deaths. The remaining tenth were better armored, yes, but vulnerable still to even a light caress of a 100-MW point defense laser.

What hurt was that most were piloted by children . . . well, by men and women younger than Dev's twenty-seven standard years. He wondered if all revolutions were fueled by the idealistic fervor of children. Realistically, Dev knew that he could scarcely be considered old.

He just felt that way sometimes.

They'd started calling him Lucky Rol, and that was the name painted on the blunt prow of his DR-80 warflyer.

Tall, flamboyantly blond, with ice blue eyes, Torolf Bondevik was Lokan-Scandinavian, born and raised in Midgard in the shadow of the Bifrost Towerdown. He'd become a warstrider during the fighting with the Xenos there, joining Alessandro's Assassins and participating in the Alyan Expedition of 2541. He'd stayed with the unit when it opted to join the Confederation forces and had gone to Eridu to support the Rebel Network's rising there against Hegemony and Empire.

He'd been with the jackers who'd boarded an ascraft at Babel in a desperate bid to seize an Imperial destroyer docked at Babel Synchorbital. During the attack on the berthed warship, he'd remote-jacked a warflyer from the ascraft, his mind riding the craft into a barrage of laser fire until it was destroyed.

Torolf had been unharmed, of course. With the remote link broken, he'd simply awakened back aboard the ascraft, but he'd later joked with the other rebels about having been fried by a gigawatt laser during his approach. The tag "Lucky Rol" had naturally followed.

He hoped the name held true today, because he wasn't jacking remote this time. He was tucked into the coffin-sized jackslot aboard the stubby DR-80, with nothing between him and the Imperial base's laser batteries but a few centimeters of durasheath armor.

"Red Squadron!" he called over his tactical link. "This is Red Leader. I'm going to try for that array of struts and cross supports near the cryo-H tanks at two-five-zero."

"Rog . . . that, Red Leader. Red Two, Red Three . . . with you!"

"Copy, Red . . . dron . . . on our way!"

The replies, blasted by ECM static and interrupted by his own movements and those of his fellow flyers, were fragmentary. Coordination at this point was nearly impossible; all he could manage was a ragged "this way!" and a hope that enough of his people saw what he was doing to follow.

A beam flashed, a dazzling green thread that seemed to miss him by meters, then brushed a decoy a kilometer to his rear, dissolving it in a soundless flash. The graphics had a feeling of unreality to them, like the cartoon images of a training ViRsim; the warflyer's AI was painting in the beams to help him pick his approach.

Not that seeing the beams was any great help. How do you step out of the way of something that announces its arrival with the same gigawatt flash of light that turns the toughest armor to a flare of exploding plasma?

Still, the display did help him spot active laser batteries, in particular a bank of squat, staggered turrets arrayed stepwise along a parapet of open struts overlooking the main shipyard. Colored indicators flickered across his vision, each color, each shape bearing additional information. Two of those batteries had just bathed him in radar illumination, tracking him, locking on; their turrets were swinging toward him now, their charge coils building toward release . . .

Now! Decelerating savagely, he backed down on a stream of white-hot plasma, careless of where that seething cone of tortured atomic nuclei washed across the framework of the orbital base. A ship's plasma drive, even one as relatively small as that rigged to a warflyer's hull, could be a deadly if short-range weapon, but the base's crew were the enemy, weren't they? Parts of the open structure glowed red hot in his exhaust as he spent delta-V like water. Maneuvering thrusters fired, and he thumped into a girder hard enough to momentarily blur his visual feed.

"I'm down!" he called over the tactical link, though "down" was strictly a term of convenience in zero-G. Panels opened in his black hull, like a flower's petals unfolding. Jointed arms unlimbered, telescoping clear of the warflyer's body. Two clamped to the girder with nano-hardened fingers, gripping fast, halting the flyer's clumsy rebound and sideways drift; a third trailed the power cable for a bulky, 250-MW laser.

Their radar lock on his flyer broken, the laser turrets on the parapet rotated, weapons elevating to track other, incoming targets. More decoys flared and vanished . . . as did two DR-80s with flesh-and-blood jackers aboard. Bondevik sensed their screams an instant before contact was broken.

Another warflyer pod struck home, fifty meters to his left. Passion Flyer was the name painted on its armored prow just below a garish image of a nude, seductively posed woman. Sublieutenant Enrique St. John was New American, fresh out of recruit training and just assigned as Torolf's wingman.

"Whee-oh! What a ride!" St. John called, jubilant. His DY-64 Raiden was longer and bulkier than Torolf's Tenrai, massing a good twenty-four tons. The arms were heavier, the blunt snout of an electron cannon more threatening than the '80's laser.

"Rocky!" Torolf called. "Cover me, at two-five-zero!"

"You got it, toke!"

Levering past the duralloy struts and beams, Passion Flyer released a cloud of dumb missiles, then loosed a bolt from the electron gun. Lightning arced, violet-white and jagged, as it grounded from one of the laser turrets.

Torolf was moving in the same instant, propelling himself across the gantry framework with smooth, powerful articulations of his multiply jointed arms. Targeting sensors detected an energy flux building, his AI threw a red targeting reticle over a power feed juncture . . .

Fire!

Metal vaporized in white heat; a pressure hull breached, spilling atmosphere in a silver cloud of swiftly crystallizing air and moisture. Something dark tumbled after, a body, possibly, rapidly swallowed by the night. Torolf shifted targets, firing again, and all the while he kept his flyer moving toward the lasers, now some two kilometers distant. It occurred to him how silly the machine must look, skittering leg-over-leg across the gantrywork like some outlandish, metallic spider.

Other warflyers landed, grappling with the gantry framework, swaying themselves across gaps in the structure on jointed arms, or firing harpoons trailing buckythread cables and reeling themselves across on hard-driven winches. A few tumbled past, helpless or dead, some with hulls still glowing white-hot and softened to featureless lumps.

The Confederation had adopted the Imperial system for deploying fighters and warflyers: two ships to an element, two elements to a flight, three flights to the squadron. Six squadrons, seventy-two ships in all, plus another ten as spares, recon vehicles, and worker drones. He was skipper of Red Squadron, twelve paired Raiden and Tenrai warflyers so newly organized they hadn't even had time yet to choose a unit name. How many of them had been lost already, Torolf wondered. Three? Four? No time to think about that, no time to think about anything except knocking out those batteries.

A laser bolt seared close, brushing a squat, gray sphere embedded in the framework like a fly in a spider's web. Metal sparkled, turned to vapor . . . followed close by a jet that looked like steam, which was actually slush hydrogen boiling free into space. Who'd fired? It didn't matter. The vapor cloud, briefly opaque, offered cover. Torolf focused a coded thought, triggering his boosters. The kick sent him soaring low across the station's framework, plunging into shadow as he moved behind the rapidly expanding cloud. Emerging into red-hued sunlight once more, he found himself with a better vantage point. The laser turrets were clearly visible from here, lined up as neatly as ViRsim targets in a newbie recruit's shooting gallery.

Anchoring himself, Torolf locked on to the nearest turret and opened fire. A tiny sun flared at the breach of one of the two mounted lasers; chunks of metal and freezing air wafted into space, along with the slow, end-for-end tumble of a 10cm laser's barrel. He shifted his aim to the next turret, then the next . . .

"Lieutenant!" St. John's voice was shrill, near ragged panic. "To your left!"

He was already reacting when the bolt hit, moving left and rotating his flyer's torso. Red alerts flashed across his vision, warning of energy overload, of charged particles washing across the smooth surface of the warflyer, channeled by the network of fine, superconducting threads embedded in the armor.

Lightning arced. Three of his sensors went dead, leaving him blind to port, but he'd turned far enough to see the enemy warflyer, angling toward him across the station's framework like a knobby, black-shelled crab.

He didn't recognize the model, though it looked a bit like a spacegoing version of the Daimyo warstrider, powerful and heavily armored. Torolf snapped off a laser shot even as he was casting free from his anchor point. One of his arms came free, still clinging to metal, its struts melted through by the overload from other's proton cannon. Damn. That black hull seemed to drink laser light. . . .

At his mental command, another arm dropped from a ventral hatch, an arm bearing a bulky cylinder perforated on one end with four-centimeter holes that flashed and spat rippling flame. Recoil acted like a rocket, accelerating Torolf's DR-80 backward and giving it a slight tumble; the projectiles, M-490 4cm rockets with deplur penetrater warheads, slashed through the enemy warflyer's armor shell like fléchettes through flesh, plunging deep, then detonating with sharp, rapid-fire explosions that sent chunks of duralloy spinning through space.

Swiftly, Torolf reached out with his remaining grasping arm, snagging a crossbeam and arresting his tumble. His laser was up and locked in, ready for another shot, but the enemy was dead, a black hulk trailing wires and interior plumbing like entrails as it fell away into blackness.

A shadow passed over him and he shifted to his dorsal sensors.

Eagle was there, slowing on forward maneuvering jets. In every direction, other Confed warflyers were either under thrust or moving along the Daikoku base's framework, making their way toward a central, domed tower crowned by antenna arrays that must house the facility's control center. The defensive laser fire seemed to have fallen off.

Cautiously, he released his handhold and boosted forward.

Randi Lloyd bit off a curse, then pushed off from a bulkhead, sailing across the control deck to an EC panel. "Randi!" Sho-i Cynthia Collins said, pleading in her voice. She was struggling to unsnap herself from her link couch. "What's going on?"

"We're under attack, damn it," he snapped back in reply. "And the sheseiji won't let us fight!"

A babble of voices reached after him but he ignored them, as he ignored the distant shrilling of a pressure alarm elsewhere in the station. Bumping to a halt at the environment control panel, he dropped his palm on the interface and phased the overhead dome to transparency. He wasn't sure what he expected to see; the attackers had been too distant to make out with the naked eye when he'd been linked seconds before. But as he floated up into the dome, he could see suns and the curved horizon of Daikoku, the complex sprawl of the Yards, and the leapfrogging motion of advancing warflyers.

And ships. There was Senden, still close to the station, drifting free now, a lifeless hulk. Another ship, the Amatukaze-class he'd IDed on his original scan, loomed overhead like a great, black cloud, slowly eclipsing first one of the red suns, and then the other. The ship was staggeringly huge this close up, almost four times longer than the battered Senden, far bulkier, and massing over forty-five times as much in sheer gross tonnage. Paired anticollision lights flashed, marking off the bulk of star-swallowing blackness, shaped like a fat cigar embraced by streamlined fairings and cupolas. He found himself staring up into the wicked, crystalline eyes of gigawatt lasers and felt his heart hammering inside his chest. There was no way the Yards could possibly resist such firepower at point-blank range.

A flash caught his attention—its brilliance stepped down by the dome's optics to protect human vision—and he turned in time to see the last of Daikokukichi's defensive laser batteries tumbling into space.

Still palming the interface, Lloyd requested more data. Shiden and Raimei and Asagiri . . . where were they?

Colored symbols flickered across the dome, almost as stark and clear as if they were part of a projection within his own brain. Shiden was under boost . . . but away from Daikoku on a parabolic path that would take her out through the planetoid belts. Raimei and Asagiri were still in their berths, both powering down in token of surrender. Evidently, their captains shared Lloyd's appraisal of the tactical situation.

The battle, mercifully brief, was already over.

And it serves the bastards right! The thought, fierce and unrelenting, caught him by surprise. Just where did he stand in this unexpected fight?

Randi Lloyd was from Earth, from Metrochicago in the North American Hegemony Protectorate. He'd been in space back in '36, the year of the Metrochicagan Riots, but when he'd heard about them at his next planetfall, he'd assumed, as had the rest of the Earth-born crew, that rabble-rousers and troublemakers had broken the peace, had provoked the slaughter of civilians as a means of making a political point. He'd not learned that his sister was numbered among the dead until he returned to Earth almost a full year later.

So many months robbed his loss of urgency, if it could not ease shock and grief. Who was to blame? Who could be blamed for what was officially a miscalculation—a junior Guard officer had panicked as the mob spilled out of Grant Park and advanced onto the Michigan Moving Way, and summoned Imperial reinforcements. The crime had not been so much in the shooting—the mob was breaking the peace, after all, and had been warned to disperse—but in the way they'd kept on firing after the crowd had begun to scatter. Was the system to blame, Lloyd had wondered, or a handful of poorly trained Imperial peaceforcers caught up in the moment's bloodlust?

Lloyd had decided to blame the individuals, if only because there was nothing within the vast and impersonal bureaucracy of Earth's Hegemony and the Nihonjin Empire for him to point a finger at and say, "There! That is evil, and must be changed."

He'd shipped out aboard a merchant ship as quickly as he could, putting distance between himself and Earth; several years later, given a chance at converting his merchantman's second officer's stripes to a shosa's commission in the Hegemonic Guard, he'd grabbed at the opportunity, passed the tests and officer's training, and been assigned to a ship, the Guard corvette Epsilon Lyrae.

Two years and one promotion later, he'd ended up . . . here, on a shipbuilding yard on the backside of nowhere, booted off-line by officious Imperials, watching unknown forces swoop down on his station.

Still at a level-one link, he felt something happening. Querying the base AI, he learned that Tanemura was busily purging data files. Reluctantly, he drew his hand away, breaking the link. His eyes met Cynthia Collins's. "What is it?" she asked. "Who's attacking us?"

"Must be rebels," he replied, grinning wryly as he said it. Damn, either the rebels had picked up one hell of a lot of delta-V, lately, or the government had been lying to them all about how good the rebels were. They'd snuck on Daikoku out of nowhere, launched a sharp, short, professional attack, and crippled the station in the space of seconds.

Through the dome, the destroyer loomed above the station, terrifying in its size, its scale made evident as a second ship passed slowly between the destroyer and the Yards. The newcomer looked like a K-T drive freighter, considerably modified; there were laser turrets attached to its long, square-angled body, but they had the look of improvisation about them . . . as well as haste.

Thrusters flared briefly, outshone by the pulse of anticollision strobes. The freighter was drawing closer to the control center's external lock.

Lloyd squared his shoulders. "I guess we'd better square away to receive visitors."

As if to prove his words, a hollow clang sounded from the main airlock beneath the control deck.


Chapter 5

In all the military works it is written: To train samurai to be loyal, separate them when young, or treat them according to their character. But it is no use to train them according to any fixed plan. They must be educated by benevolence. If the superior loves benevolence, then the inferior will love his duty.

—Tokugawa Ieyasu

early seventeenth century

Resistance had ceased throughout the Daikoku orbital base, a victory more sudden and more complete than Dev could possibly have hoped for. With Vindemiatrix docked directly with the station's main airlock, New American troops were storming aboard, armed with laser rifles and slug pistols and wearing combat armor instead of their accustomed warstriders.

Dev remained aboard Eagle, surveying the prize through electronic senses. Though he was linked to the tactical channel being used by the boarding party, his attention was on the take. Eighteen warships, including three Yari-class destroyers. He felt a thrill there. His father had been put in command of an Imperial Yari destroyer, the Hatakaze, the ship with which he'd saved the refugees over Lung Chi.

They'd done it! He'd done it, and with only four casualties out of his strike force, and seven warflyers damaged.

It was too bad, he thought, that there wasn't some way to take over this entire facility. New America and a few other worlds in the Confederation had shipyards, but they weren't as large or as well equipped as this one.

In theory, it would one day be possible to grow an entire starship, complete right down to the brightwork and the loaded AI programming, by turning appropriately instructed nano loose on a lump of asteroidal iron and assorted, raw trace elements. In practice, the sheer size and complexity of even a small starship required each vessel to be grown in sections, which were extracted from the nanovats and assembled like enormous three-dimensional puzzles by swarms of remotes, workpods and constructors, or even genegineered workers. The assembled hulls were then repeatedly bathed in a nano flux that added their durasheathing, layer upon layer of diamond, monomolecular duralloy, and ceramics, together with the microscopic superconducting grid that afforded protection from charged particle radiation in space. Finally, highly specialized nano flowed through the ship's interior nervous system, programming AI components, plating out and completing electrical connections, and hardwiring the control circuitry. Weapons, except for the largest and most massive systems like spinal mount PPCs that were part of a ship's overall design, were added later, dropped into hardpoints and wired into the control network by specially programmed nano.

From the embrace of his slot aboard Eagle, Dev surveyed the assault force's prize with growing excitement. Through the crisscross of girders, Dev could make out long, black ships moored between gantries and docking access tubes on the facility's third level, eighteen military vessels of various types, ranging in size from cutters and corvettes to three small destroyers. All appeared to be brand-new, their gleaming, durasheath hulls night-hued, unmarred by dust impacts or wear. They hadn't even been painted yet with unit markings or the insignia of Imperium or Hegemony. More ships were visible in the fitting and drawing yards close by, still resting in their nanovat cradles or newly emerged from their armoring flux and awaiting only the finishing details of drive controls or weapons or AI installations to make them fully operational.

All that most of those ships needed were crews and full loads of cryo-H in their tanks. Several more—a close inspection would tell them how many—were ready save for weapons. Even unarmed, they would be valuable additions to the Confederation fleet, and something could be done about arming them back at New America.

As for the rest, Dev studied each with a small pang of regret. They included the monster frame of a half-assembled Kako-class cruiser and two Naka-class light cruisers, as well as twelve smaller vessels; if only they could be made operational!

Unfortunately, there was no time. Imperial or Hegemony ships could arrive at any moment, and it was critical that Dev both get the captured ships back to New America and preserve the original members of his squadron. All he could do was order the destruction of the unfinished ships.

After the shipyard was secured. According to the boarding party, most of the base's complement of Imperial Marines were either on the ground or still in their barracks, a duralloy cylinder attached to the control center by a long access way, already sealed off as though they were expecting a siege. A handful of marines in the station proper resisted; the firefight—the firefights, actually, since the skirmishing was widely scattered and completely uncoordinated—were over in minutes.

"We've got 'em," Lieutenant Gary Langley reported over the net. "Control center secure!"

"On my way." Dev broke contact.

Minutes later, he made his way through the zero-G tangle of corridors toward the orbital base's control section. With him were several members of his shipboard staff, including Simone Dagousset, a Confed computer expert with his command team. Bodies floated there, broken and bloody, though mercifully few. More of the Imperials had chosen to surrender than to fight, it seemed.

A door dissolved open, and he pulled himself hand over hand onto the main control deck, a large, circular room cluttered with electronic consoles, the gray bulk of a dozen full-linkage couches, a projection dome over all set to view surrounding space. Eagle hung there beyond the fragile barrier, a most convincing inducement to surrender.

Langley met him. He carried an unholstered blast pistol, and there was a blackened, half-melted slash across his armored plastron. "This was the control crew, sir," he said. "The Nihonjin were linked when we came in. The others weren't."

"Thank you, Lieutenant."

"Uh, if you'll excuse me? Some of my boys are busy with the Impie Marines."

"Go ahead, Gary. I've got the watch."

The prisoners watched him narrowly as he moved closer. They'd segregated themselves into two groups, Nihonjin and gaijin, beneath the guns of the Confederation troops who'd burst in here moments ago. The Japanese—there were five of them, all men—looked sullen and resentful. The gaijin, four men and three women of various skin shades and ancestries, seemed less monolithic in their emotions, which ranged from fear through confused uncertainty to outright hostility. All wore bodysuits of utilitarian gray; moments earlier, they must have been linked through the station's AI to its defense and communications systems. They clung, like Dev and the others, to handholds in deck or bulkheads to keep from drifting. Giving the others scarcely a glance, Dev centered his attention on the oldest-looking Japanese, assuming that he would be the one in charge. He appeared to be in his fifties, with a long, creased face.

"Konichiwa, Shikikansan," Dev said formally. By addressing him as commander—the word meaning position rather than the rank—Dev hoped to put the proceedings on a less-than-hostile footing. "I am Taisa Cameron, of the Confederation Navy." How strange that sounded in his own ears!

The Nihonjin officer did not sneer, not quite. "You seem somewhat young for such high rank." His English, if stiffly precise and formal, was perfect.

A bulldog-faced Japanese at his side snickered and said something low. Dev caught the word shiro—an epithet meaning, roughly, "white boy." Kuso! He had no credibility with these people at all. No kao. . . .

Heat brushed his cheeks. "Sergeant Fillmore?" He turned to the armored noncom Langley had left in charge of the Confed troops. "Find a place for these people. I want to have a peek at their datanet."

"Yes, sir," she replied. She holstered her handgun and rasped out an order to part of her squad.

"You will get nothing, kaizoku," the bulldog snapped. The Nihongo word meant pirate. "You're too late! The storage banks have been purged."

"He's right, I'm afraid," another voice said from the second group of prisoners, which was positioned now at Dev's back. "They were busy killing its memory when your people barged in. My God, Dev . . . Cameron is it? Is that really you?"

Dev tugged on the handhold he was clinging to and rotated his body. It couldn't be—

"Lloyd?" He had to search for a first name, so much had happened in intervening years. His cephlink helped. "Randi Lloyd?"

Randi Lloyd had been First Helm on the freighter Mintaka, years ago when Dev had first signed aboard that ship. He'd taken Dev under his wing, a raw newbie with his sockets still slick with sterile shipping fluid, showing him the feeds on his first shipboard slot, junior cargo officer. He'd left not long after, reportedly to join the Hegemonic Guard. Dev had admired him; his own decision to join the Guard had come at least in part from Lloyd.

"You know this guy?" Sergeant Fillmore asked.

"I certainly do." Dev gestured. "Simone? Check out the computer."

"Yes, sir."

"Small galaxy, eh?" Lloyd said as Dev drew nearer. "When did you turn pirate, son?"

Older than Dev by fifteen years, his face was seamed and he was showing some gray at his temples. He'd aged a lot since the day Dev had last seen him. No wonder he'd not picked him out immediately.

"Who says I did?" Dev replied, smiling, more to hide his own uncertainty than anything else. "I'm fighting for the Confederation now. Maybe you've heard of us?"

He'd not seen Randi Lloyd for years now. He still felt as though he were the junior apprentice, and Lloyd the teacher, and had to suppress the urge to add the word "sir."

"Aye, I've heard," Lloyd said. He didn't return Dev's smile. "I never figured you to throw in with a bunch of losers like that, though. You know, don't you, that they've got the proverbial snowball's chance on Moloch?"

"You will all be utterly destroyed," the base commander added from the other side of the compartment.

"Well, I'm not here to debate it with you," Dev replied. "With either of you. What's the word, Simone?"

Dagousset had just pulled her hand clear of a terminal interface. She shook her head, short red hair bouncing with the movement in zero-G. "I don't think they actually deleted anything," she said. "More like they locked it away under a password, with a false front to make us think we've come up dry."

"Really?"

"I don't know. Just a feeling, the way things're organized in there."

Simone Dagousset was the sharpest mind with a computer net Dev knew. Sometimes he thought she was more than half computer herself. "Okay, Simone. Thanks."

"I can whittle away at that password if you want."

He nodded. "Do it."

Lloyd raised his eyebrows. "What is it you're looking for, Dev?"

"Actually, all we're here for is a few of your new ships out there. But we're always interested in having a peek at the opposition's computer files. You never know what you might learn about prowords, general orders, fleet movements, that sort of thing."

"Fleet movements?" Lloyd said casually. "Like the one we had through here a week ago?"

"Damare-yo!" the Japanese commander shouted, lunging toward Lloyd. "Shut up!"

A struggle broke out with the Japanese prisoners. Fillmore kicked off a bulkhead, intercepting the commander with a shoulder block across his knees that sent both of them tumbling out of control. Other Confed troops closed in, blocking off the captives.

"Uragiri-mono! Kono yogore!" The bulldog-faced man struggled in the grasp of two of Dev's men, his face flushed with rage. "Traitor! Filthy bastard!"

"Get them the hell out of here!" Dev shouted above the confusion. The Confeds hustled the Japanese prisoners out of the room, and there was silence once more.

"I don't think you scored many points with your boss just then," Dev said. "You want to tell me what that was all about?"

Lloyd exchanged glances with the other gaijin. One of the women shook her head. "Randi, I don't think—"

"Damn it," one of the men snarled. "We swore oaths of allegiance!"

"You think we owe those bastards anything?" Lloyd replied, bitterness in his words.

"Jamis," Dev said, signaling one of the remaining Confed troops. "Take these people someplace else. Not with the Imperials. See that they're made comfortable."

"Right, sir."

"The rest of you wait outside, please."

In a moment, Dev and Lloyd were alone—except for Simone, who had jacked herself into one of the link couches and was now in the room only physically. Mentally, she was deep within the AI program running the base.

The Hegemony officer looked him up and down. "'Taisa,' eh?" He chuckled.

"It's not something I'm real comfortable with yet, okay?"

"Oh, I wasn't criticizing. Every navy has its own ways of doing things."

"You wanted to tell me something?"

"You arrived here from New America, right?"

Caution stayed Dev's tongue. "No. What makes you say that?"

"I was a merchant spacer quite a while, remember." He nodded toward the dome, to where part of the Vindemiatrix was visible at the base docking port. "I know a Newamie long-haul design when I see her."

"We get our ships from all over," Dev said, a little stiffly.

"I don't doubt it. Including, I gather, Hegemony automated shipyards."

"When we have to. What's your point, sir?" The honorific slipped out, unbidden.

"Tanemura didn't want me spilling the feed, Dev. We had a major fleet movement through here eight days ago. All Imperials, no Hegemony ships at all. They called it the Cherry Blossom Squadron, and it was under the command of an Admiral Kawashima. A tough old bird, I've heard. One dragonship, the Donryu. Thirteen cruisers, five of 'em big sons of bitches, Kako- and Atago-class. Ten destroyers, four of 'em Amatukazes, like your big boy out there. Eight transport marus, big ones."

"Good God," Dev said. "That's a major invasion force."

"On target. They pulled in here to pick up two new-grown destroyers and to take on a full load of slush-H. I was linked into the commnet just before they boosted clear, and I heard Kawashima talking to Tanemura."

"Tanemura's your boss here? The one with the long face?"

"That's him. One of 'em, anyway. I heard him wish Kawashima gambatte kudasai at New America."

"Good luck," Dev translated. The news left him numb. An invasion force of that size had passed through the Athenan system over a week ago, headed for New America? And the presence of eight troop transports suggested that when they got there, they planned to stay.

"You . . . you have proof of this?"

The other man shrugged. "It's all in the datanet. There should be a complete set of IFF codes in there, signal protocols, ViRcom frequencies, everything."

"I don't suppose you have the net's access password."

"Um . . . try fugaku."

Dev considered his old shipmate. The word, a poetic form for Mount Fuji, in Japan, could be a code unleashing some sort of dump order in the AI's memory. He didn't think so, though. Lloyd looked sincere . . . and angry, and Dev could feel an inward bond with the man, a warrior's yujo. Besides, surely the system's Japanese masters would have already initiated a dump, if they'd had it set up that way.

Lloyd must have noticed Dev's hesitation. "That was the keyword for most of the secure fleet traffic stuff. If there's a higher security access, I don't know it. They kicked the lot of us gaijin off-line and took over just as you made your move out there. I imagine they put up security blocks once they figured nothing we could do could stop you."

Dev looked hard at the man. "Why?"

"Eh? Why what?"

"Why do you want to help? We are enemies, aren't we?"

"I . . . guess we were. But all we've heard about you officially is that you exist. Terrorists, guerrillas, that sort of thing." He shrugged, the motion setting him slowly rotating until he reached out and snagged the edge of a console to steady himself. "I never dreamed you had any kind of military muscle behind you!"

Dev glanced at the overhead dome, at the warships stationed close by the base. "I don't know if you could call that muscle. The Empire's a lot bigger than we are."

This was the question Dev had been confronting within himself. What had made Lloyd betray Hegemony and Empire with scarcely a moment's thought? Not the appearance of a single, battered destroyer and a few made-over transports, surely!

Lloyd scowled, then looked away. "Dev, things have changed a lot since we were shipmates. I've changed a lot."

"Hegemony service'll do that to you."

"This was more. I'm C of MGU now."

"Huh?"

"Mind of God Universalist. I converted a year and a half ago."

Dev blinked. Not a religious person himself, he'd known plenty of people who were, and he tried to keep, if not an open mind, then an accepting one. But there were far too many sects, cults, and competing beliefs across the Shichiju to ever keep track of them all.

"Sorry. I don't know that one."

Lloyd smiled. "I'd be glad to download to you, of course. Now's hardly the time or place. Basically, we believe all Mind is part of God, that God is nothing less than the sum total of all Mind everywhere and everywhen, from the Creation to the end of time. It's like we're each of us subroutines in a universal AI. We—"

"As you say, Commander, this isn't the place. How'd all that get you in trouble?"

"I downloaded to my department head."

"An Imperial?"

Lloyd nodded. "An annaisha. Not too smart, huh?"

"Well, I suppose even one of God's subroutines can make a mistake." Annaisha, "guides," were Imperial officers serving with the Hegemony Guard. Some served openly, as military liaisons, but others, reportedly, were plants, Hegemony officers who reported secretly to an Imperial control on morale and loyalty within their Hegemony unit.

From what Lloyd had just told him of his beliefs, Dev could understand why he'd been posted out here. The Imperials preferred belief structures that supported the status quo, not wild and unsettling philosophies stressing equality or the divine nature of all intelligent beings. That sort of thing could give gaijin the wrong sorts of ideas.

"But you still haven't answered my question," Dev went on. "Why should you want to help us? What you just did could get you shot, you know. Or psychoreconstructed, at the very least."

"And it would be worth it, Dev. To keep them from burying us."

"Who, the Universalists?"

"Good Mind of God!" Randi said. "Yes, us. And the Church of Christ of the Cosmos. And the Disciples of Deseret. The Baptists. The Greens. The Back-to-the-Soilers. Everybody, Dev, who doesn't think the way they do! That's what Empire and Hegemony are all about. And that's what you and your friends are fighting against, isn't it?"

Dev understood perfectly what Lloyd was saying. He'd heard much the same from General Sinclair, back on Eridu.

We hold that the differences between mutually alien, albeit human, cultures render impossible a thorough understanding of the needs, necessities, aspirations, goals, and dreams of those disparate worlds by any government body. . . .

Those words, downloaded from Dev's RAM, hit him with a sudden and unexpected power, as though he'd never really read them before. Human culture was diverse, but the stronger any government was, the less it could tolerate diversity. Freedom of speech, freedom of religion, freedom of thought . . . all were at heart antipathetic to any government big enough and strong enough to believe that it knew what was best for its citizens.

"That's what they're fighting for," Dev agreed slowly. "But with twenty-some Imperial warships on their way to New America, I'm afraid the fight may be about over." It seemed pointless for Dev to deny his interest in the world any longer.

"Then you did come from New America! We'd heard who-was, rumors, that the rebels were holding some sort of big meeting out there." He scowled. "Dev, the Imperials are going to take that system down, and they're going to do it hard. If I were you, I'd avoid it. It's not going to be a real healthy place to be."

Katya! Fear writhed within, fear for Katya, fear for other friends and people he knew who'd stayed behind. How to warn them? Kuso, there was no way, even if he could lay his hands on a fast courier. With a week's head start, the Imperial squadron would get there long before he would.

Making his way to a nearby console, he brought his hand down on an interface. "Simone?"

"I'm here, Captain," the computer tech's voice replied in his head. "There's a lot of data here, but it's going to take a while to run through the possible access codes. And . . . I'm pretty sure there's a 'three-times-and-you're-out' watchdog. We could lose it all if I don't hit the right—"

"Try fugaku."

There was the briefest of pauses. "That did it! We're in!" Dev felt the flow of data unleashed by the password.

Not that access to all of the secret codes and IFF frequencies in the Shichiju could help now. There was no repealing the laws of physics—not even the seemingly magic laws of the K-T plenum.

New America was about to be hit by an overwhelming force, and there wasn't one damned thing Dev could do about it.


Chapter 6

The country must have a large, efficient army, one capable of meeting the enemy abroad, or they must expect to meet him at home.

—The Duke of Wellington

C.E. 1811

It was still midmorning when Katya Alessandro emerged from the maglev station in the heart of Jefferson, took her bearings from a public infolink broadcast, and started across Franklin Park. The golden light of 26 Draconis A had just cleared the Ironhead Mountains to the east of the city and seemed pinned between the mountains and the gilt-edged scimitar of Columbia, New America's large, close natural satellite, suspended overhead.

In fact, it would be midmorning for another several hours yet. With a day lasting just over eighty-three standard hours, schedules on New America had little in common with cycles of day or night. This was Katya's favorite work cycle time to be up and about, however, and she'd decided to take advantage of it today, riding the maglev shuttle from the starport into the city rather than one of the more convenient—and faster—point-to-point public magflitters.

As she stepped onto the Park's moving way, a cloud of bright-winged morninglories exploded from an amberbrush, chirruping raucously as though to welcome her . . . or to laugh at her surprise.

Surprising, too, was how good it felt to be home once more, finally, despite the lingering pain.

She'd been back to New America only one other time in the past eight years, and then briefly. It had been almost four months now since she'd returned to New America this time, though Katya had been working so hard for those months that she'd had little time for sightseeing or looking up family or old acquaintances. That, she thought, was probably just as well.

She'd never expected to return to the world of her birth at all. Katya had never been so happy as the day she'd finally won free of her parents' farm outside of Nowakiyev and set off on her own. Her decision to mortgage eight years of expected future earnings in order to purchase her three-socket implants, her downloaded education at Jefferson, her determination to go into space, each had one by one snipped the ties binding her to her old home outside New America's Ukrainian colony. Her subsequent decision to enter Hegemony military service, followed not long afterward by her wholehearted defection to the rebel cause, had completed the break.

New America was a rich and diverse world, one shared by three separate colonial populations. Largest and most powerful was the North American colony, also and confusingly called New America, with its capital at Jefferson, but the south-hemisphere Cantonese and Ukrainian colonies together accounted for nearly half of the world's population of some five hundred million. The American colony was one of the Frontier's loudest proponents of independence from the Hegemony; the Cantonese were just as strongly loyalist. The Ukrainians, as they often were on political issues, were still stubbornly and loudly divided.

As divided as was Katya's own family. Her father had been from Jefferson originally, but he'd never shared the New American ideals of self-government. The Hegemony had heavily subsidized his nowagreebi farm, after all, and his Ukrainian wife was adamantly opposed to what she called the anarchy of revolution.

Katya didn't like to remember her father's last message to her, four years ago, the one advising her not to send another ViRcom download, because they upset her mother so.

The hell with them both. . . .

Jefferson was both planetary capital and the provisional capital of the entirety of the new Confederation, and its spaceport, on the Dickson Peninsula twenty-five kilometers south of the city, was the world's principal link with the rest of the Shichiju. Jefferson was thriving, far busier now than it had been eight years earlier. Though not so modern as some of the Imperial cities she'd seen on Earth, Pulau Kodama, say, or Tokyo itself, Jefferson had the bustle and energy of a city far larger than its population of almost one million suggested. There were no arcologies here, but gleaming, old-fashioned skyscrapers and office domes rising among sprawling parks choked by the native green-gold vegetation. The faintly out-of-date atmosphere was belied, however, by the thronging crowds flowing along the walkways beneath and between those buildings, and by the magflitters and other skycraft warbling overhead.

The city's people were a cosmopolitan lot. Some wore the traditional kilts of the New American Outback, but most looked as though they'd be at home in any major Hegemony city, people in pastel skinsuits or coveralls or worker's garb, businessmen in formal wear and shoulder cloaks, soldiers in uniform—both the brown of the Confederation and the gray of the Hegemony, interestingly enough—and even a scattering of the more exotic dress of other Frontier worlds. Not all within the crowd were full-human, either. Many of the figures in worker's clothing were genies, thick-shouldered, long-armed dockworkers, many of them, or the small, lithe, silver-furred forms of techies.

Katya noticed a pair of warstriders—a couple of aging RLN-90 Scoutstriders with Confederation insignia on their pauldrons—standing guard in the park's central plaza. Peacekeepers. When news of the Emperor's death had reached New America, it had touched that world's different populations in markedly different ways. There had been mourning; there'd been rioting. Calls to completely sever the Frontier's links with the Empire had alternated with calls for reason, for caution, for reconciliation. Things had been quiet for the past couple of months now, but the Confederation Command Authority continued to keep a few striders on alert status, patrolling the city's public gathering areas, just in case.

With a fine sense of irony, the towering, blue-green Sony Building looming high above Franklin Park had been taken over shortly after its former corporate owners had departed, its offices and central AI shifted from the business of an interstellar corporation to that of running a brand-new government. It was still called the Sony Building, in fact, but the corporate logo that had adorned the peak of the eighty-story building for nearly a century had been taken down. In its place glowing, holographic letters floated before the building's facade: FIRST PEOPLE'S CONFEDERATION CONGRESS.

Delegates from Frontier worlds across the Shichiju had been meeting here for months now, trying to hammer out a new government . . . or even just a common set of goals. For her part, Katya had had little time for politics since her unexpected promotion to colonel and assignment to the new-formed 1st Confederation Rangers. Even when she'd joined General Sinclair's personal staff in addition to her other duties, she'd steered clear of the political debates raging now in the Confederation's capital. Sinclair was the politician, she'd reasoned, and the man to deal with the fragmenting ideologies of fifty different cultures on a dozen separate worlds.

That had been changing, lately. For the past month Katya had been dividing her time almost evenly between the old militia barracks near the capital's spaceport and the Delegates' Hall in Jefferson. Her position on Sinclair's staff gave her freedom to come and go pretty much as she pleased even when Congress was in session. It was a fascinating position to be in, giving her as it did a chance to watch an infant government in the making. At the spaceport, meanwhile, she was her old, apolitical self, busily organizing and training the warstrider unit recently designated as the 1st Confederation Rangers.

Technically, the 1st Rangers were commanded by Colonel Jacob R. Weiss, a New American who'd formerly been CO of the 1st New American Minutemen. Weiss was an excellent administrator and a fair organizer, but—as with most of the Confederation's senior military people—he lacked experience in combat. For that reason, Katya was Weiss's 2IC, his second-in-command, normally a position held by a lieutenant colonel. Sinclair had told her privately that when the Rangers went into combat, Weiss would receive a promotion, and she would take over the unit officially instead of merely in fact.

She was more than happy not to be in official command, for running a regiment was as new for her as jacking a warstrider in combat would have been for Colonel Weiss. The challenge was overwhelming at times. Most of Katya's command experience had been topjacking a company, three or maybe four platoons of eight warstriders each, no more than thirty-two machines and—with the support, admin, and maintenance personnel attached to the company-—a total of perhaps 150 people. The Rangers were a full regiment—three battalions, each of five companies, for a total of 480 warstriders and a total roster carrying twenty-five hundred names.

At least, those were the numbers on the Rangers' TO&E. Glowing in the black recesses of some adminjacker's linked mind they looked damned impressive, but Katya knew just how misleading the figures were. So far, the 1st Confederation Rangers mustered exactly 148 warstriders, half of them obsolescent relics, plus 867 men and women, of whom only 115 had three sockets, with the physical ability to jack a strider in the first place. Of those, seventy-eight had actually jacked a warstrider into combat.

Those seventy-eight, though, had seen plenty of action. Most were veterans of Raeder's Hill, on Eridu. Some were from her old 2nd New American unit, and had experience fighting Xenos on Loki or with the 1st Imperial Expeditionary Force. Good people, all of them, shoulder-companions well disciplined and steady. They would provide the core of this new regiment, this new idea that Sinclair so wanted her to begin.

A purely Confederation army.

"You're aware, aren't you," he'd asked her one morning recently, during a break in the debates on the floor of Congress, "that none of what we're doing here is new?"

She'd just told him how much she admired his drawing organization out of vacuum, order out of the chaos that was the rabble of people, cultures, and causes that made up the Frontier.

"You've told me the original Americans went through something very like this . . . when? Six hundred years ago?"

"Seven hundred sixty-seven years, to be precise. At the very dawning of the First Industrial Revolution. The ancestors of the New Americans managed a revolution of their own, and against odds as great as those we face now. The scale was not so grand, perhaps, but the ideas, the causes, the hopes, they were much the same. One people—actually a collection of diverse and insular cultures, farmers, merchants, seafarers, scholars, frontiersmen, and God knows what else—seeking to express their own ideas of individuality and personal freedom while under the rule of what had once been their motherland. The mother had become tyrant, you see, and wanted to keep a firm hand on them. They'd grown, however. Living on the frontier had changed them, enlarged their spirits. As living on the Frontier has enlarged us. And the mother, like the Empire, could not afford to let them simply turn and go their away."

Sinclair shifted in his seat, rubbing at his graying beard. "One of the biggest challenges those early Americans faced," he continued, "was getting such a diverse group—thirteen separate and quite individual colonies—to work together. Each was jealous of the others . . . as Varuna or Nowakiyev are of New America, say. Many had particular grievances with one another over issues like trade or slavery, very much like Liberty and Rainbow."

"Slavery? Slavery's been outlawed for centuries."

"What about the genies?"

The words had been soft, with no hint of reproach, but Katya's face had burned . . . with embarrassment? Or shame? She'd never thought of the issue in quite that way before. For that matter, she'd rarely thought about genies, though she'd seen them countless times in Jefferson's walkways and parks. On most worlds, and for the most part, they were a tiny minority, kept comfortably out of sight.

"In any case," Sinclair had gone on, "a regiment of Rhode Island militia didn't want to find itself marching into battle with a bunch of Marylanders and New Yorkers, say. And they wanted a good, steady Rhode Islander in command, not some damned Virginian."

The names meant nothing to Katya, though she guessed they were the colonies Sinclair had mentioned. "I thought they were all Americans?"

Sinclair smiled. "That idea hadn't quite taken hold yet, you see. A man was a Rhode Islander, or a Virginian or a Pennsylvanian first, an American second. 'America' was just too big a concept. Sort of like our Shichiju. Can you really picture the scope and sheer damned size of an empire comprised of seventy-eight worlds? When one world alone is such a universe of diverse peoples and cultures and history and wonder as New America, say, or old Mother Earth?"

"I've never really thought about it that way, General."

"So those first American generals had to invent an American army. It took an act of Congress and it damn near took an act of God, but they created what they called the Continental Army and it became their elite, led by the best officers they had, supported in the field by all of the individual state militias."

"And it won the Americans' war for independence?"

Sinclair gave her a wry smile. "Actually, they got the kuso kicked out of them time after time, and what the British regulars didn't do to them, winter and disease and an almost total lack of supplies did. Katya, I tell you it's a damned miracle New America wasn't named New Britain. It was a damned close-run thing."

"Kuso!" It was almost a wail. "What hope have we, then?"

"Ah, but they did win, remember. Eventually. Through perseverance. Through learning from their mistakes . . . and by making fewer mistakes than did their enemy.

"And always remember, Katya, that the past is never repeated exactly. Its patterns might repeat, but never the particulars, never the details. You and your 1st Confederation Rangers, you might be our analogue to that first Continental Army. But with an understanding of our own technology and strengths and abilities that those early Americans never had, we've got a chance, a fairly good chance, to beat the Imperials before they really take notice of us and decide to step on us like bugs. Hell, all we need do is convince them that it's easier and cheaper to let us go without a fight. In the long run, you see, that's how all revolutions succeed." His eyes had gone vacant for a second then, as he consulted some inner data. "Blast. You've let me ramble, girl. We should be getting back to the floor. I have a weakness for history, Katya. You shouldn't have let me run on so!"

But Katya routinely downloaded to her personal RAM all of Sinclair's "ramblings," as he called them. Often she played them back in the quiet of her quarters during off-duty hours, and lately she'd begun editing, organizing, and cataloguing them into a history, of sorts. Sinclair's intense, almost archaic love of the peoples and issues and events of past times helped weave a framework against which Katya could hang the events she saw unfolding around her now.

As she stepped off the slidewalk and bounded up the steps of the Sony Building, she found herself remembering again that particular conversation and wishing that Dev were here so she could download it to his RAM and discuss it with him afterward.

If only Dev could hear some of this! It might well give him the perspective he needed to understand the rightness of the Confederation's cause. They'd often disagreed in the past over what the Confederation was trying to do, over whether or not it was worth the cost.

She suppressed a small, inward shudder that mingled both hope and fear. Dev must be on his way back from the Daikoku shipyards by now. Was he still alive? Never mind the success or failure of his mission, was he still alive?

She found she very much wanted to see him again despite all that had happened to drive them apart, and the power of that wanting caught her by surprise.

Katya palmed the ID reader at the entrance to the Congressional Hall. Tired and feeling thoroughly dirty, she'd just come straight from a twenty-hour session with a new shipment of warstriders. They'd belonged originally to Nowakiyev, fifteen machines donated by that colony's militia nearly a year ago and kept in storage since then on the outskirts of Port Jefferson, the spaceport outside of the planet's capital. They were ancient pieces, some of them; the most modern was a hulking KR-9 Manta manufactured at Earth's Toshiba Orbital in 2531, twelve years ago and already bordering on obsolete.

The oldest? Ah, that would have to be the pair of T-90 Gunwalkers. They'd come off the assembly lines a full century and a half ago, and what a record they had! They'd served in the Osiran uprising, and later in the colonial militia on Shiva. The Shivans had sold them both to Nowakiyev in 2501, when news of the first Xeno incursions on An-Nur II had created war panic and invasion hysteria across the Frontier.

The Ukrainians had contributed those fifteen striders to the then Greater New American Defense Force, a unit long since disbanded. Now, thanks to the political strains between New America Colony and the other two settlements on the world, there were unexpected problems. Spare parts needed to get those machines on-line were not to be had. Katya also needed nanopattern technicals, the complex data bases that described a piece of equipment virtually molecule by molecule, allowing repair and service nano to be programmed to carry out their assigned operations on that particular machine.

Sinclair had more pull than most with the disparate elements of the New American delegation. Perhaps he could help.

She arrived in the Hall, as she usually did these days, in the middle of a firestorm of debate. For the past month or so, discussion had centered on the issue of genies, on whether or not they could be—or should be—accorded the rights of full humans. That fight had waxed hot, with Liberty and Rainbow taking opposite poles on the issue and attempting to batter the rest of the delegations, by words if not by force, into choosing one side or the other.

Ten days ago that issue had been tabled. There were signs of growing strains within the fragile Confederation. The Emancipator Party of Liberty had demanded an addition to the Declaration, one proclaiming those supporting genie slavery to be "outlaw states, unworthy to sit with civilized men." In reply, the Rainbow delegation had threatened to walk out if genies were allowed to vote or given representation in Congress. Sinclair and the other moderates had hoped to give both sides some time to cool off and consider their positions . . . and options.

What followed, though, had exploded even hotter, a nova's flare of recriminations and ill-feeling. Why was it, colonies like Nowakiyev and Canton and Deseret wanted to know, that the hotheads of sister colonies like Liberty insisted on complete dissolution of all ties with the mother empire? The Reconciliationists, as they were coming to be known, wanted to effect a repair of relations between the various Frontier worlds and the rest of the Hegemony. Surely, reform could be won through negotiation, while the only result of war would be the absolute and total destruction of everything Man had built on the Frontier.

Palming her ID into a final security station interface, she waited for the door to dissolve. Duane Lassiter's 3-D image dominated the central display in the amphitheater beyond. A delegate from the Frontier world of Eostre, he spoke Inglic; a wholehearted Reconciliationist, he spoke with desperate, articulate passion.

"Do you actually believe," he was saying as Katya entered the Hall, "that a mere handful of systems can survive on their own, with no trade with the Hegemony? Cut off, isolated from the rest of humanity . . . for mark me, such would be the fate of worlds who turned against their brethren.

"Worse, would war with the Hegemony pit New Americans against Cantonese and Ukrainians in a bloody civil war, brother against brother, father against son? The fratricide of civil war, I tell you, has always been the bloodiest, bitterest, and most genocidal war of all. . . ."

Katya tuned out the speech as she descended the walkway to the seating area of the New American delegation. She'd heard that speech, or variations on its themes, time after time in the past month, and each time the words conjured images of her parents, and the rift between them and herself.

The Reconciliationists made a powerful point: it would be better to live in peace with Empire and Hegemony. The only trouble was, who was going to get the Empire to agree to those terms? "The Emperor has declared us to be in rebellion," Sinclair had announced during one memorable reply to a recent Reconciliationist speech. "Perhaps it is time that we did as well!"

But still, the talking, the wrangling went on.

She slipped into the seat next to Sinclair.

"Katya!" he said, half turning. "It's been a while. I thought we'd lost you!"

She blinked back tiredness. "If you do, General, it's because I've gone sound asleep in one of my striders. Switched off and powered-down. Can we talk?"

"Now?"

"Any time in the next couple of hours."

"That might be a good idea," he said, his brow furrowing with concern. "Go up to my office and take a nap. You look done-in, lass. Tsuked out."

She managed a smile. Tsukarasu was the Nihongo for tired, "tsuked out" a recent and popular bit of derivative Frontier slang.

"Shinda-tsuked," she said, adding the Nihongo word for "dead." She held up her hands, stained so black from silicarb and lubegel that the interwoven wires of her embedded interface seemed to gleam against her left palm with a light of their own. "I may never be clean again. But anyway, I can't really afford the nap. Thanks just the same. Actually, I could download what I need to your desk system, or maybe talk it over with your analogue."

Sinclair's analogue was a computer program duplicating enough of his memory and personality to serve as a stand-in and personal secretary during routine ViRcommunications and conferencing. Under most circumstances, it was impossible to tell an analogue from the human himself.

"Hell, Katya, you don't want to talk to him. He's got delusions of grandeur, complete technomegalomania. C'mon. We'll talk now . . . but only if you'll promise me to get some sleep. I can't afford to lose you, you know."

"General, with all due respect, you don't know what you're asking. I—" She stopped. The Hall had just gone very quiet. A military officer was now in quiet, urgent conference with the speaker. The silence lengthened, then dissolved in a gradually expanding ripple of low-voiced murmurs. Something was happening. But what?

"Fellow delegates," Lassiter said after a long moment had passed. "I, uh, I've just been given rather disturbing news. A large, a—uh—a very large Imperial war fleet has just been sighted dropping out of K-T space on the boundaries of our system. Initial reports are fragmentary at best, but the word is that elements of the local militia space forces challenged the fleet and were swept aside. The fleet is now en route to New America and is expected to arrive within twenty to thirty hours.

"It seems the Imperials are responding to the challenge, gentle people. They've come to debate the question of independence with us in person."

"Kuso!" Katya groaned. "And just when you'd about convinced me to take that nap. . . ."


Chapter 7

In pre-spaceflight days, air superiority was the watchword for the massive military contests on the ground in Europe and the Middle East, even those where heavy armor was the deciding tactical arm. Dai Nihon's conquest of space gave a new dimension to the tactical balance: space superiority. Today, it is axiomatic that control of a planet's surface can only be achieved throughcontrol of circumambient space.

—Armored Combat: A Modern Military Overview

Heisaku Ariyoshi

C.E. 2523

Donryu meant Storm Dragon, and she was flagship of Kawashima's Ohka Squadron. Nine hundred meters long, massing nearly two million tons, she was a Dai Nihon dragonship, one of only nine such vessels in the entire Shichiju. Though she was as swift within the K-T plenum as her smaller consorts, in normal space she had a maximum acceleration of less than half a G and a combat maneuverability that led her crew to call her o-yuseisan, "honored planet," or, in a more bantering tone, Shiri-omo, "Heavy Ass." Indeed, her core shielding had begun service as a small, nano-shaped planetoid, and her crew of six thousand was larger than the population of some outpost worlds.

In combat, however, she was not expected to maneuver. Her vast size reflected the massiveness of her Quantum Power Tap; she could generate a harmonically tuned singularity pair massive enough to leak 1013 joules through her skyscraper-sized converters—some ten thousand gigawatts per second—most of which was required simply to move her ponderous bulk through space. More than enough energy was left over, however, to power her batteries of charged particle and neutron guns, and the exhaust of her plasma drive alone could theoretically sterilize a planet. Her primary long-range weapon, however, was the carrier wing of sentoki, the sleek, highly maneuverable air-space interceptors popularly called space fighters.

There was nothing, nothing throughout the Shichiju to match these Ryu-class carriers. They'd been conceived and constructed during the first four decades of the twenty-sixth century, when the Imperium recognized that the Xenophobes posed a serious threat to humankind but still believed that the alien foe must possess some sort of powerful space fleet in order to spread the Xeno infestations from world to world. That theory had been disproved by the Alyan Expedition, of course, but the Ryus remained a visible symbol of Imperial power, prowess, and invincibility . . . and the ultimate threat to any challenge of Imperial authority.

There would be no further challenge of that authority, not after 26 Draconis was brought back into the Hegemony's fold.

Jefferson was dissolving into chaos. Though the government's first impulse had been to withhold from the public the news that an Imperial fleet was in-system, word had leaked out within minutes through a hundred separate sources. Now, mobs of people filled the parks and walkways between Jefferson's archaic glass towers, like brightly colored rivers lapping between blue and silver cliffs. A giant towered above them; a five-story display screen raised along the side of the Weiler Building overlooking Franklin Park was replaying Duane Lassiter's announcement of the fleet's arrival. As Katya crossed the park, the image of the Eostran delegate seemed to be speaking directly to her, even though she couldn't hear the words. For that, you needed a newslink feed pressed against your palm interface, or, if you had T-sockets, a ViRcom plugged in and tuned to the appropriate channel. Half of the city's population, Katya estimated, must be 'faced in by now, as the world's news services downloaded megabytes of news, sound, picture, and virtual reality, to the panicky crowds.

Katya was amused, in a sour way, that the news services, which had taken surprisingly little interest in the proceedings in the Hall of Congress during the past weeks, had been out in force since Lassiter's announcement. Reporters and sensors for all the major ViRnews downloaders had invaded the former Sony Building, seeking sensory downloads from anyone who'd had anything to do with the proceedings in the Hall of Congress, but most especially with General Sinclair.

He'd told Katya what he wanted her to do—she'd had troubles of her own getting past the media's sensorecorders—then slipped out with a small retinue through the building's sublevel flitter parking garage. His destination was the command center in the mountains to the northwest; Katya would complete her assignment here for him, then join her unit at Port Jefferson.

Overhead, an incoming ascraft scratched a white contrail across the sky. They were already starting to abandon New America's orbital station—the military personnel assigned there, at any rate. There were far too many civilians aboard to evacuate them all before the Japanese fleet arrived. The only hope was to abandon the station to them without a fight and hope the Imperial authorities simply occupied it rather than choosing to make some sort of example of its several thousand inhabitants.

No, Highport's population should be safe enough. If the Imperials wanted to create an object lesson, they would find the educational material for that lesson here, on the ground.

The giant was still silently gesturing at her, but she escaped his scrutiny when she descended an escalator into a fabricrete cavern, an entrance to Jefferson's subsurface maglev network. She didn't follow the holographic arrows or the nervous crowds of people toward the train boarding tubes, however, but turned instead down a side passageway. After threading her way through a tangle of bare tunnels dripping with condensation, she palmed an ID access interface that took her past two New American militia guards in combat armor and through a massive door marked "Authorized Personnel Only."

The underground complex was one of several Confederation strong points in the city. "Good afternoon, Colonel." A final checkpoint blocked her way, three men in armor, one with a bulky squad support plasma gun.

"Hello, Captain Adyebo," Katya said, offering her hand for another interface. As a security AI probed her personal RAM through her palm circuitry, a life-size holo of her own head and shoulders materialized in the air, slowly turning.

"So, what's the word?" Katya asked. "Am I me?"

Adyebo's teeth flashed white against his dark face as he accessed her ID. "Looks like, Colonel. What can we do for you?"

"I just need to check on Fred," she said. "Then I'll be making arrangements to move him."

"Very good. I'd hate to think of the Impies getting hold of him." The nano of the door blurred to transparency, then dispersed. "Go on through."

Inside an otherwise empty storeroom, an egg-shaped travel pod rested in a cradle, illuminated by overhead fluorescents. Approaching the pod, Katya reached out with her left hand, palming a small touchplate in the slick, nangineered metal. With a thought, relayed through her cephlink and the circuitry in her hand, she transmitted a code to the simpleminded electronics of the egg. Part of that golden surface rippled like water, then dilated open.

Black motion glistened within, catching the overhead lights with shimmering, prismatic glistenings, like rainbows on a puddle of oil. With a mingling of awe and fear, Katya stared into the writhing substance of what had been, until very recently, Mankind's deadly and implacable enemy.

Xenophobes.

"Not Xenophobes," Katya reminded herself aloud. Xenophobe, of course, was a human name for an entity that had no label for itself other than a concept that seemed to translate as "Self." Now that peaceful communications had finally been established with at least two of the strange, corporate beings, a new name had been coined for them to avoid the biases of fear and bloodstained mistrust that still clung to the old.

"Naga," the name of a race of wise, benevolent, and nonviolent serpent deities in Hindu mythology, seemed apt. Xenophobe war machines were huge, serpentine bioconstructs, classified by type and named after poisonous Terran reptiles. Hostile colonies were still called Xenos, but with this Naga's help, perhaps the Confederation would be able to win more of the vast, dark beings into an alliance unlike any before known to Man.

It would be a while before she could easily think of these things as anything other than "Xenophobes," however. Mastering an unsteady queasiness at the sight, Katya leaned against the cool, nangineered slickness of the travel pod next to the opening and peered inside.

The . . . creature? creatures? . . . within moved with a liquid, slithering sound. The travel pod contained only a tiny fragment of the Eridu Naga, about one ton of the original creature's mass, budded from the parent and brought here to New America, months ago. Because the bud contained patterns of data stored by the parent, Confederation xenobiologists had suggested that it might be possible to use this fragment to communicate with other, still-hostile Xenophobes.

It was an exciting idea, one with great promise.

Assuming "Fred," as his human attendants called him, didn't fall into Imperial hands in the meantime.

Despite his nickname, Katya still couldn't look at the entity without a twinge of revulsion. Each individual unit, or cell looked like nothing so much as a lump of tar or grease adrift in a black and viscous liquid, slug-shaped, the size of a man's head and massing perhaps a kilogram or so. Filaments twisted within the liquid, joining each cell to its neighbors in an alien analogue of human neurons and dendrites. Individually, the Xeno units were no more intelligent than the electronics in Katya's cephlink, responding to outside stimuli with all the insight and rationality of a flatworm. Together, however, they formed a colony creature with an intelligence that was almost certainly far greater than human.

Any uncertainty in that classification was due not to doubt about the being's intelligence, but to its sheer difference. Xenos didn't think like humans. With group-memories spanning millennia, possessing a bewildering array of alien senses but lacking both sight and hearing, and with a worldview of the universe literally inside-out from the human perspective, Xenophobes' awareness of their surroundings simply could not be defined in human terms.

Without even a common means of perceiving the universe around them, it was small wonder humans and Xenos had blundered into a war that had lasted some forty-four years now. They'd been found on several planets colonized by man, subterranean organisms, thermovores drinking the heat of a world's core, dwelling in caverns and passageways eaten out of solid rock. Over the course of hundreds of centuries, they multiplied in those caverns, spreading out, seeping through the joints and crevices between strata, reproducing until each colony was a single titanic organism massing as much as a small moon, a vast network threaded through much of the planet's crust.

If the things had just remained underground there would have been no conflict with humans, but eventually pieces of these planetary organisms had risen from their chthonic bastions, drawn by the vast concentrations of pure metals and artificial materials that made up human cities. Several colony worlds—An-Nur II, Lung Chi, Herakles—had eventually been evacuated, abandoned to the Xeno scourge.

For four decades, humans had been fighting back, with cephlink-piloted warstriders, with orbital laser banks and HEMILCOM battle stations, and eventually with nuclear depth charges sent burrowing into the Xenophobes' subsurface lairs along channels of magnetically deformed rock. On a few infested worlds, on Loki and on alien, far-distant Alya A-VI, the Xenophobes had been obliterated, and the cities were being rebuilt.

Only now, after contact with the alien DalRiss of Alya A and B, was it possible to communicate with the things.

A DalRiss comel was waiting for her in a cylinder mounted beside the travel pod. Rolling up her left sleeve, Katya thumbed the cylinder open. Wet, glistening gelatin was revealed within, and she carefully pushed her hand and bare forearm into the amorphous mass. Sensing her body warmth, the comel molded itself to her skin. Its touch was cold and surprisingly dry. Like the Naga, the comel was a thermovore, feeding on Katya's body heat.

The Xenos, with their direct cell-to-cell networking, possessed nothing like a human language, and communication had been possible only through an intermediate agency, the sheath of translucent, alien tissue now covering Katya's left hand and forearm like a rubber glove.

She flexed her fingers within the creature's velvet embrace. The comel was a living construct grown and programmed through the biological wizardry of yet another nonhuman intelligence, the DalRiss of distant Alya. Exactly how they managed that still seemed little short of magic, so far as human biologists could determine, but the DalRiss had been in constant contact—and warfare—with the Xenophobes infesting their two worlds for tens of thousands of years. Evidently, they'd learned a great deal about the enemy which they were as yet unable to communicate to humans.

"Okay, Fred," she said. "Talk to me, fella."

Slowly, Katya reached her comel-sheathed hand into the sphere, plunging through the layer of translucent jelly and touching one of the pulsing black masses within. . . .

Wonder . . . and dazzling excitement. Only recently sundered from the dark warmth and comfort of the vaster Self, >>self<< was not yet fully adjusted to the sharply narrowed vistas of memory and thought, or to the intense loneliness that isolated it now. Despite its loneliness, >>self<< trembled in the keen joy of revelation. . . .

Reeling, Katya pulled back, her comel hand pulling free of the Naga's embrace with a sucking sound. It took a moment for the spartan gray of the storeroom to reassert itself on her senses. The intense cascade of emotion and strangely twisted imagery from the Naga had been overpowering.

She'd come here frequently throughout the past months, trying to better understand Fred, trying to better understand the enigmatic Naga view of the universe. Katya had already learned that Nagas could not get bored . . . a good thing, she'd decided, for a being that, if her understanding of the visions transmitted through the comel was accurate, was essentially immortal. A Naga's sense of time appeared to be measured not by artificial demarcations like seconds but by the passage of events.

That's another way they're inside-out from us, she thought. For us, subjective time passes slowly when nothing's going on, fast when everything's happening at once. So far as Fred here is concerned, it's only been a few moments since I talked to him last, and that was weeks ago.

Figuring that one out had been more hunch than brain work, a flash of inspiration that Sinclair had wryly called woman's intuition. Now, if she could just figure out what Fred thought about the prospect of meeting a Naga that was not its original Self. . . .

Each Naga, evidently, had considerable difficulty understanding the concept of other intelligences . . . even of other Nagas. A planetary Naga was a literally Self-absorbed creature, its awareness limited to what was Self and what was not. Scouts—fragments such as Fred—yearned for reabsorption into the greater Self, to be Self instead of the sharply delimited and shrunken >>self<<, but even that experience couldn't wholly prepare a Naga World Mind for the shock of meeting another being like itself.

The Nagas, it was now known, once they'd converted much of the crust of a planet to their own purposes, entered a reproductive phase, hurling spore pods by the billions into space on intensely powerful magnetic fluxes. Most of those pods were lost in vastness, but a scant few, guided by biologically programmed instincts homing on heat and magnetic fields, reached the worlds of other stars after millions of years of dreamless sleep adrift. Touching down, they tunneled into virgin crust and began the cycle anew.

But from the weirdly inverted Naga point of view, it wasn't that way at all. The universe was a Void surrounded by endless depths of rock; so far as the Nagas themselves were concerned, their voyages across interstellar space were mere excursions from one wall of a rock-walled gulf to another . . . and the eventless ages separating launch from planetfall and rebirth literally no time at all.

Bracing herself, she reached in once more with her comel-clad hand. . . .

Excitement. Shells of the not-Selfs-that-know move within the Void.

Katya furrowed her brow as she leaned closer, trying to decipher the torrent of alien thoughts.

Enemy . . . the enemy? The enemy . . . is coming, and >>self<< must be protected. . . .

She concentrated on key thoughts. Soon, the Naga would be taken into the Void once more—Wonder! Soaring, dizzying emptiness stretching out forever on every side!—and transported to another world—What is "world?"—where it would be allowed to rejoin a Self that would have no knowledge of humans.

Where is . . . not-Self-that-knows-called-Dev?

Pressing back frustration, Katya tried to concentrate. Fred, a tiny fraction of its Eriduan "parent," possessed limited intelligence. Talking with it was like trying to talk with a small and ofttimes single-mindedly stubborn child.

Focusing her thoughts, she tried to explain that Dev was someplace else, another world.

What is world?

Where is Dev?

What is love?

That last startled her, and she pulled back again. God, what had Fred managed to pick up from the currents whipping back and forth across the surface of her brain?

Where is Dev?

What is love-Dev?

Damn! She liked Dev . . . but didn't love him. True, she was worried about him, about the fate of the mission to Athena, but . . .

"Oh, it's just you. Where's the general?"

Katya whirled at the sound of the voice, her arm pulling free from the Naga with a wet slurp. "Gok, Pol! What the hell are you doing here?"

Pol Danver was one of Sinclair's senior aides, a chubby, self-important man who, Katya sensed, resented her presence, her violation of his territory.

"I have the same clearance you do," he said. "Listen, I can't find Travis." He emphasized the first name, as though proving a point. "Someone said he was down here with you."

"Hardly. He's on his way to Henry," she told him, naming a town northwest of Jefferson, in a valley high amid the rugged, wooded vastness of the Silverside Cascades.

"Huh. The who-was is we're pulling out."

"We are. The general said to carry out Plan Kappa, then get the hell out. His words, Pol."

Danver looked stubborn. "I'll need authorization for that, Colonel. You understand I can't simply take your word for it."

"It's already downloaded," she snapped back, pointing at a computer access panel on the wall. Danver had been grating on her since she'd come here, and she was in no mood to coddle him. "Palm it for yourself."

The aide hesitated, opened his mouth as though to say something more, then whirled, touched a contact, and stepped through the dissolving door.

Danver, Katya thought, was a jouleech. The word, originally coined to describe a Maian powervore that attached itself to sources of electrical or thermal energy, had come to mean people like Danver who thrived on being close to the centers of political power. His use of Sinclair's first name, for instance, was little more than a means of shouting I'm important.

It was a kind of flattery, she supposed, to be disliked by such a man. Within the rather informal structure of New American politics, Travis Sinclair was not in fact anything more than one of the several dozen delegates representing the North American colony on the planet. In the real world, however, and beyond the posturings and public imagings of Congress, Sinclair was one of a small handful of men and women who were almost single-handedly responsible for creating the Confederation. As chief architect of the Declaration of Reason, Sinclair, more than any other man, could be considered the spirit, the motivating force behind the entire rebellion.

It was only natural that such power should attract people like Danver.

Composing herself, Katya removed the comel and replaced it in its container. She wasn't sure what she'd managed to communicate to Fred, but at least it was anticipating another voyage through space. Danver was gone by the time she left the chamber.

In Franklin Park, Lassiter's giant image still gestured and mouthed silent platitudes. It looked as though the ViRnews services were playing part of his address to Congress, from the moments just before news of the Imperial's arrival had reached him. God, Katya thought . . . was the ViRnews media actually downloading that to the public? That was exactly the sort of defeatist propaganda the Imperials would love to see disseminated throughout New America.

What would be next, she wondered, a call for surrender?

Her task here done, she left. Returning to the Sony Building, she completed the transfer of essential computer records to Henry. Five hours later, after battling through the crowds clogging the city, she rejoined her unit at Port Jefferson.

Twenty-eight hours after dropping out of the K-T plenum, the first elements of Ohka Squadron entered close orbit around New America. Eighteen hours after that, Donryu made orbit as well, close-escorted by her retinue of cruisers and transports.

By that time, the destroyers Hatakaze and Yakaze had already docked with the station, and their complements of black-armored Imperial Marines had stormed aboard. There'd been no resistance. All local militia and Confederation troops had withdrawn hours before, escaping in small ships that were now scattering through the system, or riding ascraft down to New America's surface, where several sizable armored units were beginning to congregate.

The marines had orders to secure the station and maintain control but to leave the civilian population alone. Except for a few, inevitable incidents—the initial report downloaded to Kawashima from the station commander included mention of eight dead civilians, forty-five reports of theft or looting, twelve rapes, and one marine murdered by one of his victims—those orders had been carried out precisely. Kawashima was well aware that his presence here was to be one of controlled power.

There was no denying that he wielded terrible power over the 26 Draconis System and its inhabitants. A massive bombardment from orbit, or simply turning Donryu's searing plasma drives toward the planet from a hundred kilometers up, could exterminate every trace of life on New America. But such a brute-force approach would be counterproductive. New America was one of the Hegemony's richest and most productive worlds; more, it was a rarity within the Shichiju, a world that had not required terraforming for humans to live unaided on its surface. If Kawashima captured it by reducing it to a radioactive desert, he would have lost . . . and in the losing been completely disgraced.

He would employ terror tactics where necessary, certainly, but he would employ them selectively, and with extreme precision. New America's Highport would become his orbital base of operations, though, for now at least, he would remain in his headquarters aboard Donryu, parked a few kilometers beyond the station.

The next step was as obvious as it was necessary.

Kawashima would have to capture Port Jefferson.


Chapter 8

A warstrider's chief strength lies neither in its armor nor its weaponry, but in its flexibility. With legs instead of tracks, wheels, or jets, with a sealed hull and self-contained life-support system that permit operations in environments ranging from corrosively poisonous to hard vacuum, the warstrider can go almost literally anywhere. Warstriders have climbed mountains and penetrated forests inaccessible to tracked vehicles, have waded swamps, have even operated in the depths of the sea, though their mobility is necessarily limited in such environments.

—Armored Combat: A Modern Military Overview

Heisaku Ariyoshi

C.E. 2523

Katya was receiving very little data from the outside world, had been virtually isolated for the past four hours. Her hull sensors were sending in a steady flow of information on pressure, temperature, and the like, but the data were unchanging, confirmation merely that though hell was rampaging across Port Jefferson's fabricrete apron, the seas just off the stony beaches of Cape Dickson were quiet.

Her only feed from the world above came through a tiny sensor packet bobbing on the surface of the water five meters above her head, connected to her RS-64D Warlord by a slender fiber-optic cable. The sensor pack was too small to give her more than low-res visual and access to the combat radio frequencies, and it increased her feeling of smothered isolation. Old dreads—of darkness, of being buried alive—stirred uneasily just below the fringes of her conscious thoughts.

Sometimes she wished she had an Imperial Marine's mastery of Kokorodo, the Way of the Mind. She'd been exposed to the discipline, of course, during her training for the Hegemony Guard, enough to allow her to focus her thoughts on mnemonic codes. Nothing she'd learned, however, would take away the raw, nerve-grating fear . . . especially in the long wait before a battle.

Four hours earlier she'd taken command of thirty-six warstriders, one quarter of the 1st Confederation Rangers' entire complement, and under the sky-screening cover of billowing smoke clouds had waded into the steep-bottomed, high-tide waters off Cape Dickson. There, the striders had released their sensor packets and hunkered down to wait. The waters, if calm, were murky, heavy with silt backwashed from the surf along the beach. Tides on New America, prodigious with huge Columbia in the sky, were nonetheless ponderously slow. World danced with moon here in a lockstep two-to-three ratio—a pair of 5.2-standard-day orbits of Columbia to three of New America's eighty-three-hour days. At low tide, Cape Dickson rose above kilometer upon empty kilometer of wet, weed-choked tidal flat; at high tide, the surf lapped nearly to the perimeter of the port. Luck had begun the Imperial assault before the tide was in full ebb. Had the invaders delayed their attack by so much as another couple of orbits of their fleet, Katya's plan might not have worked.

That fear, at least, was ended now. The fighters had appeared, and eighty minutes later the first of the striderpods had streaked in out of the west, shedding foil chaff and decoys, arrowing in toward the port on flickering white tails of plasma.

Thank God that the last of the shuttles bearing key members of the Confederation government—and Fred, still secure in his travel pod—had rendezvoused hours ago with the Transluxus, a big, fifth-generation K-T drive passenger liner owned and operated by the pro-rebellion Highstar lines. Most of the independence-minded delegates ought to be safely on their way to Mu Herculis by now, escorted by a precious few of New America's interstellar ships.

General Sinclair and the senior military leaders, however, had remained on the colony world. New America was too vital to Confederation interests, as a base, as a symbol of resistance, as a world, simply to surrender it to the Imperium without a fight.

A victory here, at the spaceport, before the Imperial assault forces achieved a firm beachhead, might be enough to delay the enemy's attack indefinitely, as at Eridu.

It had better. It was all they had to work with now.

"Ready," she transmitted, the coded signal flashed to the other bobbing sensor packs in the sea around her. Her plan called for close coordination and precisely calculated timing. The counterattack would go nowhere if it was launched in spluttering fits and starts, a few warstriders emerging from the sea at a time. Peering from her vantage point, bobbing on the waves a hundred meters from shore, she waited until she was certain the Imperial assault wave had grounded.

It was time. "Forward!"

Through her tenuous link with the surface, she could see very little of the shore a hundred meters ahead, so shrouded was it in billowing clouds of smoke. She fixed her gaze on one particular part of the beach, flexed her powerful legs, and started moving.

"Take it, Ken," she told Sublieutenant Ken Maubry, her number-two in the three-slot Warlord. Number-three was her weapons tech, Warrant Officer Francine DelRey.

"Yes, sir," Maubry replied, and control of the Warlord passed smoothly to him. Maubry was a raw newbie, newly recruited from some town in the Newamie outback. Francine had been Hegemony Guard for four years before she'd elected to join the rebels . . . and an enlisted trooper, a "crunchie," in the New American militia for three years before that. Katya was counting on Francine's steel-nerved steadiness handling the strider's weapons so that she, Katya, could concentrate on running the counterattack.

Though Ken was jacking the machine toward the beach, she could still feel through the Warlord's sensors. The ground was steep beneath her massively flanged feet, a mix of course-grained sand and stones smoothed to pebbles by the tides. Progress was painfully slow as the nearly sixty-ton machine dragged its massive shell through the water. She could feel the tide's ebb-flow current on her skin, clutching at her, dragging at her with each step forward like a cold and sluggish wind.

Then the Warlord's upper works broke the surface, exposing submerged sensors as water cascaded down the machine's curved flanks, and Katya's awareness was once again flooded by light and motion and noise. She reeled in the sensor pack with a thought, then pulled down a quick scan of the entire panorama. The coastline ahead was shrouded in smoke and the more ominous, drifting gray patches of ground-hugging fog that marked nano-disassembler clouds. Flashes, like muted lightning, flared and stabbed through the mist, accompanied by thunderous rumbles, but so far there was no direct sign of the enemy.

Progress was faster now as the Warlord's torso cleared the water. The machine plowed ahead, trailing a churning wake. Movement flashed, high and to the left; the Warlord's upper torso canted and turned, weapons tracking . . . then discharging in twin bolts of blue light from the arm-mounted proton CPGs. Locked in the flashing embrace of a targeting cursor within Katya's ViRdisplay, a Ko-125 Akuma flared sun-brilliant for an instant, then disintegrated, smoke-streaming fragments descending on the sea like a fiery rain.

"Never mind the ascraft," Katya warned Francine. "Save it for the heavies ashore."

"Sure, Katya," the weapons officer replied. "That bird was radar-locking us, though."

"Nice shooting. But if you have to bird-shoot, use the hivel. I want full-power on the main weapons when we wade ashore."

"Yes, sir."

Gouts of water rose to either side; steam boiled away as lasers grazed the surface. To left and right, a ragged line stretching for a kilometer in either direction, the rest of Katya's reserve heavy company splashed out of water that now broke and curled about the warstriders' feet. Wading out of the surf and onto the steeply sloping beach, they entered the wet intertidal zone that had been submerged a few hours earlier, but which now was open and exposed. Rocks cracked and popped beneath the great weight of her RS-64's feet; a stray shell whined lonesomely overhead. Battle fog swirled about the advancing machines, cloaking them as their surface nano shifted from water-dark to smoke gray.

Movement . . . nano-shrouded, but large and heavy. The Warlord's CPGs barked again; steam exploded from a tumble-down of water-smoothed boulders. A laser flashed in return, an emerald sparkle in the fog-heavy air. Katya felt the beam hit. Pain was not transmitted through the link, of course, but the sensation was one of being lightly punched, a solid thump against her side.

Fire! She willed the return volley, though she didn't verbalize the order. Francine returned fire with left-right-left hammerblows from the CPGs, a salvo of rockets from the Warlord's ventral Mark III weapons pod.

The target, revealed now as a KR-86 Tachi, was half the Warlord's bulk, lightly armored, built for speed rather than endurance. Explosions savaged its side and dorsal surfaces, gouged holes through layered duralloy, smashed the left leg motivator assemblies in a fine spray of broken parts. Another CPG struck home, a bolt of blue-white light that melted through the machine's left side. Oily smoke boiled from the crater, where wires and circuitry glowed red-hot. The Tachi twisted right, shuddered, and fell, right leg twitching spastically with the final nerve discharges of its dying pilot.

The AI in Katya's Warlord keened warning: an unidentified strider to the rear. Maubry spun in time to catch another Tachi rising from the water, twenty meters offshore. Evidently, some of the incoming assault striders had undershot or overshot the narrow cape that was their target and come down in the sea. Francine hit with a twin laser-CPG blast that sent great clouds of steam boiling into the sky and ripped the right arm from its joint. The Tachi swung fast, trying to bring its electron cannon to bear, but Francine completed the destruction with a long burst from the hivel cannon, slamming fifty rounds through the Tachi's armor and punching it back beneath the rolling tumble of the surf.

"Watch yourselves!" Katya warned over her company's tactical channel. "We've got some with us in the water!"

To her right, another Warlord, jacked by Captain Vic Hagan and his crew, lumbered onto the sand, water streaming from its armor. Nanoflage blurred its outlines and color, save for a bright patch of nose art—a shaggy blond caveman shouldering a club beneath the legend Mission Link. Hagan's strider had just smashed a third Tachi at the water's edge.

"Hey, Boss!" Hagan's voice rasped across the tactical lasercom channel. "Easy pickings!" Katya's command Warlord was The Boss, though no nose art accompanied the name.

"These guys were stragglers," she replied. "It'll be tougher with the guys already ashore."

The rest of her ambush company was emerging all along the beach. She'd placed her most experienced people and her only two heavies—the Warlords jacked by herself and by Vic—near the center, the greener striderjacks on the flanks. If this counterpunch had any hope of success, it would be with an all-out, strength-in-the-center punch. "Come on, Rangers!" she called over the tactical link circuit, urging her people forward. "Move! Move!"

Pacing Hagan's Mission Link, her Warlord stilted up the last few meters of beach. An RLN-90 Scoutstrider, a Confederation machine, lay in a shattered heap of barely recognizable fragments at the top of the beach, still burning. Farther in, on the unyielding surface of the fabricrete apron, her optics picked up the fallen hulk of a Newamie Militia Manta and, close by, the bodies and body fragments of an infantry squad, cut down by heavy autofire.

They were heaped up together in tangled clumps, with a few isolated bodies marking men who'd tried to run and been hit before they could get away. Katya saw loose arms and legs, a blood-smeared spill of intestines, and at least one severed head still strapped into its helmet.

Katya shuddered . . . or rather, she felt the icy mental shiver that would have accompanied such a purely physical response, even though her body was now out of the circuit in its padded slot. As often as she'd seen such things, she could never get used to them.

Damn, damn! Infantry against goking warstriders. Unless the infantry had some high-powered support, the contest was always hopeless. Those troops had been wearing combat armor; it might as well have been garlands of flowers. The weapons they'd carried had been chemflamers and satchel charges, thumpers and rocket launchers, all designed to knock out light warstriders; they'd never even gotten a chance to use them.

There was such an awful lot of blood. . . .

Dev Cameron, Katya remembered, had pioneered joint infantry-strider close combat tactics on Loki. They'd worked well enough against Xenos, but Katya still had her doubts about the place of infantry in strider-to-strider combat. Infantry, even civilian mobs, had faced striders on Eridu . . . but casualties had been heavy in what had been acts of sheer desperation.

Well, so, too, was this. With so few recruits available with the three sockets necessary for jacking a warstrider or other large, full-linkage combat machine, the only option open to the Confederation was to find ways to employ infantry—lightly armed and armored foot soldiers—against enemy warstriders.

It was no wonder, though, that striderjacks referred to infantry as "crunchies," supposedly because that was the sound they made when stepped on by a strider.

"Stay . . . stay with me, Vic," she told Hagan. "Stick close."

"You got it, Boss."

Passing the tangled bodies, the two Warlords angled toward the main spaceport buildings. The entire line, according to plan, switched on their radars. That illuminated themselves as well as any targets, of course, but they had to see. Katya's AI processed the returns, showing massive shapes moving eighteen hundred meters ahead, and they weren't showing the flashing white star the Confederation AIs were using to flag friendly IFF signals.

"Take them long-range," she told the others. Her tiny command was heavily outnumbered; they would accomplish more by sniping at the enemy than getting into knife-fighting range, at least to start with. Later, perhaps, as the assault developed further . . .

There was no time to think about later, only now. Francine bracketed a ghostly, slow-moving radar target and loosed one of the Warlord's Striker missiles, which slid off the RS-64's aft-mounted Y-rack with a hiss like tearing paper. To left and right, other missiles arrowed into the murk, which suddenly began to flash and strobe with brilliant, internal lightnings. The Confederation line advanced, still firing, tracking and firing and firing again. Something exploded beyond the low-lying cloud, sending up a fireball visible even through the gloom. So thick was the smoke now that Katya found it hard to remember that it was, in fact, afternoon, that outside the battle area the sky was clear and the sun was brightly shining. Fire!

Then the first Imperial volley slammed a reply into the advancing Ranger line, rocking the warstriders with thundering explosions. Two of Katya's striders went down, limbs thrashing; a third, a Ghostrider, was badly damaged, the duralloy peeled back from its dorsal hull like the ragged edge of some terrible, deep-slashed wound. Her own Warlord, under the faster-than-human reflexes of its AI, knocked down two incoming rockets a split second before they hit, whipsawing them from the sky with bursts of deplur slugs from the hivel mount.

Damn! How many of the enemy machines were there? During their planning for this engagement, Katya and the members of Sinclair's combat staff had estimated that the Imperials would allot at least two companies of assault striders to the capture of the spaceport, and more likely a full battalion. The volume of highly accurate rocket fire thundering in from dead ahead had convinced Katya that she was facing a battalion, possibly more.

"Keep firing!" she ordered, as Francine launched the last of their Striker missiles. Now it was unguided rockets . . . until they were close enough to the enemy that they could engage him with beam weapons.

Thunder rolled low overhead, passing west to east, an ascraft of some kind, though bigger and more powerful than the air-space interceptors they'd seen so far. Katya ignored it. Damn it, though, it would have helped if they could have held onto air superiority here, instead of just surrendering it to the Imperials.

"Let me take it," she told Maubry, issuing the mental code that shifted control of the big Warlord from his cephlinkage to her own. Her reflexes, her linked control, were better than his, faster and more automatic.

Mostly, though, she had to be doing something. The Warlord lurched toward the enemy line, a bipedal carnosaur with mincing gait. A pair of Tachis confronted her and she exchanged salvos, shrugging off a pair of rockets that slammed against her armor, then burning the legs off one of her opponents as Hagan lumbered up to engage the other.

"Nano count!" Maubry warned, his voice sharp. "Point three-one, and rising!"

Those warheads had packed nano-disassemblers instead of conventional explosives; the stuff was deadly, programmed to attach to any artificial material within reach—like duralloy—and begin taking it apart molecule by molecule. The point number was a measure of concentration in the air. The higher the number, the faster a strider's armor was dissolving.

Alert flags were already flashing in her field of view. "I see it! Francine! Pop the AND!"

Point three-nine, now . . . and thicker to the right. She moved left, as Francine triggered the Warlord's hull-mounted AND canisters. A fog of anti-nano-D shrouded the warstrider, nano hunting nano in a deadly, invisible, and ultrahigh-speed battle in the air around the machine.

Then the battlesmoke parted in front of her just as three Tachis sprinted forward, their nanoflaged hulls shimmering between fog gray and dappled where a sudden shaft of sunlight touched their flanks. An explosion just in front of the Warlord staggered her, opening a pit in the fabricrete pavement and pelting her with gravel.

She felt her footing give way, struggled to regain her balance. An electron bolt caught The Boss in the left flank, arcing through control circuits and power feeds, jolting her with all the force of a lightning bolt. There was a searing blast and a howling noise, both abruptly chopped short as her sensor feeds failed.

All sensation vanished, and she toppled forward. . . .


Chapter 9

Someday, military commanders will be able to cut through the fog of war to see both the dispositions of their forces and those of the enemy, to fully direct the course of battle. On that day, military science will become worthy of the name, a true science, instead of the fuzzy, half-blind guesswork it is now.

—General Saiji Hatanaka

After his rout of Manchurian forces at T'ungchou, near Beijing

C.E. 2212

Battle management for the Confederation defenders was in the hands of General Mathan Grier, a big, bluff man with craggy features and a fanatic's absolute dedication to the Confederation cause.

Born on Liberty to wealthy parents, he'd been sent to Earth to attend school, first MIT and then, after his acceptance by a Hegemony Guard educational program, the Osaka Military Academy. His Hegemony military career had been long, if undistinguished. His only combat experience had been against Xenos—as a sho-i, a sublieutenant, on Herakles in 2515, then again as taisa in command of a regiment on Lung Chi twenty-two years later.

His disaffection for Hegemony and Empire had followed, as he watched the government laying the blame for the Lung Chi disaster with the gaijin in Imperial service, then later as Imperial troops were dispatched to Liberty to quell the rioting there. He'd resigned his commission immediately after the Commons Massacre of '38, returning to Liberty to take command of a militia regiment. Six months later, the Confederation's General Darwin Smith had offered him a place on the Confederation Military Command staff.

Grier was a competent enough officer, if not a particularly imaginative one. His elevation to the CONMILCOM Battle Staff was at least partly political—a means of answering Liberty's fears that New America was set upon dominating the new Confederation—and he knew it, but his fervent belief in independence transcended politics. As a commander, he was both conservative and cautious. Watching the battle for Port Jefferson unfolding in ViReality, he knew that his key concern there was not so much winning as it was not losing.

Linked into the CONMILCOM Battle Direction Center's AI, his body was in a secure bunker half a kilometer beneath the rugged, bunker-studded slopes of Stone Mountain overlooking the town of Henry. In his mind's eye, however, he was hovering above Port Jefferson, looking down on the battle.

The display was precisely like those of the war games he'd played at the Academy. Sensors scattered about the battle area, including small remote flyers, relayed a steady stream of data back to the BDC's AI—energy discharges, radiation signatures, radar returns, visual images, RF leakage, even the sounds of moving warstriders—all fed through an enhancement program, matched against a comprehensive data base, and displayed as a three-dimensional map surface crawling with centimeter-high, red and blue holo-images of warstriders. Smaller, slower moving flecks of blue marked Confederation ground troops, tagged by their armor IDs and comm channels.

The mapping wasn't perfect. Their speed and their nanoflage-stealth characteristics made warstriders surprisingly hard to locate precisely on a battlefield, and what he was perceiving was actually the AI's best guess as to dispositions and identities; large portions of the field were blanked out, uncomfortable zones from which no data was available and where anything could be hiding. Not even Artificial Intelligences or cephlinks could completely penetrate the age-old fog of war.

Still, the command system gave him a measure of control over the battlefield that Napoleon or Patton or even Hatanaka had never enjoyed, or even dreamed of. By visually tagging any one strider's image, he could get a complete readout of all available data, its type, its vector, and full pilot data for Confederation machines; with a thought, he could open a comm channel to any of the strider commanders, if necessary, though such communications were generally reserved for Colonel Weiss, the senior officer on the field.

Grier knew well the dangers of micromanagement from the rear.

From his unique vantage point, however, he could sense the flow, the pacing of the battle, from the circular expanse of Port Jefferson to the clustered glass towers of Jefferson itself. He'd watched the Imperial assault troops land, watched patches of the terrain stained red, showing areas of Imperial control. Weiss's 1st Rangers and battalions of local militia were moving to cut off the incursion. Their main defensive line had been thrown up along the northern outskirts of Port Jefferson, in the sprawling manufacturing center and spaceport strip known as Braxton.

He'd seen Colonel Alessandro's dramatic emergence from the sea off the coast, a single line of over thirty striders sweeping across the fabricrete apron and neatly trapping over a hundred of the Imperial Tachis near the spaceport's main buildings.

But Grier, trained in Imperial military theory, could not shake certain of its basic preconceptions. A weaker force could not drive or pen a stronger one; at least a three-to-one advantage was necessary for attack; internal lines of communication and movement were superior to LOCs around the outside of a circle; infantry could not stand in the field against warstriders.

The Confederation forces, though they possessed larger and more powerful striders, only roughly matched the attackers in numbers. The Japanese commander surrounded at Port Jefferson could move in any direction and find only a single, slender line of Confederation machines blocking his path. Breaking that line would be easy, and the first step toward annihilating the defenders piecemeal.

Worse, at least two Imperial assault companies had come down on the mainland, scattered across a broad area of towns, ridges, and farmland between the spaceport and the capital; the Newamie militia under General Kruger was giving a good account of itself so far, but inevitably the invading warstriders would pull their scattered forces together and begin pushing the defenders back, isolating Cape Dickson from the mainland. When that happened, the 1st Rangers still at the spaceport would be trapped, cut off from the rest of the Confederation defenses. Grier could see the trap unfolding, could see it . . . and know just what he had to do to stop it.

Grier had considered calling in Travis Sinclair, Darwin Smith, or one of the other senior Confederation leaders, but immediately discarded the idea. Grier had become comfortable with the idea of himself as savior of the New American forces; Sinclair had approved his deployment and his battle plan. He would show these New Americans what a man from Liberty with a real military education could do!

"Colonel Weiss," he called, searching for the tagged holographic image of the Rangers' CO. "Colonel Weiss! Come in!"

There was no reply, and Grier wondered if Weiss had been killed. Who was Weiss's 2IC? Downloading the Rangers' command structure, he frowned. Alessandro? Technically the woman was a colonel, but Grier scarcely regarded that. Until last month she'd never topjacked anything bigger than a company, and he frankly doubted her ability to handle anything so complex as a regiment now.

Chikusho! Where the gok was Weiss?

As he studied the neatly ordered arrays of colored figures on the map, he was briefly tempted to let things go a while longer. The ambush by Alessandro's forces certainly appeared to be driving the Imperials, knocking them off-balance and sending them reeling back.

But no, the danger was simply too great. The blank spaces on the map were spreading across large areas of the spaceport and the terrain between Cape Dickson and the capital. That meant remote sensors were being knocked down or were succumbing to the corrosive effects of nano agents hanging over the battlefield. If he waited much longer, he would lose control of the situation entirely, and the Rangers, the only specifically Confederation force on the planet, could be lost.

He wouldn't risk it. Saving the army, in Grier's opinion, was far more important than winning the battle.

"Colonel Weiss! This is General Grier, CONMILCOM! Come in!"

"This . . . this is Weiss." The voice was ragged with strain. "I'm . . . kind of busy right now, General."

Zooming in closer from his gods'-eye point of view, Grier could see Weiss's machine now, a command-rigged Warlord highlighted by a flashing star. The machines with him were crouched behind a hastily nano-fabricated barricade protecting the industrial facilities and manufacturing plants of Braxton. The defensive line was solid at the moment, sealing off Cape Dickson, but pressure from the assault force had been mounting steadily for several minutes. A steady flow of infantry was already streaming back off the spaceport and through Braxton, in full retreat from the clash of titans behind them.

"Weiss, listen to me! The spaceport is lost, and you're in danger of being cut off. Open your link for a tactical download."

"Link open."

With a thought, Grier sent a summary of the mapboard simulation funneling through Colonel Weiss's link. The data showed clearly what Weiss could not see for himself, that the broad peninsula he was defending was in danger of being cut off by the Imperials between him and Jefferson.

"I . . . see it, General," Weiss flashed back after a moment. "What do you recommend?"

"Fall back to Monroe." Monroe was a large town, a suburb of Jefferson on the mainland squarely between the capital and Port Jefferson. "Consolidate your line with General Kruger. I'm dispatching the reserves to back him up."

"Order acknowledged," Weiss replied. "We're falling back."

"Colonel Alessandro," Grier called. "Do you copy?"

Again, silence. This was what Grier disliked most about topjacking a large unit. Individual commanders tended to be independent, too caught up in battlelust, with no time to spare for the senior officers overseeing the battle from behind the lines. Katya Alessandro, from what he knew of her, was no exception.

"Colonel Alessandro! This is CONMILCOM! Respond!"

"CONMILCOM, this is Captain Hagan," a man's voice replied. "The Colonel's down, and I think her comm's out."

"Understood. Who is senior officer in the detachment, Hagan?"

"Uh, I guess I am, sir."

"The order is break contact and retreat. Rally with Colonel Weiss at Monroe."

"Uh, CONMILCOM, that isn't possible just now. We've got—"

"Don't tell me what is possible, damn it! You're in danger of being cut off and surrounded! Now get your people and machines out of there, Captain! Now!"

Sometimes, Grier thought, you just had to know how to deal with these stubborn junior officers. They tended to see only their narrow slice of a battle and forget that there were much larger things at stake. He noted with satisfaction that Weiss's warstriders were already falling back through the manufacturing complex, abandoning their jury-rigged barricade. Hagan's thirty-some striders were isolated far around the enemy flank but appeared to be breaking off all along the line. Good. If the Imperials gave them half a chance, they should be able to get clear, swing around the Imperial flank, and easily reach the rendezvous at Monroe.

A brilliant maneuver, he concluded, requiring only immediate obedience on the part of his officers.

Almost imperceptibly on the map, the pace of the retreat was increasing.

"Chikusho, Captain!" Sublieutenant Witter's protest mingled anger and hurt. "We were winning! Why are we retreating now?"

"I guess they know something we don't know," Vic Hagan told his pilot, already coding the general message to the rest of the unit ordering them to break off and retreat.

He was worried, though. Confederation and Imperial forces were by now so intermingled there was no front line, and breaking contact with the enemy at this point was a hell of a lot easier ordered than done.

Besides, Katya was down . . . her position overrun moments before by a pack of swift-moving Tachis. He could see her machine, inert on the fabricrete a hundred meters away, but with no telemetry from her Warlord he couldn't tell if she was alive or dead.

"We can't just leave the Boss in there," Sergeant Toland, his number three, said.

"Agreed. Witter, take us in closer. Sarge, give me the lasers. You take the rest. I want those Tachis down!"

"Now you're talking, Captain. Let's get the gokin' sheseiji!"

But Vic was more concerned for Katya.

One of the two Tachis had stopped meters from the fallen strider, was stooping, bringing a heavy laser to bear on the wreckage. Hagan cut loose with the twin, fifty-megawatt lasers mounted like an insect's pincers to left and right of the Warlord's fuselage. The bolts seared into the Tachi's side; Hagan thrilled to see the machine twist and snap back, looking for all the world like some huge, two-legged beast that had just been sharply stung.

The second Tachi took a step forward and opened fire.

Katya was not sure whether or not she'd been unconscious. When her linkage with The Boss's AI was broken, she'd awakened inside the narrow, padded coffin of the machine's center linkslot, with no light at all save that from a tiny constellation of green and amber marking the slot's manual controls. Claustrophobia encircled her. Her breathing came in short, hard gasps as she slapped her palm across the interface, trying to relink.

Nothing. The Warlord was dead.

She knew how lucky she'd been. That surge of power from the Tachi's electron gun could have fried her brain. Fortunately, the link safeties had worked as advertised; the Warlord's AI had cut her out of the circuit even as it died.

Had the others aboard come through too? Using the auxiliary interface, she opened an intercom line. "Francine! Ken! Are you there?"

"God, what happened?" Maubry asked.

"Okay, Skipper," DelRey said. "I'm in the dark, but okay."

"All systems are off-line," she told them. "Time to odie, gang."

Odie, soldier's slang from the Nihongo word for "dance," meant to get the hell out, fast. Swiftly, she unhooked the wires and feed tubes that connected her with the Warlord's now-dead life-support system from her bodysuit receivers, then removed breather helmet and gloves from a side compartment. New America might be one of those rare worlds in the Shichiju where humans could walk and breathe unaided, but the modem battlefield was deadly to anyone foolish enough to enter it unprotected. Poisonous fumes from wrecked striders, volatile gases from binary explosives, and, most deadly, unseen mists of nano-D guaranteed that unprotected humans would be dead in minutes.

She made a final check through the interface—good, local concentrations of nano-D were low—then broke contact and sealed her gloves. She typed a code into the panel manually, then braced herself as the outer hatch slid open.

As always when she stepped in person onto a battlefield, she was surprised by how dark and murky the air actually was. When she was linked, her AI provided an enhanced view of the world around her; like most jackers she tended to forget just how much a strider relied on superhuman sensors, on fog-piercing radar and infrared, and on the combat-loaded AI's educated guesswork.

It was like stepping into a heavy, silver fog. Her Warlord lay nose-down on a broken rubble of shattered fabricrete, one leg folded beneath the hull, the other extended behind it like a broken trail of steel struts and wreckage. The other two slots, set to either side of hers on the dorsal hull, were open, and their occupants were scrambling out, like her attired in gray bodysuits and transparent life-support helmets. Francine DelRey cradled a PCR-28, the high-velocity combat rifle she'd brought with her from her days in the infantry. Maubry and Katya both wore megajoule hand lasers holstered on their hips.

Toys against warstriders, useless. Katya sensed motion close by and looked up.

Looming out of the fog, the Tachi stood only a bit more than twice as tall as a man but was bulkier, twenty tons or so precariously balanced on slender legs angled sharply back at the knees. Its hull rippled through shades of gray as its nanoflage responded to changing light. The legs and gait gave it the menacing look of some huge and dangerous bird as it stilted over cracked pavement and loose rubble . . . or of a carnivorous, bipedal dinosaur.

Only the hazy outlines of the thing were visible through the drifting smoke. Katya raised her hand, warning the others in her crew to silence. The audio sensors on a strider were quite good, as were its visual and motion sensors. Damn, it ought to see them already.

Ah! That was why. The Imperial strider was busy with something else, a Confed strider lurking unseen somewhere in the murk. Black smoke was curling from a gash in its side, and its stubby weapons packs were tracking something in the mist to Katya's right. There was a flash and a sound like swarming bees, and Katya was left blinking purple afterimages from her eyes. A moment later, a triplet of explosions cracked off the strider's ventral hull, sending a patter of shrapnel across the ground. With dawning horror, Katya realized that the three of them were in danger of being caught in the open between two warstriders in combat. The only thing worse from a crunchie's point of view was having a warstrider actually chasing you.

Urgently, she signaled the others. This way! Fast!

They ran as a CPG bolt caught the Tachi in the side, ripping it open, gutting the machine and spilling its internal assemblies in smoking fragments across the pavement. The three kept running, picking their way across blocks of broken fabricrete. . . .

. . . and stopped. A second Tachi was there, lurching forward out of the smoke just ten meters away, each footstep a clash of metal on stone, the monster close enough that Katya could see the surface nano rippling back from an ominous bulge mounted on its flank. The black muzzle of an AP pod gaped at her like a questing eye.

"Down!" Katya screamed. "Cover!"

The 40mm cannon mounted in the Tachi's antipersonnel pod barked as she dove for the nonexistent shelter of the mangled pavement.


Chapter 10

Time is everything; five minutes make the difference between victory and defeat.

—Admiral Lord Nelson

ca. C.E. 1805

The weapon was called sempu, "whirlwind," and it was built into the hull of some warstriders as a close-range antipersonnel measure. Often it was set to fire automatically and indiscriminately, when any moving target came within range. A 40mm shell disintegrated as it cleared the weapon's muzzle, loosing an expanding cloud of lead pellets like a shotgun blast. The pellets were strung together by tangled meters of monofilament, threads no thicker than a single molecule and far stronger than steel. Dispersing in a filmy, high-velocity cloud, the stuff sliced through everything in its path, vegetation, light armor, muscle, bone, all with equal ease.

Lying facedown in the pavement rubble, Katya felt the ripping wind of the horror's passing half a meter above her back. An instant later, a CPG blast struck the Tachi like a lightning bolt, dazzling her even through tight-shut eyelids, ripping the strider's dorsal armor apart in a splatter of molten duralloy. It took another step, then crashed forward, and the concussion jolted Katya through the ground.

There was a long moment of relative silence; the roar and thud and crackle of battle still thundered all around her, but it was quiet here. Then she heard a stifled sob over her helmet's speakers, and something that might have been a groan.

Shakily, she rolled over, looking back. Francine, blood-splattered but not obviously hurt, was lying on her side, staring with shock-gilt blankness at a nearby tangle of steaming, neatly diced flesh and viscera. The sempu blast must have caught Ken Maubry full-on as he dove for cover. The left side of his head from nose to ear lay unmarked on the ground, the unwinking eye staring at Katya with something that might have been accusation.

"Come on, Francine," she said, rising to her knees.

"He . . . he . . . "

"We can't help him." That was obvious. "Let's move!"

Francine tried to sit up and her left arm dropped from her body in a sudden gush of blood. The weapons tech just sat there, staring stupidly at the limb, severed just below her elbow, where it lay on the ground in front of her.

Damn! A loop of the sempu cloud must have snicked through her arm, and she hadn't even felt it. Shock was numbing her now, could kill her if Katya didn't move fast.

Moving to Francine's side, she gentled the woman to the ground, then used a length of bloody flexcloth—she thought it must be a strip sliced from Maubry's bodysuit—to tie off the stump.

She was giving Francine an injection of emergency medical nano from her belt first aid kit when the hum and creak of a moving strider close behind her made her turn and look up.

Relief flooded through her. It was Mission Link, the Warlord's hull torn and scratched in places, but undamaged. The big machine's blunt fuselage dipped toward her, a parody of a bow, and the central bulge of the commander's module opened up. Vic Hagan sat up in the slot and waved. "Katya! Katya, you all right?"

She waved back. "I'm okay! Francine's hurt."

"We have to odie, Boss. They're pullin' us out."

He slid out of the open slot, clambered to the ground, and hurried across to Katya and Francine. Together, they half carried half dragged the woman back to the motionless Warlord. The medical nano was already taking effect, sealing off the bloody stump and easing her into a painless haze. If they could get her back to a med center, nanosomatic engineers would take care of the rest, right down to growing her a new arm.

If they could get her back. According to Vic, the Confederation forces were already in full retreat from Cape Dickson and the spaceport.

"Kuso!" she swore. "Who gave a nullheaded order like that?"

"It was right from the top," Vic replied. "General Grier. At least he was the one who told me."

Katya shook her head. "But we were winning, damn it!"

"That's what Witter said. I dunno, Boss. I just work here." Carefully supporting the almost unconscious Francine, they scrambled up the Warlord's flank, then squeezed into the riderslot together. Warstriders weren't designed with passengers in mind; the commander's module was coffin-sized, large enough for one person lying down . . . or possibly two if they were very friendly.

Or for three squeezed in and sitting upright with the hatch open. Katya clung to a handhold on the hull as Vic barked an order and the machine straightened upright again. He spoke again, his words picked up by the strider's external audio sensors, and the warstrider pivoted sharply, then swept forward with long-legged, ground-eating strides.

Odd. When she was linked, Katya was never aware of this lurching, swaying motion as the machine paced across open ground. She hoped she wasn't going to disgrace herself by being sick inside her helmet.

Vic had his glove off, his palm pressed against the command module's interface, an expression of studied concentration on his face as he stayed in communication with the strider's pilot.

"Okay," he said, opening his eyes and pulling his hand off the contact. "Bad news, I'm afraid. Witter says a lot of our people got hit while they were trying to disengage. The line's falling apart."

Katya could picture it. Of all tactical maneuvers, the hardest are those carried out in the face of the enemy, especially if they require a force already engaged to break off the action. When the force trying to withdraw is composed primarily of newbies and raw recruits, the maneuver is almost certain to disintegrate into a confused, every-man-for-himself rout.

This was not the way it was supposed to work, Katya thought. The plan had called for her ambush force to punch the invaders off the north end of the spaceport, sweeping across the apron like the swinging of a gate, then joining up with the rest of the 1st Rangers in the spaceport strip. If the Imperial assault unit could be driven into a tight enough pocket, its numbers sharply reduced, it would be trapped against the sea, unable to maneuver, unable to do anything but surrender or be destroyed.

The order to retreat with the maneuver still only half-completed had turned the situation completely upside down. Katya's striders were streaming off toward the east and southeast now, desperately vulnerable to a sudden counterpunch from the hard-pressed Imperials.

"I'm going to have some words with Grier when I see him again," she promised.

If I get out of this alive.

"What the hell were you thinking of!" Sinclair demanded. Held up in a meeting at the new government headquarters under Stone Mountain, Sinclair had arrived on-line only moments ago, to find the battle already begun . . . and already lost. Floating above the sprawl and color of the virtual reality battlefield, he could see the Imperial striders emerging from the pocket into which they'd been jammed, rushing forward in fireteams of two and four machines, slicing into the disorganized rabble that was the Confederation retreat.

Grier bristled. "What do you mean? Kuso, Travis, Alessandro's wing was dangling way out in the open, completely exposed! If I hadn't given the order to retreat, she'd have been cut off and destroyed!" He pointed, a sweep of a virtual arm. "And these Imperial landings on the mainland! All they have to do is move here, and our entire army on the cape is trapped!"

Sinclair studied the flow of red and blue for a moment. "Your timing, General," he said slowly, "is off. Another twenty minutes, and Katya would have had the lid welded shut!"

"I saved the army!"

"I think, General, that you don't fully understand what is at stake here. If we simply hold on, if we simply survive, we lose."

"But—"

"We needed that spaceport, General! To get our people out. Our only hope was to bloody the Imperials badly enough to make them pull back and maybe reconsider a second landing. Now . . . I don't know."

"We . . . we could order our people back into the attack." Grier sounded contrite now. "The Imperials aren't well organized yet. We could still throw them off the spaceport and into the sea."

"No. Look there, and there. They've already taken the offensive back. And our people are too disorganized to stop them now. It's going to take hours to form them up again. We've already lost it."

Minutes more passed, and the retreat continued all along the line. In the air above the spaceport, a tiny, golden beetle flitted across the battlefield, moving west to east. It was followed closely by a second . . . then a third.

Sinclair knew instantly what those glittering objects were without having to tap the AI's data base. Ascraft—big transport ascraft, Stormwinds and Typhoons—dropping down from orbit, circling the battle-torn spaceport and settling to the apron on blasts of fusion-heated plasma. Focusing closely on one, he saw new warstriders unfolding from the riderslots in their bellies.

Other ascraft were coming out of the west in waves.

"That's it," he said slowly. "The heavies are coming down. All we can do now is save what we have."

These, he was sure, were the Imperial heavy striders, the second assault wave consisting of powerful Daimyos and Katanas and Samurais. Too massive to pod-drop from orbit, they had to ride down aboard ascraft, landing at a spaceport already secured by advance forces. No doubt the enemy commander's plan had called originally for seizing the spaceport so that the heavies could land, then throwing the newcomers against Jefferson itself.

Obviously, the enemy had altered that plan; as long as they could find a place to touch down, the heavies could be used as effectively as reinforcements at the spaceport as anywhere else.

And they were coming down squarely in the rear of Colonel Alessandro's forces, trapping them between themselves and the surviving Tachis.

Sinclair blamed himself. He might pride himself on his ability to choose good people, but, though Grier was not a bad officer, he'd been a poor choice for this particular slot. He'd been the weak link in the chain, and Sinclair should have been here, helping to manage the battle.

"Okay, General," he said gently. "Let's see what we can salvage out of this mess."

Donryu remained in orbit about New America, close beside the planet's space station. Though her weapons personnel were all linked in, her most powerful laser and CPG batteries ready to fire, she did not participate in the fighting for Port Jefferson. For one thing, since she was in low orbit, her actual time over a given target was measured in minutes, an extremely brief period of time for sensor scans to be updated, then evaluated by AI terrain and military specialists in order to single out worthwhile targets. More important, the landing forces were everywhere closely engaged with the rebels, both on the spaceport apron and on the mainland outside of the capital. Nowhere could the orbiting forces target rebel warstriders or equipment without risking hitting their own people, and Tetsu Kawashima, like every good military commander, was well aware of the dangers posed by so-called friendly fire.

Better to remain patient, keeping Donryu and her consorts here in command of local space, and leaving the fighting on the surface to the men trained to do it. Ozawa and Mishima, Kawashima's two assault commanders, were the best there were for this sort of combat. The heavy assault striders under Takeo Fuchi would be touching down by now as well, and Fuchi was a veteran of Lung Chi, Loki, and Alya A-VI.

It was always chancy, launching an invasion from space against any world. Even with complete control of local space, orbiting spacecraft could scan and track only a fraction of what was going on in and beneath a planet's atmosphere. Too, they were operating against an entire world, with a population of tens of millions, a surface area composed of hundreds of millions of square kilometers of ocean, woods, mountains, and rugged outback terrain. There were too many hiding places, too many villages, settlements, remote encampments for space or ground forces to control everything. The best the invaders could hope for was to seize and hold certain key positions—factories and manufacturing centers, the spaceport and airfields large enough to serve as ports, the capital.

Fortunately, that was all that was really necessary. With those in Imperial hands, resistance might continue in more remote areas, but it would be isolated and scattered, and it would be the Empire that controlled the planet's production and economy. Complete victory was only a matter of time, if the invaders moved with deliberation, calculation, and overwhelming force.

Kawashima knew well that it was still possible to lose what he had already gained here, through carelessness, through haste, through ill-preparedness.

He was determined to make no such amateur's mistakes.

"Vic! Watch it! Hang on!"

The Warlord dipped and spun as heavy caliber rounds snap-snap-snapped overhead. Vic, still sitting in the open command module with Katya and her unconscious weapons tech, leaned forward against Katya's back, pressing her forward into the slot. "Hide your eyes!" he snapped, and an instant later, the Warlord's left CPG discharged with a crackling blast of blue-white energy and the acrid stink of ozone. The fog lit up, though Vic could see neither the target nor the effect of the shot. Above and behind him, the Warlord's rotary cannon suddenly spun and shrieked, the racket tearing at his ears for an agony of seconds.

"Okay, Captain," Witter's voice said, speaking in his mind. Somehow, despite the commotion, Hagan had managed to keep his palm implant against the interface. "We got him."

"What was it?"

"Another Tachi. We fried him, don't worry. You guys okay up there?"

He leaned back, letting Katya straighten up again. In front of her, Francine DelRey was still slumped back into her lap. Turning, Katya met his eyes and nodded, her short, dark hair bobbing inside her transplex helmet.

"We're okay, Witter," Hagan said. "Keep moving."

"I'm getting targets all over the place, Captain. Movement and heat. Negative on IFF. Y'know, I think we're surrounded."

"Keep working east. There's got to be a way out, even if we have to wade through the sea to find it."

"Yes, sir."

Katya eased herself back, pressing against him. "Captain?" she said over his headset. "Helmets off."

He hesitated. In the past few minutes they'd had to take several detours to avoid low-lying patches of nano-D, and removing their helmets could be deadly. Still, they were on the fringe of the battle here. The smoke was thinning, enough so that the sun was sending dusty shafts of yellow light slanting down through the overcast, and there'd been no nano warnings for some time now. The warstrider swayed gently beneath them as it continued pacing off the meters. Reaching up, he unsnapped his helmet release and pulled it off, as she did the same with hers.

"Just for a moment, Vic," she said, turning in the slot so that she could look back at him. "I didn't want your crew eavesdropping."

"Sure. What's on your mind?"

"I want you to drop me off. Here. Right now."

His throat tightened, and he shook his head, an almost convulsive denial. "Negative! No way!"

"Captain Hagan, use your head! You can't fight this machine with the damned hatch open. The first time an Impie takes a shot at you, he'll fry you, me, Francine, and half your control circuits. You have to button up if you're to have a chance of getting out of here."

"But—"

"Shut up and listen. There's room in there for you and Francine. I know. I shared a ride that way once. It'll be tight, but you can link while she rides on a PLSS. The portable life-support system'll keep her alive until you can get her back to a med center."

"What about you? Damn it, Katya, I can't just drop you off here, a million klicks behind enemy lines!"

"We're not a million klicks behind enemy lines. It's more like five or six, okay? And there's plenty of cover. That's the strip district up there, and beyond that, Braxton and the port manufacturing center. I'll be able to lie low, move quiet, and slip through the lines when it gets dark."

"That'll be hours, yet!" His heart was hammering in his chest. Damn it, she couldn't ask this of him!

He knew he was more than half in love with this woman, that he had been for a long time. He'd served with her for six years, ever since the days of the old 2nd New American Minutemen, and then later on Loki, on Alya B-V, and Eridu. His had always been a kind of love from afar; she was his commanding officer, and though neither Hegemony nor Confederation regulations forbade such a relationship, it was never a good idea for the grunts to become romantically involved with their commanding officers.

Too, he'd been well aware of her close relationship with Devis Cameron. He'd deliberately kept his distance then, sensing Katya's interest in Cameron, and knowing the dangers of lovers' triangles in any mixed military unit.

Of course, he'd also been aware of the fact that Katya and Cameron had become more distant again, starting with an argument they'd had on Earth just before the Eridu mission. Ever since, he'd been wondering whether that meant he actually now had a chance with her.

Except that he knew Katya, knew that she was a professional and that she didn't like mixing that profession with close, personal entanglements, especially now, after her breach with Cameron. Hagan rather suspected that she'd broken some self-imposed rule by getting involved with the guy in the first place, and that she now regretted it.

And Vic Hagan, for all of his years in the militia, the Hegemony Guard, and now in the Confederation Army, was shy, at least when it came to women. Hell, he'd not even been able to ask Katya to recjack with him, though he'd had plenty of opportunity aboard the Eagle and here on New America. He was afraid that she would think he was just looking for entertainment, a jackin' Jill for a quick plug-in. As a result, much of his RJ downtime was spent in erotic simulations with AI personas that looked and sounded and smelled very much like Katya Alessandro.

And now the real Katya was wedged into the open slot with him, practically in his arms . . . and she was telling him to drop her off, to save himself and the others while she wandered around the battlefield on foot.

"Damn it, Katya, you don't know what you're asking!"

Reaching up, she touched his lips with one gloved forefinger. "I think I do. Vic."

The way she stressed his name sent a shiver through him. Did she know what he felt for her? How could she? He'd never said a word. . . .

"Vic, if I stay, the next time we run into an Impie strider the three of us get fried, and maybe your crew as well. Do you want that? I'm not going to abandon Francine."

"Look, we can put you in one of the other slots. If you snuggled up with Witter or Sergeant Toland—"

"No!" The negative was so sharp, so urgent, it startled him to silence. "No," she said again, more gently. "Damn it, Vic, just follow your orders, okay?"

"I don't understand. This is a three-slotter. We could make it, all of us. . . ."

She sighed. "Maybe I don't either. I . . . I don't like being shut in, Vic. I don't think I could take it!"

"But you're a striderjack, for God's sake!" By definition, that required her to shut herself up in darkened, narrow cubbyholes. "Look, we can jack you to Mission Link and I'll be the passenger."

She shook her head. "It would take too long to reprogram your AI to accept my patterns, and we should keep moving, anyway. Vic, if you'll just—"

The explosion tore into the ground meters away, sending great clods of earth and gravel hurtling into the air.

"Captain!" The voice came from his helmet phones, tinny and distant with the helmet beside him. "We got two bandits, comin' in on our six! They were hiding behind that building!"

He resisted the urge to look. What Witter could see through the strider's optics would still be invisible to him. The warstrider lurched hard to the left, pivoting, its weapons coming up. Battle fog swirled past, impenetrable.

"Come on, Katya! Squeeze in with—"

"No!" Reaching up, she gave him a quick, hard kiss on the mouth. For an instant, he felt her warmth . . . and then she was gone, grabbing the PCR-28, rolling over the side of the Warlord's fuselage and dropping three meters to the ground.

"Katya!"

"Go, Vic!" Scrambling to her feet, she waved him on. "Go!"

Another high explosive shell snapped overhead, as the Warlord reared back on angled legs, then loosed three quick CPG bolts at the unseen attackers. Hagan dropped back into the slot, pulling Francine down on top of his legs and stomach. He fumbled with the console, unable to find the right button . . . and then the module hatch sealed shut, plunging the two of them into crowded darkness. One-handed, he managed to reach various cables and feeds, plugging them into her bodysuit. It was a tight squeeze, and he had to wiggle back and forth to make the connections, but the life-support feeds would keep her alive and out of shock. That done, he jacked three plugs home into his sockets, two temporal, one cervical, and palmed the interface.

With a crackle of light, sight and sound were restored. He was again a warstrider, his vision piercing the encircling fog. Two . . . no, three Tachis were moving in, range two hundred meters and closing fast. The Warlord was tracking them, weapons ready. Another shell whizzed in, detonating with a ringing crack against the Warlord's upper hull. Katya had been right. If the module had been open when that shell had hit . . .

Where was Katya? He extended his scan left and right, searching. There . . . darting away swiftly past the warehouse wall, heading in the direction of the spaceport strip.

What the hell was that all about? he wondered.

"What was that, Captain?"

He'd not been aware that he'd put his thoughts out over the link. "Nothing, Ken."

"Where's the Boss off to? She won't last ten—"

"Never mind that! That Tachi on the right. We're gonna take him! Lewis!"

"Sir!"

"Target! Bring him down!"

"Yes, sir!"

He watched Katya vanish into the rubble of a fallen building. He felt sick.


Chapter 11

Historically, of course, economic access was the great divider of society. There were the rich, upper classes which didn't need to work and could devote their time to recreation or to the management of their society; the middle classes which used their skills and their limited economic access to acquire the means of joining the upper classes; and the lower classes, condemned by their lack of economic, educational, and political access, by and large, to remaining where they were.

      Early developers of cephlinkage hardware were confident that the old rules of power and class distinctions had been broken at last, that direct, electronic linkage to global information nets would at long last provide economic and educational access for all, abolishing forever class distinctions.

      Of course, we now know that they were completely wrong.

—The Rise of Technic Man

Fujiwara Naramoro

C.E. 2535

What's wrong with me? Why couldn't I go with him?

Katya leaned back against a cracked and smoke-stained wall, gloves and helmet off, the combat rifle cradled in her lap. It was growing dark at last, the long, long New American day dragging to an end with the sun's slow drop below the horizon. It was a true night, too, with both Columbia and the bloody pinpoint of 26 Draconis B already long since set. Through a shattered wall and ceiling on the other side of the room, the sky glowed an angry orange-red, reflecting the light of burning buildings. The crump and thud of far-off gunfire proved that the battle continued.

She'd found this building—a bar called The Newamie's Down—hours earlier, while it was still light, choosing it partly because it was a large building, offering plenty of hiding places, but mostly because she thought she might find food and water there. Though her warstrider umbilicals kept her blood chemistry balanced and kept her from becoming dehydrated while she was linked, they did nothing for her physical hunger. She'd not eaten for nearly fifteen hours, since she'd been back at the 1st Rangers' Port Jefferson headquarters, and her stomach was growling.

So she'd devoted several hours to exploring The Newamie's Down, using its sanitary facilities, prowling the mealprep area in search of food, helping herself to a glass and some water from a still-working sink behind the bar. Finally she'd settled down here to wait, in the bar opposite the tall, arched entrance to the main dining area.

Obviously, the place had taken a direct hit sometime during the fighting that had raged back and forth across this part of Cape Dickson that morning. Tables and chairs had been swept to one side of both the bar and the restaurant in smashed tangles of plastic and carbonweave, and the area behind the bar was awash in broken glass, mingled with pooled liquor and those bottles that had miraculously escaped intact. The mealprep area proved useless; the building's power was out, and she hadn't been able to open any of the storage lockers or vats where food cultures were grown.

She'd finally found several packs of soy crackers and settled for those and water as dinner. It was ironic; there was a bewildering variety of alcoholic drinks available in those bottles that had somehow survived the battle without being broken, but Katya didn't drink liquor, wine, or beer. She'd tried one or the other a time or two, of course, back in her shipjacking days, but she didn't care for the taste of the vile stuff, nor did she like the loss of control or the false values it created.

The alcohol did tell her something about this place, and this neighborhood, though, as did the Level 1 comm banks in the building's foyer and the lack of full-link ViRcom pods or sim modules. This was definitely a lower-class neighborhood, and Katya was glad that patrons of this place were gone.

The people who came here would have Level 1 hardware, no more, and many might even be nullheads, kept at the very bottom of the economic and educational ladder by being unable to interact with technic society at all. Level 1 hardware—distributed free by the state—consisted of a palm interface and a single T-socket, sufficient to download ID and credit information, to interact with computers and AIs, and to receive low-res input from public entertainment channels.

Two temporal sockets and extended cephlinkage hardware allowed high-level access, including full ViRcommunications and sims. With double T-sockets you could jack in on a bewildering variety of recjack programs, from mild euphoric stimulation to elaborate, interactive ViRdramas to virtual sex. And a third socket in the base of the neck provided neural feedback, allowing high-level jacking of remotes or direct-link machines, like warstriders.

People with two- or three-socket implants rarely drank alcohol. Cerebroactive chemicals, especially depressants, could drastically affect cephlinkage control, and that was not only bad, it was stupid. Too, linkers didn't need them as diversion or anaesthetic, not when there was such a broad range of diversions to enjoy with a clear head and clean circuits. Oh, Katya had heard of brainburners and current norkers, of course. Who hadn't? Those were the isolated exceptions, though. You needed discipline to handle nano-grown hardware woven into your personal wetware, and since zapping your pleasure center for an unending orgasm was nothing more than a very pleasurable way to commit suicide, undisciplined linkers were rather neatly deselected out of the net, a high-tech version of survival of the fittest.

Every once in a long while, though, Katya wished she could let herself get drunk. It might be nice to lose control, if just for a little while, and maybe dull some of the sharp edges to the self-recrimination that always seemed to be circling out in the shadows that hedged in around the borders of her mind.

Her hands tightened on the ribbed foregrip of her rifle.

What's wrong with me? she asked herself again, then shook her head. Delete that. You know why you couldn't go with Vic. The question is why you can't lick this. Damn it, girl, you're as habit-hobbled as a brainburned twitchie. And you'll be about as useful as one, too, if you don't get your wetware jacked under control!

She'd carried this, this quirk of hers for a long time, ever since her starship days back before she'd joined the Hegemony Guard, in fact. She'd been jacking a ship, the Kaibutsu Maru, when a failure in the ship's AI interface while she was linked had left her in sensory deprivation for a period of hours—a small eternity in subjective time.

Katya never talked about it, didn't even like to admit it to herself, but to this day she had trouble with near or total darkness. The smothering, claustrophobic feelings darkness raised in her made her acutely uncomfortable in any closed-in space, and jacking into a ship's navsim was now all but impossible for her.

She'd wrestled with the thing for a long time, now, long enough to begin thinking of it as her "beast," as though it were an annoying and sometimes demanding pet. Vic was right. It didn't make sense for her to dislike shut-in spaces, not when she had to shut herself into one every time she strapped on a warstrider. But in one way it was logical. As a striderjack, she could grit her teeth as she lay down in the war machine's slot and felt the hatch seal shut over her, could bear the second or two of smothering closeness until her hand touched the interface and the darkness vanished, replaced by the limitless panorama of her AI's sensory feed to her brain.

Linked in, the warstrider serving as her body, its sensors more sensitive and more discerning by far than her own eyes and ears, she was no longer crippled by her beast. It was her mind that was claustrophobic, she often told herself, not her body; it didn't matter that her body was shut up, blind and catatonic, so long as she had a feed from the outside world, so long as her real self was jacked in, free and unrestrained. For some few individuals, linking with a warstrider was a kind of recreational drug, inducing a technomegalomania that robbed them of judgment and rational discernment as efficiently as alcohol. For Katya, linking to a strider was a drug of an entirely different kind, providing, if not a cure, then at least a temporary healing that banished the darkness that always seemed to be pressing in around the borders of her mind.

What Katya couldn't understand, though, was why she hadn't been able to overcome the beast a long time ago. On Alya B-V she'd forced herself to descend a pitch-black well plunging far beneath the surface of a dead and alien city, confronting the nightmare that was never far beneath the surface of her mind. On Eridu she'd experienced far worse; swallowed by a Xenophobe traveler, she'd been carried to a cavern so far underground she'd been convinced that she would never see the world's sun again. Surely, if anything could get her over her irrational fears, those experiences should have done it.

But they hadn't, and she was beginning to think the beast would always be with her, would be as inseparably a part of her as the interface circuitry woven into the palm of her left hand. When Vic had suggested it, the mere thought of squeezing into the close, dark coffin of a linkslot, of riding there unlinked, unable to see out, able only to feel the warstrider's rocking gait and hear the wheeze and whine of its drivers, had filled her with a dread colder and more personally threatening than any mere fear of death in battle.

She tried to tell herself that it was more than her own weakness that had made her order Vic to leave her behind. There'd been no time after Mission Link had materialized out of the smoke to stow both Francine and herself safely away in separate slots.

But a good five minutes had passed between the time Vic appeared and the attack next to the warehouse. Face it, she told herself, hoping for amusement in the thought and finding bitterness instead. You're norking goked-up in the head.

Outside, the sounds of heavy shelling and rocket fire rose to a crescendo. She could feel the hard, diaplas floor vibrating beneath her feet and buttocks with the concussions, and the loudest shocks were preceded by a flicker through the window, like summer's lightning. Someone was doing some heavy-duty bombardment, and fairly close by from the sound of it. Was she hearing the Imperial warstriders? Or were the Impies potshotting the Confederation lines from orbit? She supposed it didn't matter. One way or the other, she was going to have her work cut out for her sneaking back through the lines tonight.

She checked her cephlink's time readout; it was well past forty-two hours, late enough that she could probably make her move pretty soon now. Gripping Francine's rifle, she stood up, then reached for her helmet and gloves, which were lying on the floor beside her.

A sound from the next room, beyond the dark and open archway leading to the restaurant area, made her start. The rifle came up, her finger on the trigger. No time to hide . . . no place to seek cover. . . . "Who's there?"

What had she heard? It had sounded like the scuff of a boot on the floor, but she couldn't be sure. Heart pounding, she edged toward the doorway.

A gasp—she was sure it had been a gasp, sure it had been a human sound—came from the darkness beyond the archway, and then she heard the clatter of someone stumbling over one of the pieces of wrecked and overturned furniture. The sound actually emboldened her a bit; no Imperial Marine, no adept of Kokorodo would have made so much noise trying to watch her from hiding—and he damn sure wouldn't have tripped over a table while trying to run away. Rifle at the ready, Katya leaped to the wall next to the open archway, braced herself with a quick breath, then rolled around into the next room.

Enough light spilled in from the room at her back for her to see dim shapes among the shadows. She didn't have enhanced eyes, but her cephlink included software that processed visual input somewhat more efficiently than her natural wetware. As her eyes adjusted to the dark, her linkware took over, sharpening contrasts and enriching her natural night vision to bring some definition to the shapes. The dining area of The Newamie's Down had been fairly luxurious for what she thought of as a lower-class food- and booze-joint. Those were holo screens curved along the far walls that must once have projected views of the city or other, less realistic illusions, though they were dead and empty now. Eating booths lined the walls of the circular room, while tumbled-over chairs and tables were scattered about the center. She'd already searched the place carefully, but there were several entrances. Slowly, she scanned the wreckage, looking for movement, for anything out of place. . . .

There! Golden eyes, large and luminous in the gloom, blinked back at her from behind a table . . . then, with a flash of movement, something man-sized bounded toward the left, toward the door leading to the mealprep areas. The building's automatic doors were out, along with everything else requiring grid electricity, but these were partly open, wide enough at least for the . . . whatever it was to scrabble through.

Katya stood still for a long moment, rifle still raised. What had she just seen? Not a human, certainly. Not with those eyes, though they could have been artificial implants. It had certainly not been an animal. Though New America boasted its own native ecology, evolution—at least on land—had not progressed nearly as far here as it had on Earth. Land-dwelling animal life tended to be small, airy, and airborne, like morninglories, or sluggish, like treewalkers, and nothing on this world had evolved anything like eyes. Plenty of Earth species had been imported, of course, but mostly as pets, since bioengineering allowed the creation of food animals that neither moved nor sensed the world around them in any save the most vague and imbecilic ways.

Those eyes had blinked back at her with intelligence and with purpose. She was pretty sure she'd just seen a genie.

But what kind?

"Hello!" she called, still facing the door to the mealprep area. "Come out! I won't hurt you!" There was no reply, save something that might have been a soft stirring beyond the half-closed door. "Please! I'm a friend!"

"That remains to be seen, don't it?" a voice, male, but high-pitched, almost a child's, answered from the dark. "You came with the stilters."

Stilters. Warstriders?

"My name is Katya. I'm from right here on New America. Who are you?"

"You're Newamie?"

Katya jumped. That voice, female this time, had come from just behind her.

She whirled, staring. The speaker was a woman, a delicate, extraordinarily lovely woman with fine-boned features and large dark eyes. Her hair was mingled gold and silver and hung to her waist; she wore sandals and a wisp of translucent, holographic smoke that did almost nothing to conceal her anatomy.

She also held a Colt-Mitsubishi 4mm FMP-60, a very real and nonholographic fléchette autopistol, centered squarely between Katya's breasts.

Carefully, Katya lowered the muzzle of her rifle until it was no longer pointed at the woman. "I, I'm Newamie, yes," she said. She jerked her head toward a wall, indicating the rumble of battle audible beyond. "I'm with the Confederation military forces out there."

"Confed, Impie," the male voice said, emerging from the wall behind her. "None of that means much, do it?"

"I'd say it does," she replied. "The Impies are invading our world. I was trying to stop them."

"All by yourself, girl? Heh! Must be more t'you than meets the eye."

Slowly, she turned to face the man. He was small, shorter than she was, with long, slender arms, short legs, and a hairless head that gave him a childlike look despite the crow's-feet and worry lines. His eyes were large and golden, almost catlike, though the irises were round rather than slit. He wore an orange worksuit with the emblem of Dow-Mitsubishi Nanochemical on the sleeve, and he, too, held a pistol in his hand, a Japanese Type 36 with suppressor hood and integral laser sight-tracker beneath the barrel.

"I'm Tharby," he said. He gestured with the pistol. "I haven't quite got the hang of this thing, but I'm pretty sure all I need to do is put the red light where I want it and pull the trigger. Why don't you give Sonya your gun?"

The woman stepped closer, hand out. Briefly, the thought flitted through Katya's mind that Sonya had just made a serious tactical mistake; she was too close to Katya and had moved partway between Tharby and her captive, a rank newbie's blunder. A sudden thrust-and-spin, and Katya would have the woman pinned from behind, using her as a shield as she cut Tharby in half with a burst from her PCR.

No. These were genies and they were New Americans. Better to learn about them, about what they wanted, than to kill them out of hand. Clicking on the safety, she handed her rifle to the woman, then stood there, staring at the man, her hands raised.

"Aw, gok it," a third voice rumbled. "Kill 'er an' let's gokin' get outta here."

The ruby-glowing tip of the tracker flashed brilliant in Katya's eyes as the pistol's aim shifted slightly, and she imagined the blood red target spot wavering unfelt against the skin of her forehead.

"I'm with ya, mannie," Tharby said, and Katya watched those golden eyes harden.


Chapter 12

Where then lies the difference, if a thinking, knowing, feeling creature was created by nature, by man, or by God? Surely it cannot be the creator that sets the creature's true worth.

—Intellectus

Juan Delacruz

C.E. 2215

"Don't shoot!" Katya cried. "Please! I'm on your side!"

"Our side?" Tharby grimaced . . . or had that been a smile? Katya was finding it difficult to read his facial expressions. There were subtle differences in the musculature of his face from that of full humans. "Yer with the army, right? Armies an' killin'. Yer all the gokin' same, an' we don't have no use fer any of you. Right, mannies?"

That last had been addressed to the others in the room. Katya could see them with her enhanced vision, man and manlike shapes emerging from hiding behind toppled furniture and from various doors. Some, like the woman with the FMP-60, looked completely human but had the exquisite, elfin loveliness of ningyo, of genegineered sexual toygirls. The rest were males, low-level workers, she thought, from the nearby nanofactories and spaceport warehouse complex. Most were A-techies, bald and spindly armed but still fairly close to human, like Tharby. A few, though, had somotypes considerably altered from that expressed by the original human DNA; there was one blunt-faced, hairless, naked giant, muscled for heavy labor and lacking any sign of external genitalia, and several were crossmuted B-techies, with body fur like spun silver and fingers and brains tailored to trace and repair damaged electronic circuits.

Mannies. At first, she'd thought it was someone's name. Now she remembered that speech-capable genies referred to themselves as mannies when they were with each other. The word, she understood, had come from gene-manipulated.

"You don't want to kill me," she said, trying hard to keep her voice level, calm, and matter-of-fact. "I'm not your enemy. And I might be able to help you."

"Eh?" Tharby's golden eyes narrowed. "How?"

Genies were bred with very specific limits to their intelligence—there was no sense, after all, in bestowing genius on something that would spend its entire life tracing circuits or loading specialized cargo into spacecraft holds. The brightest were likely to be the female ningyos, since some of their clients liked sex partners that could carry on a decent conversation, but even they wouldn't be able to follow complex or convoluted arguments.

Best to keep it simple and to the point.

"The Impies are attacking Port Jefferson," she told them. "They're attacking everyone here. Me. You. Everyone who lives here. We have to work together, to join forces against the Impies, if we're to save ourselves."

She watched the group digesting that, trying to assess how well she was getting through. Some few carried firearms or clubs. Most were unarmed, their facial expressions, what she could read of them, tight and grim. Several began discussing the problem among themselves as the others listened in. Katya was beginning to identify the leaders of the group: Tharby and several workers who might have been his brothers; Sonya and several of the other toygirls. How could she reach them? Convince them?

One large laborer shook his bald head. "Ah! No talk. Let's do 'er an' odie." Crowding forward, he reached out and brought a powerful hand down on Katya's shoulder, the grip tightening painfully.

Dropping her arm and turning, Katya seized the offending hand, snapping it back until the wrist popped. "Ow!" the owner yelled. "Watch 'er!" Then her heel came down on his instep, hard, then snapped up against a knee. No matter how it might be designed, apparently, knees were weak points in any biped. The worker bellowed, and dropped to the floor, all further interest in grappling with Katya gone as he clutched his leg. The rest milled about, uncertain and confused.

"We're not enemies!" she shouted, facing the ring of weapons and hard faces. "We're on the same side!"

"You ain't one o' us!" a toygirl snapped back, scornful. "You're a gokin' holder!"

"Damn it, I'm not!" She pivoted, balanced for a fight, praying that she could talk her way out of this. She would never be able to hold her own against so many, even if they were untrained and clumsy.

"Okay," Tharby said at last. "We listen, humie. But not long." He gestured toward the dead projection wall. "Stilters're out there, an' they might come back."

"Dak hurt!" the laborer on the floor said, still rubbing his injured knee.

"I'll hurt you more if ya try t'do somethin' like that without me sayin' so."

Yes, Katya decided, Tharby was definitely one of the leaders here. He would be the one she would have to reach.

"Are you all here . . . by yourselves?" she asked. "I mean, aren't there any full humans about?"

"Y'mean th' holders?" A warehouse worker grinned, slapping a massive club against his open palm. His voice was thick and raspy, as though his vocal cords weren't fully formed, but the words carried the full force of his sneer. "They's runned, ain't they?"

"Eh. Jus' her left, then," said another who could have been twin to the first . . . and perhaps he was. Successful genie models were often created sterile, with reproduction handled in vitro through cloning, and the embryos implanted in gene-tailored host mothers. Even those that could engage in sex were more often cloned than not, simply to guarantee the preservation of desired physical traits. The sameness of the faces surrounding her contributed powerfully to their doll-like, almost stylized look, that of mannequins, identical save for details of hair, dress, or rare facial blemish.

Katya zeroed in on Tharby, on the Dow-Mitsubishi logo on his jumpsuit. "You!" she demanded. "Who did you work for?"

The genie jerked a thumb over his shoulder, in the direction of the big manufacturing plant outside the spaceport. "Chemical nanoplant, o' course. Jefferson Nanochem, Contract Number 897364." He recited the information in a mechanical staccato, as though it had been drilled into him over the course of years.

"Right. And they're owned by who?"

"Uh . . . Dow-Mitsubishi." He sounded less confident now.

"And where are they?"

He shook his head. "Don't know."

"Earth," she answered for him. "Tokyo, on Earth. So the people who hold your contract answer to Tokyo. Right?"

"I guess so. . . ."

"Don't let 'er gok yer head, Tharby," another genie said. "Th' guys what holds our contracts is Newamies. Like her!"

"If they work for an Earth corp," she said evenly, "you can bet they work for Nihon. Tokyo controls just about all of the business in the Hegemony, one way or another. That means they hold Jefferson Nanochem's contracts, just like Jefferson Nanochem holds yours."

"Aw, full humies ain't under contract," a silver-haired ningyo said. Others added their opinions, many of them more like animal grunts than speech. Many low-range genie models, Katya knew, were designed without vocal cords. For the simplest workers, it was necessary only that they understand orders, not speak themselves.

How much of all of this, she wondered, were they understanding?

"They are if they're linked to Nihon for yen and promotions," Katya replied. "Do you know what yen are?"

"Uh, like work credits," the ningyo said. She caught her lower lip between small, perfect teeth. "Only 'lectronic. Yeah?"

"Yeah. Your holder can't do a thing unless Nihon pays him. Exactly like your contract. That's why the Confederation is fighting the Hegemony. We want to hold our own contracts!"

"How . . . how could you help us?"

Katya wasn't sure of the answer to that one herself. Genies, after all, were bred not only for low IQs and specialized work, but for docility as well. What kind of warriors would they make?

Still, these genies had obviously turned some kind of corner. Carrying weapons, threatening a full human, talking about leaving their workplaces for other cities . . . they certainly were not acting like typical genies. Watch yourself, girl, Katya told herself. Just like with humans, these guys are individuals. There's no such thing as "typical."

"I'm not sure," she admitted after a moment. "I might be able to teach you how to fight, how to defend yourselves. If you help me get back to my own people, we should be able to find work for you. Work that you . . . that you'd enjoy."

There was a long silence at that. Katya could sense the crowd's uneasiness, could smell it in the hot, close air of the place. The silence went on so long she wondered if she'd said the wrong thing.

This was a dark and normally well-hidden aspect of New American life that Katya had never examined, had rarely even been aware of. New America's Hegemonic charter specifically outlawed slavery, but genegineered "constructs"—they were never referred to legally as "human" or as "people," of course—did not share the rights of their creators. Katya remembered well the ongoing debate between Rainbow and Liberty over whether or not genetic constructs should be considered the same as full humans and given full-human rights.

That particular political question had never been resolved. On the one hand, freedom parties insisted that intelligence and self-awareness themselves defined what could be legally called human, even though those terms were subject to some pretty fuzzy interpretation sometimes. How intelligent did a creature have to be to qualify, especially when no one could even agree on a good definition of what intelligence was?

Katya was struck by an amused revelation. Neurologists and somatic engineers understood the mechanics of the nervous system well enough to grow cephlinks that interacted directly with human thought processes, allowing the downloading of information, even of sensory data like sight and sound, directly to the brain. Yet they still couldn't precisely define "intelligence," or even measure it on any kind of absolute scale.

Even the slowest genies were almost certainly more intelligent in more different ways than unmodified Terran chimpanzees, and chimps were smart enough to devise tools, plan future actions, and use symbolic language; the smartest genies were brighter—in the sense of knowing more, reasoning better, speaking more clearly—than any dull-witted adult human or, say, a four-year-old human child. Tharby, for instance, to judge by his speech, was probably only a little below the full-human mean on the intelligence scale. Where could one possibly draw any kind of line?

On the other side of the argument were those cultures and economies that required cheap genie labor, or at least claimed to, and insisted that they were bred for happiness doing what they'd been created to do. That argument—and the moral issues of exploiting intelligent genetic constructs—could be as murky and as circular as any question about the nature of intelligence. Even in a society where energy was essentially free, and where most manufacturing was carried out in nanotechnic plants, there were still plenty of jobs suited for specialized laborers. Nanopart assembly, repairing complex or nonstandard circuitry, quality control, running dumbloaders, providing nonvirtual sexual entertainment for people who couldn't or didn't use ViRsexual recreation, those were all tasks too demanding or nonprogrammable to be carried out by robots, too dull-minded to be efficiently or economically handled by socketed workers.

Genies liked their work; they'd been designed to like it. Genies were cheap, easy to make, cheap to maintain. They weren't owned, not in a legal sense, so they couldn't be called slaves, but their contracts were bought and sold by genetic labor brokers, so it amounted to much the same thing. They didn't have the implants in hand or brain to enable them to interact with human datanets, including, of course, financial linkages, so they couldn't be paid in yen or planetary currencies. Instead, they received "labor credits" for room and board, clothing, and other needs, all provided by the humans who held their contracts, their "holders."

Katya wondered how such a disparate band as this one had gotten together in the first place. Where were their holders? Fled, she supposed, when the first Impie fighters started booming down through the skies above Port Jefferson.

Finally, Tharby sighed. "Take 'er out back," he said. "Let's show 'er."

She thought they meant to kill her, but she was escorted out of The Newamie's Down with an almost ceremonial courtesy, taken around the corner of the building through a narrow back alley that opened onto a wider street.

Katya had not been on this side of the building when she'd entered it, hours before, and she was unprepared for the horror she saw there, a nightmare that came upon her so suddenly she gasped and nearly fell.

There'd been a slaughter here, right in the middle of the street, dozens of people cut down by the obscenely neat, random slices of repeated sempu blasts. There were so many pieces of arms and legs and torsos, so many severed heads and recognizable fragments of heads, so many unraveling tangles of internal organs and other chunks that were simply unrecognizable save as raw, blood-soaked meat that Katya could not even begin to guess how many people had been killed here. The blood had pooled in the low-lying parts of the street, ankle-deep or deeper.

People? She checked herself. That vacant-eyed, long-haired head lying in the street a few meters away could be Sonya's identical twin. These were genies, slaughtered en masse. Hell, they must have been packed together in a group, a mob, when the sempu started flying.

"That's what they did to us," Tharby said. "That's why we ain't goin' back. Never. Never."

Katya opened her mouth to say something, anything . . . and the sudden hot lurch in her stomach caught her completely off guard. Turning away from her escorts, she leaned heavily against a wall, emptying her stomach in a racking succession of deep, explosive heaves.

No mere battlefield horror had ever affected her this way. Indeed, years ago, during her recruit training, some of her official downloading had been designed specifically to harden her against the raw stuff of nightmares that was a modern battlefield, scenes exactly like this, wet with crimson gore, and she'd seen the reality plenty of times since.

But nothing could have prepared her for the sheer, mass-murder horror that she saw in front of her now.

"They was hidin' in that warehouse over there," Tharby said behind her. "I saw it. Lots of us did. A stilter came up outside, right over there, ordered 'em t'come out, hands up. They did. It was a full human that was givin' them the order, right? They had t'obey. They came out, an' then th' stilter started shootin' that tangled thread stuff that'll snick off a finger if'n you ain't careful. Chopped 'em to bits, then flamed the warehouse, just t'make sure they was all dead."

"What . . . what kind of stilter?"

Tharby snorted. "Don't know th' name. They's all pretty much the same, right?" He thought about it a moment. "I guess it was one o' the smaller ones, though. An' different from the ones I seen around here late, like."

Imperial, then. But she'd known that. Confed or militia striders wouldn't turn sempu on civilians. She didn't even think they carried sempu in their military inventory.

Katya wondered why they'd done it. Possibly the enemy striderjack had panicked at seeing such a large mob emerging from the building. Or maybe he had orders to spread terror among the area's inhabitants, or to keep large numbers of civilians from wandering around behind the Nihon lines.

Or maybe he'd simply assumed, as so many people did, that genies were biological robots of some kind, near-mindless and of no particular worth save to their owners. Sempu was a cheap way of killing a lot of unarmored or lightly armored people all at once.

"This," she said, her words tasting sour, "is part of what we're fighting against. The Impies've declared war against all of us, you and me. And maybe, maybe I can help you."

"We fightin' our own wars now," Dak said, menace in his voice. "Don't need help from humies. We fight!"

"Against warstriders? Stilters? I don't think so." She nodded toward the length of pipe another laborer held in his hands, a crude club. "Think you'd fare any better than they did, attacking a warstrider with that?"

"Then what are we supposed to do?" a toygirl wailed. "They'll come an' kill us!"

"You could learn to fight," Katya said softly. "And with weapons that'll give you half a chance. But you'll have to decide whose side you're on first."

"We don't need your Con, Confudration," a warehouse loader said. "Way I hear it, th' Chinese an' the Ukies ain't even in this war. We could go there, t' Canton or Nowa-K." He looked around at the others near him, as though searching for support. "This war is between th' Nihons and th' Newamies, right?"

"Yeah. Ain't got nothin' to do with us," a girl added.

"It does if you expect to get out of here alive," Katya replied. "The Impies have their, their stilters everywhere. Hear them? That rumbling noise is them bombarding Jefferson, from the sound of it. You'll have to pass their lines, and I don't think they'll just let you walk through." She gestured at the pitiful scramble of blood-soaked genie body parts. "No more than they let them go."

A discussion started among several of the genies and quickly grew to argument status. Tharby was really getting into it with another techie who looked exactly like him.

The sight was amusing . . . and instructive. Katya had seen her share of poorly written ViRdramas, both narratives and interactives, which had introduced cloned genies at one point or another in the tale. It never failed to amaze her how many people thought in this day and age that clones were copies of one another in mind as well as body, robots as interchangeable as circuit blocks.

Sheer nonsense, of course. Clones many genies might be, but that meant simply that they possessed identical DNA within the nuclei of their cells, not identical thoughts, goals, or ideas. Each was born as an infant just like a full-human child, raised in a créche, and schooled individually—though without cephlinks, of course, they couldn't receive downloads and their education was for that reason sharply limited.

But they were individuals, with all the disagreement and confusion that entailed. The debate shaping up now was between a group urging that the genies slip out of the city and head south, for either Canton or Nowakiyev, and another group urging them to stay, to listen to what Katya had to say, even to help the Confederation against the real enemy that had slaughtered their mannies in the street. Eventually, the argument soon drifted back inside The Newamie's Down, where several genies stood guard over Katya while the rest took their debate into another room.

Katya was tired . . . and hungry too, she realized now. She'd had nothing but soy crackers in the last fifteen-plus hours . . . and lost most of that being sick outside. She was also thirsty, longing to wash the unpleasant taste from her throat. Her captors brought her water but refused to let her forage for more food. Tharby, or someone just like him, told her to sit where she'd been sitting most of that afternoon, and they refused to let her move from the spot.

Otherwise, they seemed to ignore her, listening instead to the conversation continuing in the next room. Genies came and went, joining in the debate, or leaving it. The only time any of them said anything to her was when, nearly two hours after the start of the conference, several toygirls appeared with some male workers in tow, leading them to clear spots on the floor on the other side of the room. One ningyo—was it Sonya?—walked up to Katya, struck a pose, and touched some hidden control at her waist. Her smoke-film holoclothing winked off, leaving her naked save for a belly chain with a small pouch holding personal belongings and the electronics that had holoprojected her clothing. The delicate triangle of her pubic hair was the same silky gold and silver that adorned her head.

"You want to play?" the toygirl had asked, smiling down at her.

"Uh . . . no. No, thank you." She turned her head away. Noisily, across the room, the other toygirls began coupling enthusiastically with the male genies, or with each other. Katya hadn't realized that male constructs enjoyed sex, those that were capable of it, as much as humans. Why had that particular set of behaviors been left in them, she wondered, when artificial methods were necessary to maintain pure genetic lines?

"How 'bout you, Tharby?"

"No, Glora. Not just now."

"Later, then." She turned and walked toward the group orgy. Katya kept her eyes averted. She didn't think of herself as a prude, but she'd been raised within a relatively conservative culture on New America, one that accepted appropriate social nudity, but which strongly disapproved of public sex. Well aware that different cultures viewed such activity in different ways, she was still shocked to encounter those differences in an unexpected setting. Shaken, her gaze met Tharby's.

"Don't condemn 'em," the genie told her. More intelligent than most of his companions, with a better vocabulary, he seemed better versed in the way full humans thought than the others were. "It's th' way they're made. Th' way you made 'em, y'know? They need sex, like you 'n' me need water."

"No," she said. "I didn't know. And I had nothing to do with making them that way."

"No?" He didn't sound convinced.

"Anyway, I don't condemn it. I'm just not, not used to it, is all."

"Yeah. Like we ain't used t' bein' allowed t' be havin' guns, or babies o' our own, or, or th' right t' quit 'n' go elsewhere if we don't like th' way things are, huh?"

"I thought you genies liked your work."

" 'Cause we was made t' like it, right? Well, there's work, an' there's work, an' th' way I heard it explained, DNA can give you an, an aptitude, like, but it can't make hell into heaven, y'know? Even a tailor-made dreamslot can be bad with th' wrong guy ridin' you. An' anyway, things's changed, ain't they? Likin' what we do don't mean we gotta like gettin' butchered like a brainless meatbeast."

His gaze made her uncomfortable, and she decided to change the subject. "What's going to happen to me if they decide not to stay?"

"Beats me." He shrugged philosophically. "Pro'ly kill ya, I guess, so's y'can't tell the Impies where we're goin'."

"But . . . I'm full-human!"

He looked away, shifting uncomfortably. "Maybe . . . maybe some of 'em think it's easier t'kill humies now. After what happened outside."

And he would say nothing more to her throughout the rest of that long night's watch.


Chapter 13

Humanity has a tendency, written into its monkey's genes, to find inferiority in difference. Family names, color of skin, religious belief, political ideology, place of origin, sex, sanitary practices, social status, language, education, intelligence, technological prowess, athletic ability, and—most damning of all, perhaps—failure to abide by the social wisdom of the dominant culture, all these and more have been used throughout history to set one group above another, to establish a pecking order of haves and have-nots, to prove what is thought at the time to be self-evident, that one tribe is superior to another.

—Man and His Works

Karl Gunther Fielding

C.E. 2488

Two hours later, the conference was still going on, rising sometimes to the pitch and intensity of all-out argument. Tharby left Katya after a while, his place taken by a dockworker who regarded her with sullen disapproval. She thought it might be Dak, the laborer she'd taken down earlier, but she didn't want to ask.

This, she decided, would be her best chance to get away, while most of the genies were either coupling on the floor or arguing in the next room, with only this one to watch her. She thought that Tharby might be on her side, that he didn't want to have any part of killing her. Some glimmer of . . . had it been compassion? . . . had lurked behind those golden eyes as he'd said the words, but she was still having trouble reading what they were really thinking. Once, a thick, gravel voice had risen from the eating area. "Aw, gok! Kill 'er an' be done with it!" Was that the same one who'd said almost the same words when she'd first been captured? Or another one?

No matter. Some of the genies, at least, were serious about killing her despite their conditioning. Seeing their fellow mannies cut down like that must have been a devastating shock.

The argument dragged on, and Katya's senses, her awareness of her surroundings, became hyperacute. The genie conditioning to obedience might have been trashed, but they still didn't know what to do with their newfound freedom. They still couldn't decide things for themselves, didn't know how to abide by a vote or to delegate authority. They might never decide anything . . . until one of them took matters into his own hands or a warstrider came smashing through the front wall.

She had to get away. Now.

Dak, if that was his name, was armed with her own PCR. Did he know how to use it? She remembered switching on the weapon's safety when she'd handed it over to Sonya. Katya doubted that any of them knew much about firearms. The idea of arming genies was repellent to most people.

More than once in the past few centuries, geneticists and military research combines had explored an old, old idea. If you could tinker with the human genome to create humanoid constructs that were docile, focused on a particular job, loyal, and clever at certain tasks, wouldn't it be possible to breed a genetically tailored warrior, a creature clever with weapons and at combat craft, fearless, obedient even to suicidal orders, and ruthlessly savage in battle?

The answer should have been yes and the thing had been tried often, but with less than total success. The greatest technical difficulty lay in what to do with the creatures during periods of extended peace. The alternatives appeared to be mass euthanasia—extremely risky when dealing with an entire army composed of tens of thousands of deliberately bred killers—or to watch them go insane from boredom. They liked to kill—that being part and parcel of their tailored genetic makeup—and no responsible government leader was prepared to suggest that they be used in paramilitary police or riot units.

The geneticists never had been able to gene-manipulate creatures that had both a drive to survive on the battlefield, and the sense of altruistic self-sacrifice and common decency that would make them quietly suicide when the war was over. In any case, it took a minimum of twelve years to raise a genie warrior from an embryo, too long, in most cases, to be of any use in a new war. The idea had never caught on, at least so far as Katya was aware.

But, even more than the fact that the attempts to breed DNA-manipulated warriors had so far failed, it was public reaction to the idea of such creatures that had blocked further work in the field. There were countless rumors of secret projects and conspiracies, of armies of artificial warriors kept in suspended animation, of gene-tailored spies and assassins walking in the midst of humanity unobserved. Katya had heard plenty of such stories herself. ViRdramas and documentaries showcasing warrior genies had managed to convince the public not only that gene-tailored soldiers were a bad idea, but that using any genie in the military would somehow lead to disaster.

The idea of actually arming one was unthinkable to most people, at least to those, like Katya, who'd had few dealings with them. Whether or not it was a bad idea in itself, though, the fact remained that few genies ever had the chance to use a weapon of any kind. She'd seen a few handguns among this bunch, probably scrounged from the effects of full humans who'd fled and left their genies to fend for themselves.

But how much had they managed to practice with them?

She stood up. Dak stiffened, the PCR swinging to cover her. "Sit down," he told her.

"I just want a drink of water." She nodded toward the bar. "There's a sink back there that works."

He eyed her uncertainly. "Tharby said fer you t'stay put."

"He didn't mean for you to make me die of thirst!" Hands on hips, she glared down at him. Damn it, genies were bred for loyalty and obedience! Had the deaths of their comrades wiped out every trace of respect for humans? "You want to go ask him?"

Dak stared up at her for a moment, then sagged, looking away. "Go ahead, then. No tricks."

"Of course not!" Turning, she walked toward the bar, a course that took her right past The Newamie's Down's front door. She could feel Dak's eyes on her back, felt the muzzle of the rifle tracking her.

Now!

Lunging suddenly to the side, she dove headfirst out the door, landing on the walkway outside, rolling, coming to her feet already running. "Aw, kuso!" exploded from behind. "Gokin' gun don't work!"

Running as hard as she could, Katya dashed down the street, took one turn left, then another to the right. She needed to get well clear of the area before heading that way . . . north, away from the spaceport and back toward the Newamie lines. Caution quickly slowed her pace. She'd heard no sounds of pursuit, and running wild like that there was no telling what unpleasantness she might stumble into, unseeing. There were streetlights here, each with its own battery pack so some still worked, casting stark pools of illumination that deepened the shadows around. Slowing to a rapid walk, she stuck to the shadows, wishing that she had a warstrider's senses now instead of the only marginally enhanced seeing and hearing of her cephlink.

Nevertheless, she heard them first, and before they saw her. A metallic clank from ahead brought her to an adrenaline-charged halt. Dropping to her belly, she edged her way to the end of the building at her side, then peeked around the corner.

It was an Imperial patrol, and they were checking every building on the street ahead with the meticulous care of professionals as they moved slowly in her direction. A warstrider, a night black Mitsubishi Samurai, stood squarely in the middle of the avenue, as heavily armed and armored foot marines moved from building to building. Man-made lightning flickered to the north, followed by low thunder. By shellfire and streetlamp, Katya estimated thirty men at least, a platoon charged with rooting out those who'd remained behind when the Confederation forces had withdrawn. Farther down the street, masked by shadows, the lumbering bulk of a Zo APW waited, massive and patient. The four-legged armored personnel walker could carry fifty troops or so in its cavernous belly, verifying Katya's guess of a platoon-strength search.

A shout from one of the buildings. Soldiers emerged, prodding three civilians, two men and a woman, ahead with rough caresses from gun butts and muzzles. The sign on the building's front indicated that it was a travel agency, but that meant nothing. Those three must have simply found it a convenient place to shelter from the storm. Troops, faceless in their black armor, lined them up in the street. Orders were barked, too far for Katya to understand. One of the men struggled as a marine grabbed his arm.

They scuffled, and then the struggle was ended by a piercing crack; the man collapsed, rag-doll limp, onto the pavement. More orders . . . and the two remaining prisoners began stripping off their clothes with desperate haste. Soldiers roughly searched prisoners and clothing, then, both bare-handed and with palm-sized circuitry detectors. Katya understood. A deadly weapon could be designed to be insignificantly small and cunningly hidden beneath skin or within a body cavity. Apparently, the searchers found nothing. A final command, and the prisoners were led, naked and with wrists bound behind their backs, down the street toward the waiting Zo.

At a range of some fifty meters, Katya could not tell whether the prisoners were genies or full humans.

With that realization came another. Did it matter?

She decided that it didn't. At the rate the search party was moving, it would reach The Newamie's Down in an hour or less. She'd seen no indication of sentries posted by the genies, not even the commonsense of a lookout on some convenient rooftop. When the Imperials reached them, all of the genies there would be slaughtered . . . or led away like those two captives to uncertain fates in an Imperial internment center.

Katya knew that she could easily avoid that patrol. Knowing where it was, what direction it was moving on, gave her a tremendous advantage. She could circle around behind, cut across to another street, and be on her way north in minutes. She owed the genies nothing. . . .

But she couldn't do it. The whole question of whether genies could be considered human had become meaningless for Katya as soon as she'd met them. If not as intelligent as most people, they spoke, they reasoned, they discussed. Some had treated her with hostility. Others had shown kindness . . . or at least a willingness to listen, which was more than could be said for some full humans she'd known. For some reason, she was reminded of Pol Danver.

Besides, she felt an almost parental responsibility for them. She'd seen how they'd been hurt—abandoned by their creators, then slaughtered by an enemy they didn't even understand.

She couldn't simply leave the survivors to be killed.

Grimly, quietly, Katya began retracing her steps.

The events of the next few hours proved to be anticlimax. She'd walked back in the front door of The Newamie's Down without even being challenged, to find the argument still going full blast. Genies, she decided, were chokies, as long in the tongue as any member of the Confederation Congress. Was that built into their genes, she wondered, to keep them from working together, or was it a trait left over from those strands of human DNA in their cells that remained untampered-with?

She'd walked in, steel coil-tight, ready to break and run if she were attacked. The genies' reaction, though, was almost comical. Tharby had gaped at her, as astonished at seeing her as he might have been at the repeal of some law of physics. Dak had blustered, threatening her with the still-safed combat rifle, while the others had simply stared. She'd stared both of them down.

"I came back to warn you," she'd told them. "There are Impies four blocks from here, coming this way. They're searching every building and rounding up everyone they find. There's a stilter with them, a big one."

That news had ended all debate with the decisiveness of a gunshot. The majority of the genies by that time had already decided that their best bet lay in fleeing Port Jefferson, then making their way south to Nowakiyev. They scattered, some through the building's front door, the rest through other exits. Dak went with them, still clutching the "broken" rifle.

Ten, however, including both Tharby and the ningyo Sonya, had decided to follow Katya to Newamie lines. There was no mention of the earlier threat to kill her; perhaps her warning had changed their minds about "holders." Perhaps they felt gratitude.

Or perhaps it was simply that they retained a few shreds of inborn loyalty.

Exfiltration from behind Imperial lines had not been as difficult as Katya had expected, even with ten civilians in tow. The invaders had still been less than organized at the time, fighting in small, tight groups rather than along a broad front with troops and combat machines arrayed with any kind of depth. Twice, the little party had taken cover in burnt-out shells of buildings as Imperial warstriders and marines stalked along the night-blackened streets outside, but the most dangerous encounter occurred when they were stopped by a nervous New American sentry.

They'd been lucky that the kid had actually challenged them instead of shooting first and checking their IDs later. He'd been young and inexperienced, armed with a bulky Mark XIV plasma rifle longer than he was tall, a clumsy weapon without its steady mount harness, but one that still could have wiped out the refugee party with a single burst as effectively as a blast from an Imperial sempu.

Playing it safe, Katya had "surrendered" to the kid, who was not at all sure that she was not Japanese, then downloaded her ID and current orders to the New American intelligence officer who'd eventually shown up to interrogate her.

Five hours later, she'd been on her way to Stone Mountain.

The rebel forces still clung to Jefferson, but CONMILCOM headquarters had been moved far to the northwest, to an underground bunker complex under Stone Mountain. The place had originally been tunneled out as an armory, a storehouse for Hegemony military supplies and equipment. With New America's secession from the Hegemony, it had been seized and enlarged, until it served now as the new meeting place for the Confederation's government-in-exile.

Travel by air was not safe with so many Imperial ascraft in the sky. Katya had made the trip by groundcar along little-used roads, and four times her driver had pulled off the road, sheltering beneath the feathery sway of New American trees as a flight of Imperial fighters screeched overhead.

She'd been debriefed by Travis Sinclair himself, along with several other senior officers from CONMILCOM. To her considerable surprise, Grant Morton had been there as well. She'd thought the president of the Confederation Congress had escaped with the other pro-independence delegates aboard the Transluxus.

Word of her escape—and her refugee charges—had circulated swiftly through the Confederation camp, attracting considerable interest among the government's higher-ups still on New America. The genies' reception in the Newamie lines, however, had turned out to be less than enthusiastic.

"It might not have been a smart idea bringing them across the lines, my dear," General Dmitrin Kruger had told her, shaking his bald head. The others watched her, impassive. A viewall in the back was set to monitor Jefferson's city center. Much of the capital was already in flames as Imperial forces pounded it from a distance. The Sony Building showed black gaps among glass windows, and Franklin Park had lost most of its trees. Katya thought of the morninglories there and wanted to weep.

"Indeed," General Grier said, nodding. "They're going to be more trouble than they're worth."

"But they want to fight!" she cried. Okay, so the genies weren't trained. That didn't mean they couldn't be trained. Damn it, why were these men so close-minded?

"Yes?" Grier demanded. "And how much use would these, these constructs be against warstriders?"

"That's beside the point!" Katya replied. She'd not forgotten that Grier had ordered a retreat before she'd completed her maneuver at Port Jefferson, but she tried to rein in her anger. "This is their world too! Surely they have the right to help defend it! To help fight for their own freedom!"

Grant Morton cleared his throat, and the other men in the room looked to him. Though no longer a military officer, he retained a keen interest in things military. Like Sinclair, he'd resigned his commission in the Hegemony Guard when his home district had elected him to Congress, but, unlike him, he'd not accepted a new commission in the Confederation armed forces. From what Katya had seen of his military ideas, that was just as well. He seemed to be something of a dilettante.

"Perhaps so, ah, Colonel," Morton said, "though there're some who'd tell you that if they don't have the rights of humans, they don't have the responsibilities either . . . like fighting for a freedom that they can neither understand nor ever hope to attain."

"Why you bigoted, hypocritical—" Katya began, temper flared.

Sinclair interrupted her with an upraised hand. "Gently, Katya. No one here thinks that the genies shouldn't have a say in this."

"We are neither hypocrites nor bigots," Morton told her bluntly. "We are simply practical men, doing our best in difficult times."

"Exactly," Kruger added. "There are, um, thorny political considerations in the question. . . ."

"Rainbow, you mean." She'd heard plenty in the past few months about Rainbow, and its bitter feud with the Emancipator Party of Liberty and elsewhere. "Damn it, General! These are people!"

"Again, my dear," Kruger had said, "not everyone would agree with you. In any case, remember that they were designed to be, um, less than brilliant, shall we say, and that they have no cybernetic prostheses. How useful to our cause could they possibly be?"

Katya had scowled her reply. Kruger tended to treat her with condescension, Morton as a nonentity.

"A word with you, Colonel," Sinclair had said, standing up. "If I may? I think we're about done here."

"Of course, General," Morton said, dismissing them. "Colonel. Thank you for coming."

They'd excused themselves. Minutes later, when they were alone in Sinclair's office, the general had turned on her. "That, Katya, was a very poor display of judgment!"

The words were like a physical blow. If she didn't care for Kruger, Grier, or the rest, she did respect Sinclair.

"I understand the way New Americans think," he told her. "After all, I'm one myself. We have within us a certain egalitarian spirit brought here by our ancestors from Earth, from North America, in fact. It expresses itself as a distinct lack of awe for anyone who is supposed to outrank us.

"But damn it, Colonel, you don't talk back to generals, and you damn sure don't call the president of Congress a bigot!"

"I'm . . . I'm sorry, sir," she said. "I was out of line. I know that."

"Sorry doesn't link." Sinclair had gone on to give Katya the richest chewing-out she'd had since she'd been a hojie, a raw recruit just entering basic training. He'd not raised his voice, he'd kept his cultured and good-natured poise, and he told her that he understood that she'd been through a lot in the past day or so, but he'd reminded her in no uncertain terms that certain military standards of discipline and professionalism had to be set . . . and kept.

"I cannot have officers in my command," he told her, "who can't muster the personal discipline to keep their mouths shut, when necessary, or who dive in blind and unthinking when only cold, hard-headed reason will serve."

And just when Katya had been convinced that Sinclair was about to bust her all the way back down to lieutenant, he'd grinned at her. "So, Colonel Alessandro, do you have any ideas as to how we can use these recruits of yours?"

"Uh . . . sir?"

"Lecture over. Your penance, Katya, will be to come up with some way that we can use these people." She'd blinked at him and he'd laughed. "Well, that is what you wanted, isn't it?"

It was, and she'd given a lot of thought to the problem during her walk back to the Newamie lines. Still shaken by the dressing-down he'd given her, she began to explain her idea.


Chapter 14

We hold that the vast distances sundering world from world and system from system serve to insulate the worlds of Mankind's diaspora from one another and from Earth, and that government cannot adequately bridge so vast a gap of time, space, and culture;

      We hold that the differences between mutually alien, albeit human cultures render impossible a thorough understanding of the needs, necessities, aspirations, goals, and dreams of those disparate worlds by any central government. . . .

      Further, we hold that human culture, economy, and aspirations are too varied to administer, regulate, or restrict by any means, but should be free, allowing each to thrive or fail on its own merits.

—The Declaration of Reason

Travis Ewell Sinclair

C.E. 2542

The New American raiding force had departed from Daikokukichi within twenty hours of their victory there. Dev had been in a hurry to leave. Now they were into the last few hours before breakout, and Dev was linked into Eagle's control system, watching the blue currents of the K-T plenum break past him, feeling their buffet against his ViRsimulated being.

"Dev?" Lara Anders broke into dark and circular thoughts. "Coming up on the final countdown. What's the word?"

Dev considered, then gave the linked analogue to a heavy shrug. "We'll have to play it like we planned it, Lara. Nothing cute, like at Athena. We just drop in like we have every right to be there."

"I'm afraid I agree." He could feel her worry. "But we're running against damned long odds. I'd feel safer with the rest of the squadron at my back."

"Which wouldn't extend our survival time by more than a few minutes, right? This way, at least, we've got a chance. Instead of firepower, we'll be counting on the hidebound blindness of Imperial bureaucracy. Given that, I'd say our chances are really pretty good."

"Oh, we won't have any trouble at all getting in," Lara told him. "It's the getaway that's scaring me."

And me, he thought, but that was not a thought to put out over the link.

Thirty-three days earlier, Eagle had left Daikoku and the rest of the Confederation fleet. The raiders had not destroyed the orbital shipyard or the planetary base, though Dev had been tempted, and his orders from Sinclair had at least given him that option. If the Daikoku Yards were destroyed, Dev had reasoned, the Imperials might well not rebuild them, relying instead on their shipyards within the Sol system, bases that would be extremely difficult to get at. By leaving most of the station intact, it was at least possible that the rebels would be able to help themselves to its bounty again, sometime in the future.

They had grabbed every ship that could fly, however, and as many military consumables—missiles, shells, nano-D—as they could find and load. Those newgrown ships that were not yet operable, including the incomplete shell of the Kako-class cruiser, had been destroyed by timed charges releasing clouds of nano-disassemblers within their hulls, which stripped them down into crumbling, bare-metal skeletons in a matter of hours. The nanovats, too, had been contaminated by specially designed nano, viral self-replicators that entered the shipyard's nanotechnic control modules and corrupted their programming. When the Imperials tried to start them up again, they would find the vats growing garbage instead of starship parts; the Yard's entire maintenance and assembly facility would have to be zero-purged and reprogrammed before it could be brought on-line again, a process that might take a year or more.

The facility crew and marines, disarmed, had been marooned on the planet. There was an old mining habitat called Atlas some thousand kilometers west of the planet's surface facility at Carlson, left over from the planet's pre-Imperial days and abandoned when it became unproductive. As Dev's people were busily stripping the shipyards, ascraft from the Mirach and Vindemiatrix had ferried the prisoners down to Atlas and left them there, first making certain there was food, water, and air enough in the hab domes to last them until the next Hegemony ships came by and picked up the SOS from their emergency beacon.

The personnel at Carlson itself were left alone; Dev had planned to take that facility as well, which was why he'd brought the warstriders aboard Mirach and Vindemiatrix in the first place, but they were no threat where they were, and if they ventured into orbit aboard their own ascraft, the Confederation ships could easily blast them long before they could approach the station.

With that implied threat hanging literally over their heads, the Imperials and the gaijin mining crews at Carlson had obviously decided to sit it out on the surface, and Dev had given orders that they be ignored. He couldn't afford the trouble—or the casualties—of storming their base, and there was no military reason to do so.

All Japanese personnel on the orbital facility were taken to Atlas after routine questioning. The gaijin personnel, however, were given a choice—stranding with their Japanese masters, or a slot with the rebels. Randi Lloyd, the Hegemony shosa in charge of Guard personnel at Daikoku's orbital shipyards, and thirty-two other new Confederation recruits had accepted Dev's offer.

Dev had been disappointed that the number hadn't been higher, but Randi had explained that the rebel cause was still unknown to most people in the Hegemony. The government hardly went out of its way to publish the Confederation's side of things, and for most people within the Hegemony Guard, the rebels were nothing more than a ragged band of discredited malcontents, political agitators, and terrorists . . . if, indeed, they existed at all.

That belief extended to the Imperials as well. People who assumed they were fighting rabble often got careless, and carelessness led to mistakes.

Which, of course, they were counting on . . . that, and the AI codes and security protocols lifted from Daikokukichi's computer. Lloyd's help, Lloyd's treason, might well prove to be the difference between success and failure.

The return journey from Athena to 26 Draconis had seemed to drag on forever, day following day in a slow-crawling procession. Dev had passed that time by spending nearly every waking hour linked in with Eagle's AI; when he wasn't actively participating in jacking the vessel home, he was running simulations, elaborate ViRdramas of what they might find when they dropped out of K-T space on the borders of the 26 Draconis system, given the size and strength of the Imperial force that had called at Daikokukichi.

Basically, the possibilities as Dev had worked them out boiled down to just two: either the Imperials had been able to move swiftly and decisively enough that they'd been able to seize Jefferson—and with it most of the Confederation government—within a few hours or days of their first landing; or the fighting would still be going on when Eagle arrived. The chances of the Confed forces blocking the Imperium's local space superiority were so slim that Eagle's AI wouldn't even assign them a probability. Imperial forces would land; there was no way to stop that. The only question was whether or not they could crack the Confederation defenses and break all resistance on the planet within one week of those landings.

Of the two, Eagle's AI gave a slightly higher probability—one of sixty-one percent, in fact—to a longer, more protracted fight. Engineering the invasion of an entire world with a population of half a billion people was a complex problem in both strategy and logistics. Unless the Nihon admiral in charge had been extraordinarily lucky, or the defenders had been extraordinarily clumsy, by D+7 the Imperials would control New America's major cities and spaceports, including, of course, Jefferson itself, but enough of the Confederation armed forces and local militias would have been able to escape intact that they could almost certainly continue the fight, even if they were forced to become little more than guerrilla units scattered about in the New American Outback.

In fact, the world of New America was especially well suited to guerrilla warfare. Its native, human-compatible ecology would allow the defenders to live off the land; cities, farms, and settlements were not all enclosed within sealed and vulnerable domes, as on Eridu. The rugged, usually mountainous, often heavily forested terrain would shield the defenders both from warstrider patrols and, to a lesser extent, from orbital scans. Though Imperial victory was virtually certain in the long run, New America's defenders could keep the fight going for years, so long as they had the willingness, the heart to do so.

That—the question of heart—was more than anything else what worried Dev as Eagle swam through the blue glory of the godsea toward far 26 Draconis. He remembered the political divisions within the Confederation Congress before he'd left, and wondered if the rebel government might not simply cave in when confronted by the full, crushing weight of Imperial space and ground forces. It was one thing to proclaim the benefits of full independence when the Emperor's battlefleet was forty-eight light-years distant, quite another to proclaim them when that fleet was in orbit, its assault forces pounding on the doors to the Sony Building itself. All it would take would be a majority vote by the more timorous members of Congress, one agreeing to accept Imperial terms, and Eagle might arrive to find the Confederation government dissolved, its army disbanded, and the promise of Sinclair's Declaration of Reason only a fading memory.

Dev was surprised to realize just how much he didn't want that to happen. He still felt ambivalent about the Confederation's chances for victory in the long run, but he'd learned something important from Randi Lloyd, from his decision to betray Empire and Hegemony.

With seventy-eight populated worlds to choose from, with the promise of unnumbered more worlds yet to be discovered and explored beyond the boundaries of the Shichiju, with the technology to create space habitats and orbital colonies entirely independent of the presence of Earthlike worlds, the Cosmos ought to be big enough for everyone, big enough for every group and culture and faction that had its own rules for living and its own goals to reach for.

Ought to be. But Nihon and Earth's Hegemony together were committed to controlling each offshoot of Humankind's diaspora the way a parent Naga controlled its fragment >>selves<<. To maintain that control they needed to maintain conformity. Oddball sects and factions like the Disciples, the Randites, the Greenies, or the Church of Mind of God Universalists needed to be suppressed, or at least actively discouraged from spreading messages of personal freedom or of individuality or of resistance to governmental authority; Japanese thought, in management and in government, stressed the concept of sodan, or group consultation, whereby a consensus could be reached for which no individual need take full responsibility. Consensus and conformity were the keystones of Imperial rule, individuality its greatest enemy. From the government's point of view, for its very survival, individuality had to be suppressed everywhere within the Hegemony simply to keep the assembly of human worlds and cultures from splintering into countless, squabbling fragments.

Dev suspected that such had been the case for authoritarian regimes throughout Earth's history; the disintegration of the Soviet Empire during the closing years of the twentieth century, the collapse of the Chinese state a half century later were obvious cases in point. That most such empires had originally been established—like the Hegemony—to keep the peace and protect their citizens tended to be forgotten in the trail of government-sponsored horrors aimed at promoting conformity of thought.

Sinclair had had much to say about individual liberties, Dev remembered. He'd downloaded Sinclair's Declaration of Reason into his personal RAM, but over the course of the past few months he'd played it back so many times that the words had long since been burned into his organic memory as well. Much of that document, explaining why the Frontier worlds had to sever themselves from Imperium and Hegemony, was devoted to a single theme. No government, it stated, could unite the brawling, clashing, vibrantly discordant variety of human culture without mashing it all into a grim, gray sameness . . . and it shouldn't be allowed to try. Was that a principle worth fighting for, no matter how long the odds?

Dev now knew that it was. Randi Lloyd's decision to help the Confederation force at Daikokukichi had impressed him with just how very much there was at stake in this struggle. If anything stops the Shichiju from becoming a boring sameness on every world it possesses, Sinclair had told him and Katya once, privately, it's the hodgepodge of wonderfully varied human cultures on every planet we've set foot on. Hell, they're what keep things lively!

And Dev was convinced now that Sinclair was right. The odds were still damned long. . . .

Yoroshii. He was in this thing now, and the hell with the long odds. The Confederation had no chance at all if he and all the other jigging chokies caught in the middle of this fight didn't link in and download everything they had to the Cause. Even the Empire would have to admit sooner or later that no government, no matter how sprawling or massive or powerful, could be maintained for long against the active resistance of its citizens. The Shichiju was too large for any one government to control; when enough worlds realized that and demanded independence, something was going to give.

In the meantime, the New American raiding force had taken a big step to throw some mass behind the Confederation's demands. A pity, Dev thought, that there hadn't been a way to loose the Confederation's brand-new navy against the Imperials at 26 Draconis. That would have shaken Imperial complacency!

It would also have been suicide. Though Dev had played through hundreds of tactical simulations to check his initial feeling, he'd been certain from the beginning that the new Confederation fleet could not seriously challenge Ohka Squadron. Hell, that dragonship alone might prove too much for one destroyer and twenty-odd frigates, corvettes, patrol boats, and assorted small stuff . . . and it didn't help at all that most of Dev's people were little better than newbie recruits. Most had jacked ships before, but few had been in combat. Too, they'd been stretched damned thin among the captured vessels; some of the officers and crew on the smaller ships would be standing watch-and-watch all the way to their destination.

If he couldn't challenge the Imperial squadron at New America in battle, then, he would have to find another way to get past them. Before leaving Daikoku, he'd assembled his battle staff and the commanding officers of his force in Eagle's conference lounge for a marathon planning session, discussing alternatives.

Most had recommended that the raiding force return to New America and challenge the Imperials. Understandable. The majority of them were New Americans; it was their homes and families and friends that Donryu was threatening, and the need to go back and do something, anything, was an almost palpable presence in the compartment.

In the end, though, Dev had exercised his command authority and overidden the majority's recommendation; there would be no attempt by the raiding force to engage Donryu or her escorts at New America, not when such an attempt would mean almost certain destruction. Instead, he'd left the captured fleet, as well as Mirach, Tarazed, and Vindemiatrix, at Daikoku, all under the command of Jase Curtis, Tarazed's CO.

He'd given Curtis explicit orders for what they were to do next. Eagle alone would making the passage from Athena to New America, her crew made up entirely of volunteers drawn from the entire squadron. Also aboard were a dozen transport ascraft, some shuttled over from the Tarazed, others picked up new from the Daikoku Yards.

Randi Lloyd, now a commander in the Confederation navy thanks to a field commission conferred on him by Dev, had elected to join Eagle's crew, along with the other gaijin former Guardsmen. The rest had been left on Daikoku with the Imperials. For Eagle's new crew, the five-week journey had been a constant round of preparation and simulation. Dev had an idea about how Eagle might run the Imperial blockade at New America, but it required every one of those thirty-three days for Eagle's crew, working with her AI, to get everything right and ready.

Dev wondered again about the Confederation fleet, Tarazed, Mirach, Vindemiatrix, and all of the captured ships as well. He'd taken a terrific gamble with them.

Almost as large a gamble as he was taking now with the Eagle.

"One minute to breakout." That was the voice of Eagle's AI. Dev could sense the cascade of data flowing through the ship's network. With a pseudovelocity of a light-year per day, overshooting the meticulously calculated instant of breakout by one second could lead to an error of over 110 million kilometers. Only a ship's AI could calculate to that order of precision. Older ships frequently needed to make several K-T space transitions, creeping up on the target through a set of successively tighter calculations.

"All hands," Dev broadcast. "Get ready. Remember, we're supposed to be Imperials. Don't shoot unless I give the word." He measured the flow of data through the navsystem. "Thirty seconds."

Then it was time. Breakout.

They dropped out of K-T space on the mark, ten AUs out from 26 Draconis A, with red dwarf B a tiny ruddy disk hanging in space to the left. There were ships . . . lots of ships, and all were broadcasting Imperial IFF on the fleet frequencies.

"Start squawking," Dev said. Lara gave an order, and Eagle began broadcasting IFF of its own.

The code had been part of the package handed over by Lloyd back at Daikokukichi, recorded when Ohka Squadron had docked at the Yards. With luck, fleet units in-system would register Eagle as another Imperial destroyer, arriving late, or as reinforcements from Earth.

It would take some minutes for the burst of neutrinos marking Eagle's arrival, traveling at the speed of light, to reach Imperial ships sunward. Under Lara's steady guidance, the destroyer accelerated sharply, then fell toward New America, visible in the navsim display as one bright star among many.

Minutes passed . . . slow-dragging. Certainly, the Imperials knew by now of Eagle's arrival. Dev and the others waited, listening, wondering what the response would be.

"D983, D983," a voice called over the ship-to-ship audio. The number referred to Eagle's borrowed identification code. "This is Imperial picket Tosshin. We have received your IFF code transmission. Please confirm your ID visually. Over."

So. They weren't going to take the IFF's word for it. Smart . . . and unfortunate, though Dev had been expecting a challenge. The stakes had just gone up a notch.

"Transmitting vessel at zero-five-eight, ascension two-zero," Eagle's AI said, as a targeting diamond marked the corvette's position ahead and warbook data scrolled across Dev's vision. The picket was a small vessel, a Hari-class corvette of 800 tons, with a twenty-five-man crew. No match for a destroyer, its orders would be to challenge intruders and report to the Imperial's in-system headquarters.

"Range, fourteen point four million kilometers," the AI continued after a brief pause. 'Time delay at that range, forty-eight seconds."

"That's it," Dev told the human components of Eagle's linked network. "Let 'er rip!"

One of Eagle's watch officers gave the actual command, loosing a ViRcom laser transmission stored in Eagle's memory. Traveling at the speed of light, it would reach the Imperial corvette in less than fifty seconds.

Then, in fifty seconds more, allowing for the time delay of any return broadcast, Eagle's anxiously waiting crew would know how effective their preparations had been.


Chapter 15

In the days before cephlinks and virtual reality, of course, EW—Electronic Warfare—was restricted to mean those tactics employed by opposing forces to learn about the enemy's dispositions by listening in on his radio and radar transmissions, while simultaneously baffling his attempts to do the same through jamming and various types of electronic countermeasures.

      With ViRcommunications, of course, the game became far more complicated, and deadly.

—Man and the Stars: A History of Technology

Ieyasu Sutsumi

C.E. 2531

When Dev and Katya had lifted off from Eridu in an ascraft months before, they'd been pursued by Imperial warships, by Amatukaze-class destroyers identical to the Eagle, in fact. As with all ship-to-ship communications, the ViRcom exchanges between Dev and Arasi's captain had been recorded, both by Dev's own cephlink and by the ascraft's lasercom circuits. By downloading those records to Eagle's link network, the destroyer's AI had been able to create a computer analogue of the captain of the Imperial destroyer Arasi.

This is Taisa Yasuo Ihara, the computer-generated image had said, mimicking perfectly the real Ihara's gruff manner and harsh-slurred Nihongo. Captain of the Imperial destroyer Arasi. I require direct passage to Ohka Squadron's operational area. Over.

The time lag, as Eagle's lasercom transmission had crept across intervening space to the waiting corvette, then again as the corvette's lasered reply crawled back, had seemed interminable. Randi Lloyd had provided all of the current Imperial codes and passwords stored at Daikokukichi, as well as every scrap of electronic data he'd been able to record when Ohka Squadron had stopped at his base, but there was always the possibility that Ohka possessed some secret recognition code that Lloyd had not intercepted, or that a real messenger from Munimori would have some private access word agreed upon back on Earth. Of particular concern was whether Arasi and Captain Ihara were still at Eridu, as seemed likely, or whether in the past few months they'd been reassigned to Ohka.

It would be suspicious, to say the least, if a destroyer claiming to be the Arasi dropped out of K-T space with a secret communique for Kawashima . . . and the real Arasi was already parked in orbit a few kilometers off Donryu's starboard side.

"We have a return laser," Eagle's communications officer reported over the link. "They've acknowledged!"

"Play it."

A scene formed in Dev's mind as he accepted the transmission downlink. Giving a mental command, Dev took on a new ViRcomm persona . . . that of Taisa Ihara on Arasi's bridge, as reconstructed by Eagle's AI. According to ViRcomm protocol, the setting for any exchange was aboard the ship belonging to the higher-ranking officer; juniors always reported to their senior's bridge, never the other way around. Dev's persona was seated on a thronelike and purely imaginary seat, surrounded by the bulky jack modules for the bridge crew. Before him stood the persona of a Japanese naval officer in an immaculate dress uniform.

"Yoku irasshaimashita, Taisasan!" the man said, smiling and bowing low. "Welcome, sir! I am Chusa Shioya, of the Imperial corvette Tosshin. Your transmission acknowledged! Please transmit special clearance codes and ID. Over."

Shioya's Nihongo was precise and polite, with no hint of a challenge behind the words.

"Ah, Chusasan!" he said, allowing the computer to shape words in Ihara's cold, rough growl. They sounded strange in his mind's ears. "I am here on the express special orders of Gensui Yasuhiro Munimori, Commander of the First Fleet and Senior Admiral of the Imperial Military Staff. My business is with Chujo Kawashima, and it is classified kimitsu." He paused, to give the words a dramatic emphasis. "There is no need for you to know more. You will tell no one that I am here. Over."

Shioya did not react to the words immediately, of course. The image remained statue still, as though frozen in time, as Dev's reply headed back across the light-seconds.

This was the most critical part of the deception. If Shioya demanded code authentication that Dev could not give, the mission was over. There'd be nothing more to do but turn and flee for K-T space, abandoning Sinclair and Katya and the rest to New America's invaders.

But discipline within the Imperial fleet, as Dev knew well, was imposed from the top down by successive hierarchies of power. A corvette's commander would make a special report to Kawashima only if he'd been specifically ordered to do so; in the absence of such orders, if "Captain Ihara" ordered him to tell no one, invoking the authority of Munimori himself, well, there was a good chance that he would let them pass.

The word kimitsu—the military classification equivalent to "top secret"—would carry a great deal of mass with Shioya as well. No Imperial naval officer, especially one as junior as a commander, would willingly risk tangling with the TJK, the Imperial intelligence service. A single word from a Teikokuno Johokyoku official could ruin almost any military officer's career.

Shioya's image had been waiting patiently throughout the time necessary for the communications lasers to carry Dev's answer back to the Tosshin at the laggardly speed of light, then for Shioya's reply to return. Suddenly, the image stirred, then bowed.

"Hai, Taisasan! As you command! You are clear to shape course for the inner system. This is Imperial picket Tosshin, out!"

The transmission ended, fading to black.

Dev sagged within the linkage, relief flooding through him as Arasi's bridge faded away and was replaced by the more familiar view of stars and black-velvet space. They weren't out of the radiation belt yet, not by seven hundred rads, but they'd taken the first, vital step . . . and managed to carry it off.

Eagle continued accelerating in-system.

The LaG-42 Ghostrider entered the forest clearing and stopped, the wide-band scanners mounted in its chin turret sweeping left and right with quick, urgent flicks, its nanofiage rippling to a pale, dappled pattern of greens and yellows as the sunlight struck it.

At twenty-five and a half tons, a Ghostrider was less than half the mass of a Warlord and had only two slots for jackers, positioned side by side along the top of its long, blunt fuselage. It had less muscle, too; its primary weapons were two Kv-70 weapons packs mounted above and to either side of the hull, plus a hundred-megawatt laser jutting from its chin turret in an improbable and unintended piece of phallic imagery.

Smaller and less powerful offensively the LaG-42 might be, but Katya preferred jacking the Ghost to the Warlord. It was faster, more nimble, and felt more responsive to her guiding thoughts. When she was jacking a Warlord, Katya walked; when she wore a Ghostrider, however, she danced, and the machine's bright feedback played across her cortex receptors like a song.

She took a moment to absorb the play of light and shadow of the forest. New America's native trees were slender below, feathery above. Their movement in even the slightest wind set light to glittering on the wiry tangle of forest undergrowth. Nearby, a swarm of sundancers—smaller, distant cousins to morninglories—bounced and jittered on a shaft of sunlight.

Come on, come on, Katya thought to herself. Where are they?

Movement stirred the fronds at the clearing's far edge. Katya tensed as readouts indicated approaching life-forms, man-sized and man-warm. Was it?

It was. The patrol filed into the clearing, looking less than military as they milled about in an uncertain clump, ten meters from the Ghostrider's guns.

"Keep her hot, Chet," she told her Number Two. Sub-lieutenant Chet Martin was another newbie, painfully young and enough like Ken Maubry in looks and speech and attitudes to have been the dead jacker's brother.

Cannon fodder, she thought bitterly as she broke linkage, then unsealed her slot. Daylight flooded her narrow pilot's module. Worse. Sempu fodder.

Scrambling from the open slot, she worked her way to the ground on handholds strategically placed down the inside of the strider's leg. She'd been thinking along such lines ever since her return to friendly lines, grim, unworthy thoughts, she supposed, for someone who was supposed to be fighting for liberty and justice and all of the other fine words in Sinclair's Declaration.

Why were revolutions won—or lost—on the blood of children?

The people waiting for her in the clearing were children too, of a different sort. The genie who called himself Tharby was there, with fifteen of his mannies, twelve males, three ningyo women.

Two, she noticed, were missing.

"Hello, Tharby," she said. "Welcome back."

The former nanochemical techie didn't even know how to salute yet. Instead, he bobbed his head, the movement clumsy in his broad, flaring helmet. "Hey, Colonel," he said. "We're back."

"So I see. How far did you get?"

The genie leader shifted his Pk-30 laser carbine uncertainly from hand to hand. " 'Bout twenty klicks. There's Impies there. Lots of 'em. Couldn't go no further."

"Good! That's what we wanted you to find out. How many Impies? Where are they?" When he hesitated, she said, "Show me." Stooping, she began sketching out a rough map of the Gaither Valley approaches to Stone Mountain, using a stick to scratch the lines into soft, bare dirt.

The genies had still not been accepted by the Confederation command, at least not completely. Sinclair's authorization had cleared some of the red tape, securing uniforms, light infantry armor, and weapons for them, but she found she still had to be careful not to mention what—or who—the equipment was for to officious supply officers or suspicious bureaucrats. Prejudice against arming genies was not to be found solely among civilians. Military personnel had started off as civilians, after all, and they dragged their prejudices along with them when they joined the service.

The genies stayed in a special camp outside of Stone Mountain, more or less sequestered from other troops. Even so, there'd been trouble. Three days ago, one of the ningyo women had been grabbed by several drunken militia troops and raped. The soldiers responsible were in the brig under the mountain now, awaiting trial. Ever since, there'd been grumbling among the enlisted men to the effect that the prisoners had done nothing wrong. After all, that was what ningyo were for, wasn't it?

Officially, the genies were now the Port Jefferson Scouts, a special unit attached to the 1st Confederation Rangers and directly under Katya's personal command. CONMILCOM had balked at authorizing the unit . . . and then, just one of New America's long days after Katya's return to friendly lines, Jefferson had fallen to the invaders. Everywhere, it seemed, Confederation and militia forces were in full retreat. The 1st Confederation Rangers had drawn up in a semicircle blocking the enemy's advance northwest out of Jefferson, sitting astride a line of rugged, heavily forested ridges and controlling access through a series of broad valleys.

With the Imperials maintaining almost total control of the skies, without even satellites to provide data on Japanese troop movements or ship landings, there was now a truly desperate need for scouts, men and women who could slip close to enemy positions in small groups, record what they saw, and return the information to Stone Mountain. Several Confederation infantry platoons were being converted to this sort of mission, ditching their heavy weapons and assault gear in favor of light armor, nanoflage, and laser carbines.

And Congress had authorized the recruitment of genies.

Katya had been working with them now for only a little over a week. Starting with the ten who'd followed her out of Port Jefferson, she'd added twelve more who'd escaped from the capital, heard that genies were in training at Stone Mountain, and made their way through the wilderness to join them. Technically, the Scouts were just beginning recruit training . . . except that there was no time to do a decent job. If they were to become soldiers, they had to do it now, learning the hard way, in combat.

Which made Katya feel no better about what she'd done. It was bad enough throwing trained infantry at warstriders. Hurling untrained newbies—and genies at that—onto a modern battlefield was little short of murder.

For that reason, her training sessions with them so far had actually concentrated on keeping them out of battle. She'd noticed during their passage across the lines that they moved silently, with a grace and an efficiency that Katya herself, with all her experience, was hard-pressed to match. Genies might be a bit slow to catch on, but they were not clumsy. And while few had ever been outside of an urban environment, they seemed to have no trouble adapting to moving about in the woods. They didn't appear to have a typical city dweller's prejudices about forests or rough terrain.

So far as their tailored behaviors went, Katya had seen few differences between Tharby and the other genies and ordinary humans. If any vestige of their "docile" or "obedient" natures remained, it had been blasted by their experiences outside of Port Jefferson the night after the invaders landed. They seemed more than willing to try anything asked of them, and in some ways they seemed as adaptable as their human counterparts.

Which made sense, Katya admitted. They still had human DNA in their cells, even if it had been tinkered with. If they could just be trained to watch and listen, to sneak up on enemy positions, or stay motionless in a camouflaged listening post for hours at a time, then report back what they'd observed, they would make great scouts.

So far, they'd done well. Though they carried weapons and she'd shown them how to use them, they'd not yet been in a firefight, and she'd impressed on them the need to fade back into the forest if they came under fire.

Her map of Stone Mountain and the Gaither Valley complete, she handed the stick to Tharby. "Where did you run into Impies?" she asked. "Twenty klicks, you said?"

Tharby's brow furrowed as he studied the scratches in the dirt. Map reading was not an intuitive skill for him. It involved a use of symbology that, while not beyond the brighter genies, was not second nature to them, either. "This is valley?" he asked at last, pointing to two slashes leading down the side of the mountain.

"That's right."

"This is maglev?" He drew a line winding past the southwestern face of the mountain. Katya's eyebrows raised. He did understand the symbology. "Yes! Good!"

"Here," he said, marking a spot on the lower end of the valley. "Near maglev where it passes bottom of valley."

"Okay," Katya said, concentrating in turn. This procedure would have been a hell of a lot easier if she could have shared a ViRcom holomap with Tharby, getting him to mark positions in color and 3-D . . . but the genies didn't have cephlinks and wouldn't have known what to do with them if they had.

"And what did you see? Warstriders?"

"Warstriders," Tharby said, nodding. "Four. And soldiers on foot, with guns. And . . . and something else."

"What?"

This was the hardest part of dealing with the genies, getting them to accurately identify what they saw. Four warstriders . . . were they Tachis or Daimyos? Details like that could make a difference. And what was this "something else" that Tharby claimed they'd seen?

The genie was drawing in the dirt again. "Never seen this before," he told her. "Like warstrider, sort of, but no legs. Big."

"No legs? How did it move? Did it fly?"

"No. Wheels . . . and, and something going around th' wheels."

"Tracks?"

He shrugged, but sketched a line of circles, representing wheels, and enclosed them in what could be treads.

"Buildings on top," he continued, still sketching. The drawing was so crude Katya could hardly fit the pieces together into a whole, but Tharby's words raised fresh dread in her. She thought she knew now what he'd seen.

"Guns here . . . and here," Tharby continued. "It . . . it saw Rita and Gove. Killed them. We faded back into woods, like you told us. Soldiers in armor followed us, but we lost 'em."

A few words, but Katya could picture it easily. A sensor sweep had detected the genies where they lurked in the brush. Antipersonnel weapons—machine guns, light lasers, or sempu—had opened up. Death . . . panic . . . and the crash of the enemy thrashing through the woods in pursuit.

"You said this thing was big. How big?"

"Uh . . . maybe as long as from here to . . . to those trees."

Eighty meters, near enough. Even allowing for exaggeration . . .

"Tharby. Don't tell me you saw a siege crawler!"

"Don't know 'bout siege crawlers," Tharby said. He gestured at the child's drawing proudly. "But it looked like this!"

Siege crawlers—massive, mobile fortresses as long as a city block, riding on multiple sets of tracks and massing two thousand tons or more. If the Imperials had siege crawlers on New America, they must be planning for a major push right up the Gaither Valley. Nothing in the Newamie arsenal could stop one of those. Not much could, in fact, except for nukes, and the Imperials had been very careful to maintain a monopoly on nuclear weapons. Possibly a massed warstrider assault . . .

She glanced up at the sky, empty for the moment. There'd been an awful lot of shuttling back and forth to and from orbit by the Imperials, lately. If they'd brought down a crawler, that explained some of the activity. Crawlers were so large they were ferried to and from a planet's surface in pieces, and assembled in place.

"You did wonderfully, Tharby," she told him. "I'm sorry about the two people you lost."

Tharby shrugged. "War means killing," he said simply. "We understand that."

In that moment, Katya could no longer think of the genie as dull-witted or a child.


Chapter 16

      You tell me I can't stand up to monstrous Ajax?

      I tell you I never cringe at war and thundering horses!

      But the will of Zeus will always overpower the will of men,

      and tears away his triumph, all in a lightning flash,

      and at other times he will spur a man to battle.

      Come on, my friend, stand by me, watch me work!

      See if I prove a coward dawn to dusk—your claim—

or I stop some Argive, blazing in all his power,

from fighting on to shield Patroclus' corpse!

—Hector, in The Iliad

Homer

ca. 800 B.C.E.

Space surrounding New America seemed crowded with ships. True, even a vessel as large as a Ryu dragonship was tiny to vanishing insignificance compared to the volume of space through which it orbited, but the IFF and communications code signals flashing across Dev's visual download gave the impression of ships, big and little, jostling one another for slots in low planetary orbit.

Donryu and the five largest cruisers were clustered in a tight, defensive group alongside Highport, orbiting some three hundred kilometers up. Most of the light stuff, corvettes like the Tosshin, and a few frigates, had been dispersed across a defensive, three-dimensional perimeter some forty AUs out. Complete coverage of such a vast area was impossible, of course, but they could keep watch for the neutrino bursts marking incoming starships, and they could report anomalies to Donryu.

The rest of Ohka Squadron, the light cruisers and destroyers, had scattered about New America in separate, world-hugging orbits. That was standard Imperial fleet procedure, and Dev had counted on that when he'd worked out Eagle's possible approach vectors. He'd timed the destroyer's approach for a period when the planet was hidden behind the cratered, slow-moving bulk of Columbia, masking her. Then, as Eagle emerged from behind the moon, skimming scant kilometers above dust gray maria and the silver flash of airless, dust-rounded mountain peaks, Highport and Donryu were just slipping down behind the horizon of New America.

"Nice timing, Commodore," Lara had told him, admiration audible in her mental voice. "That was easy feed slick!"

"The AI showed me how to do it," Dev told her. "All I did was follow directions."

"Yes, but you thought of it in the first place."

Perhaps, but Dev would have been happier with the congratulations coming later. Each step, each minute took Eagle deeper into Ohka Squadron's operational area, a mouse challenging a pride of lions.

Yet, Eagle's solitude and her daring were her chief weapons now, those and her AI's simulations of a Japanese ship captain's link persona. Even with full watch kept by the Imperial pickets, one ship, traveling silently, was all but lost in emptiness, so vast is space.

With a final hard-driving, 6-G burst of deceleration, Eagle slipped into low orbit around the planet a few hours after skimming Columbia's mountains, safely shielded from Donryu by the planet itself.

"Incoming laser communication," Eagle's comm officer warned. "We're being hailed by the Yubari. Naka-class light cruiser. Taisa Mitsuru Hasegawa, commanding."

"I'll take it," Dev said, opening his mind to the ViRcom transmission.

Again, he stood on a ship's bridge. This time, since Taisa Hasegawa was senior to Taisa Ihara in the size and importance of his command, Ihara's image was summoned to the bridge of the Yubari. Too, Hasegawa was older than Arasi's captain. Dev couldn't estimate his age closely but judged that he was certainly in his fifties. Protocol demanded that Ihara/Dev defer to Hasegawa.

"IFF code D983, this is Taisa Hasegawa, of the Imperial light cruiser Yubari."

This time there was no time lag during which Dev could gather his thoughts. Yubari was only a few tens of thousands of kilometers distant.

Dev bowed deeply. This situation called more for tact than for bluster. "Konichiwa, Taisasan. Taisa Ihara, Imperial destroyer Arasi. How can I be of service?"

"Just welcoming you on station, Taisasan." Hasegawa's manner was correct, but friendly. "And looking for news. Did you just arrive from Earth?"

Dev considered before answering. He'd expected to be quizzed by curious Imperials about his origin. Some Imperials here would know Arasi had last been stationed at Chi Draconis. Eridu to Earth was twenty-five and a quarter lights, Earth to New America almost forty-nine, for a travel time of something like seventy-four days at the minimum . . . plus a couple of weeks at least for in-system maneuvers and servicing. The real Arasi could have made that roundabout hop in the intervening months, but it was much safer to say that she'd made the run straight to 26 Draconis from Eridu, a hop of just over thirty-six lights. It was unlikely that any of the ships in Ohka Squadron had been to Eridu recently enough to see that lie.

"We came from Eridu, Taisasan," he told Hasegawa. "A courier from Earth rendezvoused with us there, with special orders."

"Ah. And the news from Eridu? Of the landings there?"

The news chilled, a prickling of worry at the back of Dev's mind. Had the Imperials broken the Eridu truce at last? It made sense, certainly; if they were ready to confront the Confederation head-on by invading their most important world, there was nothing to stop them from snatching Eridu back from the local rebels and restoring the Imperial Peace.

Unfortunately, Hasegawa knew more about the Imperial plans than Dev did. Had Ohka Squadron already received word, by fast courier or by the arrival of ships—such as the real Arasi—that the landings on Eridu had already begun? Or was Hasegawa simply alluding to information acquired on Earth about a landing that was supposed to take place at a certain date, and he was now asking about what Ihara ought to know?

A wrong answer could ruin everything.

"The operation is proceeding according to schedule," Dev said simply, and ambiguously. "Arasi would not have been released to come here were it otherwise, neh?"

"Itarimae-yo!" Hasegawa replied, nodding. "Of course!"

"What is the situation here?"

"All goes well. The initial landings were made with surprisingly light casualties and succeeded in capturing the kaizoku spaceport and landing zones near their capital. We captured the capital itself not long after that. Since then, the rebels have been fighting a guerrilla war from bases in the mountains. From what I've been told, the ground forces expect to capture their military headquarters within the next few days."

"Yatta!" Dev said. "That's great!"

And he meant it. He was not too late! This told him nothing about whether the Confederation government survived . . . or Katya was still alive, but there was still a chance!

"Would you care to exchange downloads, Taisasan?"

"I am very sorry," Dev replied. That was one courtesy he could not afford to engage in . . . a direct sharing of RAM data between the two ship captains. While Dev would have loved to get a download from Hasegawa—on Imperial deployments in-system, for example, or on the current military schedule—Yubari's captain would need only a glimpse into Dev's personal RAM to see through this entire charade. "I cannot."

"Eh?" Hasegawa's eyes narrowed. "Is there some problem?"

It was not impolite, exactly, to refuse a sharing of RAM, since that sharing could be extremely personal. Still, it was an honor for a lower-ranking person to have the request from someone above him, and in the military, especially, such a request was rarely refused.

Unless the person refusing had something to hide.

Dev bowed. "Taisasan, I would be honored to share memories with you. Unfortunately, time is pressing. I have . . . a small problem to attend to, aboard Arasi. Perhaps we could exchange data later."

"Of course," Hasegawa said, bowing in reply. "You must have much to attend to, having just entered orbit."

It was a polite dismissal.

"Thank you, Taisasan. I look forward to talking with you more fully later."

He broke the ViRcom link and awoke weightless in a bridge link module aboard the Eagle. Sweat clung to his forehead. A single bead drifted off the tip of his nose, a tiny, gleaming sphere adrift like a miniature planet. He didn't think Hasegawa was suspicious; more likely, the older man was simply hungry for news. That bespoke much of the organization within Ohka Squadron—and of rumors and stories passed from captain to captain, but little effort at the top of the pyramid to tell them what was really going on.

It made Eagle's deception somewhat easier.

Reentering the ship's linkage network, he alerted Lara and the rest of the bridge officers that it was time to proceed with the plan.

Hours later, Dev was jacked into another slot, bucking a VK-180 Sky wind down from orbit. The big ascraft was brand-new, one of the ships lifted from the Daikoku Shipyard, so new that its hull, though nanocoated for radar and visual stealth, had not yet been painted with group or unit markings. As Dev watched the flow of piloting data scrolling past his mind's-eye view of the reentry fireball, green diamonds marked the probable locations of the seven other ascraft. Other diamonds marked possible contacts. During reentry, all data from outside the fireball was suspect. Ionization trails stretched out for kilometers astern through night side darkness, glowing a vivid green-gold. Then the craft thumped into thicker sky, the fireball fading away as the ascraft's speed dropped below Mach 7.

Moonlight—far brighter here than beneath a full moon on Earth—turned clouds ahead and below to streaks and swirls of molten silver. To port and starboard, the other seven ascraft maintained their formation. It was a lonely feeling, for each ascraft carried but a single crewman, its pilot. No transmissions passed between them, not when the Imperials were certain to be monitoring all such. Aboard Eagle, before launch, Dev had carefully briefed the other pilots on Imperial flight formations and techniques. Their descent toward New America now was nearly flight-academy perfect, a drill for Imperial pilots.

Far below, contrails scratched ivory lines ruler-straight above the clouds. Imperials, those, almost certainly. Would they challenge the intruders, or assume that they were what they seemed to be and let them pass?

Dev shifted his attention to an inset mental view of the ground, a map graphic updated continually by radar and low-wattage laser scans. According to the display, the ascraft were over the Forrestal Sea, with Stone Mountain to the southeast, less than five thousand kilometers ahead.

They had to be at Stone Mountain. The old Hegemony arsenal there was the best defensive position on the planet, and he knew that the government had had contingency plans for moving there should Jefferson fall. There would be plenty of room in the old underground bunkers and warehouses for a government-in-exile, sheltered beneath meters of hard granite. He kept watching the inset display; as the cloud deck broke up beneath the ascraft's belly, low-power laser scans began returning high-definition imagery of the ground and matching it with what the ascraft had stored on New American terrain. Excellent. On course . . . on time. A coastline, then a village—scattered buildings, some outlying farms—flashed by thirty kilometers below.

"Ascraft flight, IFF D369, this is Sorataka Flight Kondoru." The words, clipped and precise, sounded in Dev's mind. Shifting his gaze, Dev could see the Se-280s, four of them, sleek and deadly and taking up positions above and behind the larger, slower ascraft. "Please identify yourself."

"Kondoru, this is ascraft flight Tozan." The flight identifier, a poetic form meaning "Eastern Mountain," had been agreed upon by Dev and the other pilots only hours earlier. "Transmitting code."

Again, the code had been drawn from the signals protocols Lloyd had revealed at Daikoku. Had any of them been changed?

"Tozan, Kondoru. What is your mission, over?"

"Reinforcements for Special Assault Group One. We should have advance clearance from Gensui Munimori."

There was danger here, a danger that grew deeper as the silence stretched out. "Special Assault Group One" was fiction, as was the advance clearance. By speaking of them as though the Se-280 squadron ought to know about them, however, Dev was placing the responsibility of checking squarely with the squadron's skipper. He could radio his headquarters for verification . . . and either lose face because he didn't have the proper information, or, worse, make his commander lose face because he didn't have the proper information.

Or he could assume that the ascraft were what they appeared to be . . . a flight of Imperial ascraft carrying reinforcements to the battle at Stone Mountain.

Hell, what else could they be? Throwing in Munimori's name merely provided an extra bit of incentive. Few squadron commanders would dare call headquarters for verification!

"Tozan, this is Kondoru. You are cleared for your approach. Be careful in Grid 57 slash 10. There's been heavy fighting there all night."

"Affirmative, Kondoru. Thank you."

Together, the four Se-280s stood on their stubby, dihedral wings and arced sharply toward the south. In seconds, the night swallowed even the flare of their exhausts.

At an altitude now of less than ten kilometers, Dev thought he could see the battle ahead. Mountains wrinkled and puckered in the darkness, backlit by the silent flare of explosions. They were past the Nihonjin outriders protecting the battle zone itself. Now all they needed to do was make contact with the Confederation forces . . .

. . . without getting shot out of the sky as Japanese.

Ragnarok—the final battle of the gods—had come to New America. The approaches to Stone Mountain, particularly the broad, gently curving glacial excavation called Gaither Valley, was lit by the near constant strobings of pulse lasers and rocket fire, by the savage detonations of long-range artillery, and by whiplashing swarms of rockets arrowing through the sky on trails of golden light.

Once a town called Anversen had stood here, a farming community on the main road to Stone Mountain. After an earlier Imperial air bombardment little remained but the shattered shells of buildings, jagged black walls upthrust against the dazzling flash and flare of battle. Smoke—both the battle haze of antilaser aerosols and the thicker, darker pillars rising from burning vehicles and buildings—hung heavy across the battlefield, as depressions in the ground filled with the deadly white sheen of nano-D.

The DYN-12 Kyodaina siege crawler had already left a trail through half the ruin of the town, a path not so much of destruction as of complete and utter annihilation. Walls struck by that duralloy behemoth were toppled effortlessly, then ground beneath three-meter tracks that reduced stone blocks and pavement to rubble and mashed the remnants into a pulp of churned earth and gravel. Designed as much for the terror it instilled as for power, the crawler moved slowly, a few kilometers per hour, and it chose its path forward with care. Unlike warstriders, a crawler was restricted to certain types of terrain, to ground solid enough to support its titan's weight, and open enough to admit its breadth.

Very little could stand against it, however. So large a vehicle could carry tons of onboard munitions, anti—nano-D, and the power to charge and fire lasers and particle cannons worthy of a small spaceship. Multiple fusion plants yielded energy and to spare to move wheels four meters across, bearing the weight of meter-thick durasheath armor, slabs of duralloy interspersed with layers of polyceramics, woven diamond monofilament, and superconducting mesh.

Jacked into the long line of onboard control modules, Tai-i Hideki Ozawa, formerly of Blue Company, First Battalion of the Zugaikotsu Regiment, had decided that he definitely preferred warstriders to this crawling monster of a fortress. It was so slow. No matter if this behemoth packed a thousand times the firepower of a single warstrider, he'd much rather be jacking a quick-stepping Tachi.

Ozawa's duty as assault company CO had come to a sudden end at the rebel spaceport, when a Starhawk missile had screamed in from the south, its detonation ripping his Tachi's left leg from its joint and touching off his remaining rockets. He'd punched out, ejecting just as the shattered warstrider had crumpled to the ground and exploded; a week later, with more combat striderjacks available than working machines to pilot, Shosa Yoshitomi had assigned him to the crew detailed to assemble the massive pieces of the siege crawler as they were brought down one by one from orbit. When it had come time to tell off a crew for the beast, Ozawa had immediately volunteered.

He'd seen the beginning of this campaign. Now he wanted to see the end of it. The rebel forces so far had revealed an almost laughable disorganization—contriving at one point a brilliant ambush of his new-landed assault force, then throwing it all away moments later by a hasty and ill-advised retreat. Ozawa still couldn't believe his luck; his force had been trapped and in danger of being utterly crushed when the rebel attack had simply fallen apart.

In the past few weeks, the rebel capital had fallen and several more attacks had been beaten off. As the crawler had grumbled north out of Jefferson, a furious enemy attack had destroyed several of the crawler's supporting warstriders and even managed to put a Starhawk into the monster's upper deck, but they'd been completely unable even to slow the Kyodaina's march. One more good push ought to do it.

But the damned crawler was so slow. . . .

Outwardly, the crawler was much as the genie patrol had described it—flat, broad lower hull supported by six sets of treads, two to either side set one ahead of the other, two more grumbling along within a cavernous well down the center of its belly; and on top, curve-sided domes, barbettes, turrets, and guntowers, the firepower of a small starship grinding up the valley toward Stone Mountain.

Katya watched, her Ghostrider crouched in the sheltering rubble of a half-collapsed building as the land-crawling leviathan passed her position, a scant fifty meters to the north. She could sense the ground trembling as the monster rumbled passed, noted plaster dust spilling from the walls around her in time to the thing's earthquaking rumble.

Gods, it was big! The massive, sprocketed wheels half-glimpsed beneath the port-side armor skirts each were taller than her warstrider. Scanner dishes and the muzzles of weapons pivoted this way and that, seeking targets, and Katya knew a piercing fear, sharp as any dread of night or closeness, as she wondered if the small army of Imperial Marines linked into the behemoth's AI system saw her now.

Unlikely, that. The ambush platoon had been carefully planted here, beneath the covering screens of antisensor aerosols, and crouched now at near total power-down, with only life-support and AI-link network systems on-line. Four enemy striders had already stalked past in close formation and seen nothing. Too, the Imperial crawl-jackers would be concentrating on their target kilometers ahead, the outer ring of the Stone Mountain static defenses, rather than searching for rebels gone to ground.

Her trained eye spotted weakness against the strength, however. It had taken damage during the past hours of combat—a guntower on the starboard side reduced to scrap by a trio of Striker missiles; a gaping, jagged-edge cavern where a Starhawk had nearly scored a kill.

"Christ of the Cosmos!" Sublieutenant Martin called, the words jerked from his thoughts. "We can't attack that thing! We gotta get out of here!"

"Steady, Chet!" Katya snapped back over the Ghostrider's link intercom.

"It's no good! It's no good!" She could sense him fumbling with the mental codes that would release his link.

Sharply, she took full control of the link network, blocking Martin's shutdown, electronically pinning him in place. "Negative, Sublieutenant!" she said. "You can do it or you can come along for the ride, but you're staying right where you are!"

"We . . . we . . . "

Thunder cracked and rolled outside the Ghostrider's hull, as treads ground stone to sand.

"We can do it, damn it! We can take that monster! But we have to stay together, do you understand?" When silence answered her, Katya nudged the volume of her mental voice up a notch. "Are you linked?"

The old recruit training gimmick knifed through Martin's panic. "Uh . . . linked, sir!"

"What was that?"

"LINKED, SIR!"

"Okay! Now you take the chin laser, right? I'm going to be busy!"

"Yes, sir."

"Iceworld, Chet! We can do this."

Now if you could just believe that yourself. . . .

"So! Are you linked, Sub?"

"Linked!" Hesitation. "I . . . I'm sorry, Colonel. . . ."

"Deleted and forgotten. Just pull yourself together. Let's not let the Impies think they're up against an undisciplined rabble!"

"I won't let you down, sir."

"I know you won't."

Courage, Katya knew, was nothing more than the willingness to press ahead despite the terror that turned knees weak, mouths dry, and stomachs to twisting emptiness. Her own fear was as sharp as Martin's but was held under more rigid control.

Still, there had to come that moment, scant seconds away, now, when she would have to give the order and step out from under cover. Worse, still, she would give the order that would assure the deaths of members of this platoon, people she knew and had fought with.

She thought she understood Dev now, his vacillation when it came to wholeheartedly supporting the rebellion. Where was the value in bravery, in sacrifice, in attacks that were little short of suicide, when nothing useful could be accomplished? All the courage in the Shichiju would count for nothing if, minutes from now, her eight warstriders were blazing, hull-torn hulks, and the Imperial crawler was continuing its ponderous advance up the Gaither Valley.

Yet something had to be tried. Do nothing, and failure was certain. The Confederation would be crushed.

Pushing the darkness back in her mind, Katya braced to give the order.


Chapter 17

Section I: TANK HUNTING.

      THE ADVANTAGES ARE WITH THE HUNTER. The big game sometimes hunted . . . are tanks. Like any other kind of big game hunting, the advantages are with the hunter; he almost always is the winner; but there is enough danger to keep the hunter on his toes. With courage and determination [he] can use his weapons to hunt down and destroy 80,000 pounds of fighting steel.

—Basic Field Manual

Engineer Soldier's Handbook
FM21-105, Chapter 7, Section 1

mid-twentieth century

A warstrider close-assault was the Confederation's sole remaining chance to stop the crawler short of Stone Mountain, a last-ditch effort before it reached the fortress's static defenses. Hours before, a powerful mine hidden in the monster's path had been detected by the Impies and detonated harmlessly. Then a defensive line of Ranger and militia warstriders behind a fabricrete barricade had been swept aside, the wall smashed through.

A savage strider-to-strider battle at the wall had stopped most of the Imperial striders escorting the crawler, but the tracked combat machine's armor had proven too thick for the rebel weapons. It had continued its relentless advance up the valley, alone now save for intermittent strikes by covering ascraft and a light support force of three Tachis and a Katana. Intelligence reports told of more Imperial warstriders massing a few kilometers to the southeast, pushing forward in the crawler's wake. They would be the enemy's final assault force, meant to overrun the Confederation compound once the crawler had breached its inner perimeter.

And then . . . hope! Unexpected and vanishingly slender the hope might be, yet remote-jacked surveillance drones had spotted damage to the crawler's hull after the fight at the breach. Hits had scored after all, weaknesses been revealed. An ambush plan had been worked up, hastily planned, more hastily laid. The town of Anversen offered the last place along the crawler's expected route where a strider close-assault team could be hidden with a chance of reaching the crawler's side.

The ambush plan called for crippling the monster, if possible, by disabling its driver wheel with planted packs of high explosive, or by adding to the destruction amidships already wreaked by Starhawk and Strikers.

"Okay, team," Katya broadcast over the tactical net. "Full power! Let's do it! Now!"

She urged the Ghostrider forward, smashing through the sheltering face of a flame-scorched wall in an explosion of rubble and dust. The crawler, alerted, perhaps, by her radio emissions, bathed her emerging machine in radar and laser illumination, as point defense weapons pivoted swiftly to track and bring her down.

Katya triggered her Kv-70 weapons packs, hurling a salvo of M-490 rockets at nearly point-blank range. They struck dead on target in stuttering, flare-streaked bursts, their warheads alternating high explosives with charges of duralloy-devouring nano-D. Martin fired the hundred-megawatt chin laser in a ripple of quick-pulsed bursts, taking out a line of point defense lasers and hivel cannons on the monster's flank, then triggered a smoke screen of antilaser aerosols. White fog blanketed Katya's view, thinning as she sent the Ghostrider forward with ground-eating sweeps of its long legs.

To left and right, seven other warstriders in her ad hoc assault platoon emerged from cover as well, hammering away at the behemoth with everything from laser and CPG fire to high-speed deplur rounds from shrieking rotary cannons. Missiles scratched and flashed through the sky, slamming home in thunderous detonations. The night was filled with white flame and violence.

As Katya raced forward, her Ghostrider's long legs scissoring through the smoke, she had a clear shot at the lead driver wheel and concentrated her fire on that. The damaged section of the crawler's hull was a good fifty meters farther back along that curving, black cliff, and high enough up on the thing's broad and thickly armored deck that she would not have a clear shot at it.

Tucked in close behind the Ghostrider's chin turret was a McEverett Pack, a tubular, plastic satchel filled with one hundred kilos of C-30 plastic explosives and a fusion detonator with time and pressure triggers. An arm with gripper manipulators had been plugged into the Ghostrider's number-three auxiliary link-interfaced hardpoint. As Katya moved, she mentally shifted link control for her left arm from the strider's left-side weapons pack to the remote arm, passing the weapons pod to Chet's control. With a shrill whine of servomotors, the arm unfolded, dangling heavily between the strider's legs and dragging the heavy pack with it.

Together, she and Chet kept up their barrage against the crawler. Shots struck home, flashing and cracking with savage detonations, but to little outward effect. The wheel and its bearings were heavily shielded, the track itself composed of nanowoven diacarb fifteen centimeters thick. Even as her first shots slammed into armor, point defense lasers mounted in teardrop barbettes above the skirt swiveled to take the Ghostrider under fire.

Katya pushed harder as hundred-megawatt bursts of coherent light snapped into the Ghost's starboard hull, melting armor in glittering puffs of vapor. Warning flags flashed in her mind: power loss . . . damage to the right weapons pack . . . damage to the right motivator array . . .

At least the McEverett Pack was still okay. Touch that with a laser and there'd be little left of the Ghostrider save scrap.

Closer! She had to get closer! If the big main guns were able to depress far enough to track her, she and the other seven striders were already dead. "Closer everyone!" she yelled over the tactical link channel. "Get in closer!"

"I'm with you!" Captain Phillad Jobrey's Scoutstrider stilted past her on the right, its CA-5000 high-velocity auto cannon slamming rounds, two a second, squarely into the target. Pawlovski's Ghostrider, forty meters away, crumbled in a fusillade of close-up bursts, writhing as lightning played across its hull. Then the other strider's explosives pack detonated, the blast filling the air with hurtling chunks of hot metal, the concussion jolting Katya and nearly making her stumble.

The crawler's skirts and track were like a sheer cliff now, just ahead. Lightning grated against her eyes, painful even as her strider's AI stepped down the illumination to safe levels, and a volcano's thunder pealed. For a horrible instant she thought she'd been hit. Then she realized that she'd witnessed the muzzle discharge of the crawler's main gun, a particle cannon as powerful as those mounted by a light cruiser. Its target, a Confederation gun emplacement on the face of Stone Mountain fifteen kilometers away vanished in a dazzling pulse of pure light and the forked, blue-white stab of grounding charge.

The last of her right-side M-490 rockets slammed into the crawler's driver wheel from a range of fifteen meters, still without effect. Enough nano-D must be clinging to that armor by now to eat a hole through a dragonship's hull, but clouds of anti-nano were already boiling down the vehicle's curved side like dry ice fog, neutralizing the corrosive vapor before it had more than pitted the duralloy's surface.

All she had now was her chin turret laser, and its hundred-megawatt bursts would no more than scratch the surface of the thing. Snapping an order to Martin to keep firing, she tried to move closer. If she could just get close enough to plant the McEverett charge in the port-side tread. . . .

Ozawa watched the rebel close-assault waver with an inward nod of satisfaction. Again, the rebels had been unable to properly coordinate their attack. So few striders offered little threat to the crawler and would be easy targets for the supporting Imperial warstriders outside and for the crawler's own guns.

There was a likely target, a LaG-42 Ghostrider sprinting into his watch area. He swung the targeting cursor for his big, two hundred-megawatt laser onto the target. Lock! He triggered the weapon. . . .

A laser bolt slashed into the Ghostrider's upper hull as Katya lunged forward. Smoke erupted from a red-hot crater. Warning flags danced at the borders of her vision. Fire erupted from the Ghostrider's left shoulder assembly; Chet engaged the fire control dispensers, bathing the strider's upper works in an icy fog.

Damage? Some armor lost, but nothing serious . . . yet. Another such hit would boil through the strider's internal circuits like a railgun bolt through tissue.

She was still lugging the McEverett Pack, but she wouldn't be able to use it unless she could get all the way up to the crawler's side. The volume of laser fire from the huge vehicle was frightful; twenty meters to go. . . .

By the flaring light of rapid-fire explosions, she saw truth. They were never going to wade through fire this heavy. Close-assaulting a crawler required a regiment of warstriders, not a single, ragged platoon.

Yet to retreat was unthinkable. Safety was in the hulking lee of the giant; to move back was to move into the target lock of heavy lasers and the buzz saw caress of hivel rotaries.

"Colonel!" Jobrey called. "We've got Imperial ascraft, coming in at three-zero-zero!"

From the other side of this slow-moving duralloy mountain. Craning a hull sensor, she searched the night sky.

There! They dropped out of heaven like black, stub-winged bats, illuminated from beneath by the crawler's searchlights. Katya groaned as she saw them . . . three . . . no, four ascraft, a Typhoon and three Skywinds. Each could hold a number of warstriders, or a bellyfull of armored infantry. If this was the crawler's infantry support, moved up to close with its attackers, then the battle was nearly over. The close-assault force was down to five machines. They couldn't face the crawler and a company of Imperial striders as well. . . .

Tracers and laser beams snapped toward the newcomers, but Katya's orders snapped louder. "Never mind them! Kill the crawler, damn it! We've got to kill the crawler!"

If they could . . . before the reinforcements landed.

Ozawa cursed as he saw the LaG-42 stagger, then continue moving. The enemy machine was so close that hitting the damned thing was almost impossible, a tight deflection shot against a swiftly moving target.

One last chance. The Ghostrider was moving more slowly now, clearly damaged, and Ozawa's cursor slid onto the machine's torso and flashed red, the signal for a target lock.

The rebels really were a pathetic lot. Even if they managed to get too close for the crawler's point defense weapons, the aircraft hovering overhead would pick them off easily. He began forming the command to fire. . . .

The jolt was unexpected, an earthquake shuddering up through the siege crawler's treads, unfelt by the men in link but noticeable as the landscape outside shuddered. An instant later, power failed with a burst of static, and Ozawa was kicked off-line . . .

. . . to awaken an instant later in a searing, flaming hell, his legs already withering away in the blast furnace heat of molten metal spilling into the jacker compartment. Hideki Ozawa had time for a single shriek of agony before he died, still wondering what had gone wrong.

The lead ascraft balanced in on shrill-hissing jets of superheated plasma, hovering fifty meters above and behind the crawler. The laser bolts that seared into the giant ground combat machine's back numbed the senses, numbed the mind, so startling, so completely unexpected were they. The other flyers were joining in, lancing shot after shot into the already damaged sections of the crawler's armor, striking and striking and striking as explosions lit up the sky.

Smoke was boiling from the old Starhawk wound, now, and an interior explosion sent bits of burning metal hurtling high into the air. Point defense lasers swiveled, bearing on this new and devastating threat from above. In an exchange too quick to follow, hundreds of laser bolts crisscrossed through the dark. Laser turrets flared white-hot and melted; one ascraft circled toward the south, wing holed and smoke pouring from a savaged engine, but now the defense lasers had ceased firing, their control systems knocked off-line. The ascraft hovered lower, their belly turrets scant meters above their targets as they continued to fire.

"God!" Jobrey called over the Confederation net, awe turning his voice ragged. "Colonel, who are those people?"

"Never mind! never mind! Just plant the goking charges!"

Delight leaped and thrilled in Katya's thoughts . . . and excitement. "That," she said, "has got to be Devis Cameron! No one else I know would take on a siege crawler with transports!"

To her left, Lauber's aging Calliopede exploded, red flames licking up into the night. "Colonel!" Chet yelled over the link. "Check your nine!"

As quickly as it had come, delight and excitement were gone, replaced by the battle-keen awareness of danger. Movement, silhouetted against the burning night. Warstriders, Imperial warstriders, were racing toward her from the left. The crawler's support force had been spread out farther ahead but was reacting now to the rebel close-assault with a thundering charge. As the skeleton of Lauber's Calliopede crumbled in the flames, a pair of Tachis opened fire on Katya's Ghostrider, their twin, 88mm lasers in a flat dorsal turret lancing through the smoke- and dust-laden air.

A KR-9 Manta, Gerris Fitzhugh's machine, staggered beneath the touch of diamond-hard laser light. His left weapons pod detonated, a reserve of chemflamer fuel ignited. The wreckage flared, then burned like a torch. Katya saw none of the crew eject.

Then the Tachis were on her. Concentrating fire from her chin laser on the closest one, she saw it stagger, its dorsal turret flaming. Rockets slammed in from somewhere, toppling the machine as she shifted her targeting to the second Tachi.

Explosions flashed like lightning, and their thunder was an endless, keening roar. Something hit her Ghostrider hard, square in the torso, and the ready light for her laser winked out.

She was completely unarmed now, save for the McEverett Pack, and the surviving Tachi was blocking her path.

From behind a tumbled-down wall, Tharby rose, the satchel charge clutched in one hand. "Let's go!"

The genies weren't supposed to be here, weren't supposed to be anywhere within ten kilometers of the fighting, but when he'd heard that the Colonel had volunteered to try to take down the moving, armored mountain he and the others had seen in the valley, Tharby had known that, once again, the genies were going to demonstrate their newfound capability for disobedience. The Port Jefferson Scouts had slipped out of their encampment shortly after Colonel Alessandro had departed, hours before. They'd trailed her at a safe distance, then found hiding places of their own in the ruins. Tharby knew in principle what those huge McEverett Packs were supposed to do, since he and some of the other techies had helped assemble them. It had been simple to put together smaller packs of HE, massing thirty kilos apiece and easily genie-portable.

The initial flash and thunder as the ambush erupted had caught all of the genies by surprise, and several had scurried away into the night. More had fled with the approach of the ascraft, or with the attack of the Imperial stilters seconds later.

Tharby and four other techies had held on, however, eyes narrowed to yellow slits against the glare, hands cupped over ears as peal followed deafening peal. No one, genie or full human, could survive unprotected in that hell of fire and noise, but Tharby was determined to wait for his chance. . . .

Then he'd seen the Colonel's machine engage one of the stilters and knock it down. There was a whirlwind exchange of fire. Flame roared; the Colonel's machine had been hit, and hit hard.

"Now!" he yelled, leaping forward. "Take th' bastards!"

Their original idea had been to attack the siege crawler, but watching the monster lumber forward out of the night, Tharby was realist enough to know that his paltry, thirty-kilo charges were not going to even scratch that massive armor. But another target had presented itself . . . the small strider squaring off now against the Colonel's bigger machine.

The five genies bounded across the open. . . .

The laser ready light winked on as Katya willed a bypass circuit to life. Ignoring warnings of coolant leaks and overheating, Katya triggered the chin laser, spearing the Tachi in front of her with white light. The nano aerosols and anti-laser fogs were heavy here, drinking the energy like a sponge, but at point-blank range she was bound to do some damage.

The Tachi staggered, a section of its left torso glowing like a red-hot coal, but it didn't fall. Katya took a step closer. . . .

Movement caught her attention, stayed the thought that was about to launch another bolt of coherent light. Were those crunchies swarming over the Tachi's feet?

The Tachi seemed to detect this new threat at the same moment, its angular torso bobbing in an almost comical parody of a bird doing a double take at its own feet. A point defense machine gun mounted in a ball turret pivoted. . . .

A gun on the Tachi spoke and Nomet was torn open from throat to crotch, the splatter of his blood as black as ink in the dim light. Tharby leaped onto the stilter's broad, flanged foot as gunfire shrieked. Close beside him, Kanned threw up his long arms and went down in a bloody, thrashing tangle, but Tharby managed to cling to the monster's leg with one hand as he jammed his satchel charge into an unarmored gap in the thing's foot just where it joined the massive upright of the leg.

Kanned was sprawled motionless on the ground now, but Yodi and Leddun were on the strider's other foot, ramming their charges home. Overhead, the machine gun spoke again . . . then exploded as the Colonel's Ghostrider lanced it with a dazzling beam of light. The flash was blinding, and nail-sized chunks of metal pinged and bounced off Tharby's body armor. Then the Tachi's leg started to come up, and he just had time to yank the arming string before the foot snapped forward, whipping him off like a dog shaken from the back of an angry bear. Leddun screamed, his body writhing in a halo of white flame.

An instant later the charges went off with a triple thunderclap of sound. With a shriek that was almost human, the Imperial strider twisted wildly, fighting for balance, then toppled to the side. . . .

Now was her chance! Katya urged the Ghostrider forward as the second Tachi fell, still startled by the boldness of the assault she'd just witnessed. Three of the five genies were down, the others bolting for cover, but they'd blown one foot clean off the Tachi and badly mangled the other.

No time to wonder. Ten more strides and the LaG-42 was alongside the crawler, badly hurt, but still advancing with all the relentlessly unstoppable power of an incoming tide on New America. Smoothly, concentrating on moving her hardpoint arm like her body's real arm and not like the more familiar Ghostrider weapons pod, she extended the remote gripper, still clinging to the McEverett Pack.

A sharp crack sounded close beside her, and duralloy bearings and shifting clouds of monofilament wire sang through the air, clattering off her armor like hail. The crawler's skirts were protected by auto-triggered frag launchers and sempu, deadly against infantry, but of little effect against a warstrider. Stepping through the hail, she swung the McEverett Pack, lobbing it underhanded onto the track in the space between two massive wheels.

Monofilament wire from the sempu blast tangled her duralloy armor, peeling off flakes of metal, binding her gripper hand to the pack. Panic gibbered, not far beneath her surface control. As the crawler continued forward, the McEverett Pack began slipping beneath one wheel, tugging her irresistibly forward.

With an almost explosive, coded thought, she jettisoned the arm. Her Ghostrider took a staggering step backward, suddenly freed. Then she pivoted and ducked, knowing that at any instant the detonator's pressure trigger would—

WHAM!

The blast picked the LaG-42 Ghostrider up off its feet, depositing it in a clattering, tumbling tangle of legs and hull extensions ten meters away. The fireball arced into the sky, blinding, dazzling in its intensity, and one of the house-sized wheels bounced and rolled past Katya's vision like a rim-bent child's hoop.

"Chet! Are you okay?"

No answer . . . not even a feed link through the strider's inboard ICS. Either Martin was off-line, or he was dead.

There was nothing to be done about it now. Raising the Ghostrider unsteadily to its feet, she turned, scanning the crawler. One hundred kilos of C-30 downloaded nearly a billion joules of energy in an instant, approximating the sheer destructive power of five hundred 100-MW lasers discharging at once. Katya saw chunks of duralloy spinning away through the smoke. The armor skirt had peeled up and away as though gashed by a giant's talon, and the port-forward tread had disintegrated into hurtling slabs of jagged metal.

The crawler, Katya saw, was no longer moving, no longer firing back. Either its crew was dead, or they'd been knocked off-line. The siege crawler had been reduced now to an inert, smoking mountain of duralloy.

Fifty meters away, one of the ascraft was landing, balancing to earth on shrill-whistling plasma jets. Katya tagged it with a comm laser.

"That," she said over the link, "was definitely in the proverbial nick of time!"

"Not really," Dev's voice replied. "We should have been here three hours ago."

Katya's heart leaped. It was him! It was!

"We landed at Stone Mountain first," Dev continued. "About three hours ago. I met General Sinclair at the field apron, and he told me where you were, what you were doing. Our ascraft are brand-new. They had mounts, but no weapons. We had the maintenance crews at the Mountain install the lasers and power packs and, well, here we are."

"Another five minutes and you would've been too late," Katya told him. "That's still pretty goking good timing!"

"Can that thing you're wearing still move?"

Katya turned sensors on her own hull. Most of her nanoflage had been stripped off right down to flame-scorched bare metal. Her left weapons pod was missing, as were half a dozen scanners and instrumentation pods. She estimated her input feeds were down by at least forty percent.

But a level one diagnostic showed that the battered machine could still stride. "Just watch me!"

"Come on, then. We'll give you and your people a lift back to Stone Mountain."

"On our way!"


Chapter 18

There is a great deal of talk about loyalty from the bottom to the top. Loyalty from the top down is even more necessary and much less prevalent.

—War As I Knew It

General George S. Patton, Jr.

C.E. 1947

There was no sign of what was left of that unexpected infantry support team, but all four surviving warstriders boarded the grounded Typhoon, slotting into external rider slots in its belly, tucked away beneath the anhedral slant of its stubby wings. Eight minutes later, they were descending toward Stone Mountain Field, a stretch of camouflaged fabricrete apron surrounded by towering, feather-topped trees.

Katya's first need was to find out what had happened to Martin. The external controls to his module were dead, so a maintenance tech used a locking tool to crank it open manually.

The young pilot blinked up at her from his coffin, then shook his head. "Don't know what happened, Colonel. I got booted off-line and couldn't get back on."

"That's okay, Chet," she told him, relief turning her weak. "You stuck with me, didn't you?"

He grinned. "Not that I had much choice!" He was going to be okay.

"Hello, stranger."

Katya turned. Dev was there, tall and haggard-looking and grinning broadly. She fell into his arms, surprised by her own response . . . as was he. They kissed.

"That's a nice welcome," he said, his eyes laughing. "I'm glad to see you too. You look wonderful!"

Her jacker's bodysuit had molded itself to her torso like a second skin, plastered down by sweat. Her hair was dripping and smelled like the fur of a wet, long-haired cat. She felt dirty . . . no, filthy, and could smell her own stink clinging to her like a program-active nano-D cloud. She was in desperate need of a long shower and at least twenty hours of sleep.

And this guy thought she looked good?

A nearby entrance, concealed beneath armor, earth, and nanoflaged sheets of plastic, led through massive blast doors into the mountain's interior.

Sinclair was waiting for them in a small, bare-walled conference room, part of the complex of underground vaults known to the striderjacks as "the Bunker."

"We were watching your performance through drone sensors," Sinclair said as Katya took her place next to Dev at the long, synthwood table. Other officers were present as well: Generals Smith, Kruger, and Grier, as well as some members of their staffs.

"Colonel, that was a magnificent performance!" Smith enthused. "Congratulations!"

"It was Dev here who pulled it off, sir," she said. Enthusiasm bubbled, barely suppressed. She was alive . . . and so was he! "He pinned enough of the brute's PDLs that I was able to get a charge placed."

"Well, you did everything you said you'd do," Sinclair told her. "Preliminary reports have the rest of the Impie striders in full retreat. This'll hold them up for another day or two at least. We all owe you, owe you both a tremendous debt."

She looked at Dev. "Did you bring reinforcements from Athena? How many?"

He shook his head. "Sorry, Katya. I've already gone over this with these gentlemen. When I heard that a Ryu-class was going to get here before me, I sent the fleet elsewhere. To bring it back here would have been suicide."

"Surely it would be better to try!" A cooler rationality reasserted itself then, smoothing over the warm flush of victory, and survival. "Okay. No reinforcements. At least we have a breather, now. But I'm not sure it helps us much. Even if they only brought one crawler, it won't be long before their strider force wears us down. And we have no place else to go."

"But we do," Sinclair said gently. "Katya, it's time to carry out the rest of the plan. We've got to leave, for Herakles."

She stared at Sinclair for a moment, uncomprehending. Tired to the point where she could scarcely stand, with the pulse of combat still thrilling at her temples, the general's words didn't at first make sense. Leave? Now?

After she and the people with her had suffered so much, had invested so much in defending this place?

"Most of the delegates slipped out just ahead of the invasion," Sinclair explained to Dev. "They should be nearly at Mu Herculis by now. They took Fred with them."

"How many more do you want to get out?" Dev asked.

Sinclair glanced around the room at the others. "Senior staff," he said. "Myself . . . though I hate like hell abandoning ship in the middle of this."

"You have to go, sir," General Kruger said. Unlike Smith, Grier, or Sinclair, he was unshaven and his uniform blotched with dirt and sweat. The militia general had been in the field almost continuously since the invasion had begun. "We'll keep fighting the bastards here. They'll have to level every damned mountain in the Outback to root every last one of us out."

Katya felt cold. The exultation of victory had soured.

"That's . . . it then? We're just leaving?"

"We have no choice, Katya," Sinclair said. "Now, people, I can't stress enough the need for complete secrecy. We will be limited as to how many people we can take out. Captain Cameron has only a single ship. This evacuation will be restricted to only absolutely essential personnel—"

"Excuse me, General," Katya said. "But what about the Rangers?"

"We're going to be too tight for space," Dev pointed out.

"We can bring out a few of your best people," Sinclair added. "We'll need them for the nucleus of a new 1st Confederation Rangers, on Herakles."

"You'll have a couple hundred troops to work with," Dev said, grinning. "Remember, I stole half of your Rangers for the Athena raid."

"That's not the point! I can't just abandon my people here!" Emotions seethed as rigidly held self-control cracked. She could feel the tears on her cheeks, the stinging in her eyes, but she didn't care. "My . . . my place is here! I can't go with you!"

"I'm sorry, Colonel," Sinclair said gently. "But you must. That's an order. You and Captain Cameron are the only two people who've had more than cursory contact with the Naga so far. And we're counting on you to establish contact with the Heraklean Naga. Everything depends on that. Do you understand?"

She looked at Dev, who stared back at her with a hard, level gaze. "Linked," she said. "But it's one goking hell of a way to run a war."

Hours later, she entered the encampment set aside for the genies, nearly ten kilometers down the slope from the landing field. It was almost full dark, though Columbia shed a blanket of cold, silver light across forest and looming mountain face. The sky was empty, and there was no threat on the southeastern horizon save the pale skyglow of Jefferson.

It was almost possible to forget that there was a war.

"Wait for me," she told the jacker of the magflitter that had brought her here, then opened the bubble top and stepped off into the brisk evening air. Squaring her shoulders, she got her bearings, then strode toward the main gate.

She was dreading this encounter.

A young soldier in armor stopped her and demanded her palmed ID before admitting her to the camp. The site itself was little more than a clearing lined with hastily erected plasform barracks half-buried in dirt and roofed over by meter upon meter of nanoflage sheeting. There were no open lights, no fires. The building she was looking for was at the end of what might generously have been termed a street.

The camp's official name was Bravo-three-seven, though the troops quartered there had taken to calling it Camp Baka . . . Camp Fool. Most of them were local militia, though this one round-roofed building housed the Port Jefferson Scouts. A guard—a human—-admitted her past the guard station at the front door.

With the front door sealed off by a blanket hanging from the ceiling, there was light inside . . . and music. She was embraced by both as she stepped into the warmth of the barracks.

. . and Nagai had withdrawn.

But Morgan called us to his side, Hegemon infantry.

And let us choose to stand and die, or choose instead to flee.

The words and rhythm of "The Ballad of Morgan's Hold" pounded at her. Inside the curtain was a typical military barracks, lined with bunk beds and lockers and occupied by perhaps fifty people. Katya was surprised at the number. Only eighteen genies were carried on the Scouts' muster list at the moment, and so far as she knew no more were due to join the tiny genie outfit.

Then she realized that most of the people in the room were full humans.

One of the humans was jacked into a mentar, which he held in his lap, eyes closed as his thoughts shaped the chords falling from it in rippling, pattering trills. The rest were singing along.

We disobeyed our orders when they said to sound retreat.

And Morgan laughed and said "My God, we'll see who's the elite!"

For fighting steel had broken faith, the samurai had fled.

But Morgan's men defied Nagai, they stood and fought and bled.

Coincidence—and biting irony—bemused her. "The Ballad of Morgan's Hold" was an infantryman's song from long before the rebellion, one commemorating a heroic last stand on, of all places, Herakles. A handful of troops, of crunchies, under the command of Captain David Morgan, had held off wave after wave of Xenophobe attacks after the Taisa Nagai had ordered the defenders to evacuate the planet. Their stand had allowed untold numbers of civilians to evacuate up the Heraklean sky-el.

Warstriders did not make that stand, it was the infantry

Who stood and fought and died and paid the price of mutiny.

We took our stand on Argos Hill, four hundred fighting men.

And when the smoke had cleared away, sixteen walked down again.

So caught up in the song were most of the men and women in that room that Katya had not been immediately noticed.

"Attention!" someone shouted suddenly, and the words and music dwindled away. With a clatter of motion, people started coming to their feet.

"Carry on," Katya said. "I didn't mean to interrupt."

It had taken her a moment to realize just what it was that was bothering her about the sight. It was the intermingling of genies and full humans, something she'd not seen since bringing Tharby and those first few genies to Stone Mountain. Especially after that one rape incident, there'd been so much prejudice among the humans she'd thought they would never accept the gene-tailored workers.

Then she realized something else. Of the humans present, none had more than Level 1 hardware—palm circuitry and a single T-socket behind one ear. Some of the humans, judging from the length and style of their hair, didn't even have that much.

Nulls. Katya had rarely had much to do with Nulls, a growing lower class unable to interact in economic or long-range AI transactions. There'd always been a certain small percentage of humans who couldn't accept the nano-grown cerebral implants or skin circuitry, and there were more who refused the cybernetic enhancements on religious, philosophical, or political grounds. Frequently unemployable save in menial jobs, they were largely invisible to society as a whole. The military used them in nontechnical slots, as leg infantry, and for lifting, loading, storing, carrying . . .

The sorts of jobs genies were frequently employed in.

Nulls frequently felt the same sort of gulf between themselves and socket-equipped citizenry. Perhaps they felt closer to the genies, who were also Nulls, than they did to technically augmented full humans.

With a small, inner start, Katya realized that the entire group was watching her, waiting for her to speak. Within the stratified rigidity the Confederation was inheriting from the Hegemony Guard, officers did not casually drop in on their troops; striderjacks did not associate with crunchies.

Maybe that was a large part of what was wrong.

She noticed Tharby, sitting on the floor next to the mentarist. She'd learned from others already that it was Tharby and four other genies who'd taken down the Tachi at Anversen; she'd intended to seek him out, to commend him for what he'd done, to thank him . . . and to tell him she was leaving. With the entire room watching her, that seemed to be the cowardly way out.

"Excuse the interruption," she told them all. "I just came by to say . . . to say that I'm being ordered out. I'm sorry I can't take you with me. And I—I'm sorry I can't stay here, with you."

"Where you off to, sir?" Tharby asked. During the past few days, the genie's use of military courtesy had improved. His language had improved as well, becoming smoother, more . . . human.

She shook her head. Many of the soldiers here might well find themselves under Imperial interrogation soon. "Another star system. That's all I can tell you."

"Why we not go?" a big worker genie in the back called. "We fight Impies good!"

"Yeah! Gok 'em!" another chorused, and then the barracks walls were ringing with answering shouts and catcalls.

When the room was silent again, or nearly so, Katya tried her best to answer. "There's only room for a few, and that's saved for the people the topjacks say have to go. And . . . and they need good people to keep fighting the Impies here."

"Ha!" a full human said. "Well, it figures, don't it, tokes?"

"Like always," a ningyo said nearby. Cradling a Pk-55 fléchette rifle, she looked sleekly dangerous.

Tokes. The human soldier had called the genies tokes . . . guys. Or maybe he'd been referring to everyone in the room. Same thing. He was including the genies as part of his circle of comrades.

Then Katya understood what it was she was feeling here. The Nihongo word was yujo, which meant camaraderie, but which for soldiers throughout the Hegemony had taken on the special meaning of the warrior's bond, that special relationship shared with men and women who'd faced privation, loss, and death at your side.

The genies had proven themselves in battle. They'd been accepted.

"We have good friends here, Colonel," Tharby said, almost as though he'd just read her thoughts. "We will stay and fight the Impies. Thank you, for everything . . . and good luck."

"Thank you, Tharby." She had to fight back her tears. "And good luck . . . to all of you."

Turning, she pushed through the curtain, then stopped. She could not resist a parting lesson for her students. "You know, Tharby, what you did today was incredibly brave. It was also incredibly stupid. Lots of warstriders have antipersonnel charges or sempu blasters to kill people who try the sort of thing you did."

The genie grinned at her, golden eyes laughing. "Stupider than finding a place for us with full humans? I don't think so!"

"Good-bye, Tharby."

Turning, she fled into the night.

A burst of laughter and good-natured gibes followed her. Seconds later, they struck up the final verse of the song. Outside, she could no longer hear the words, but she already knew them by heart.

At golden Tenno Kyuden they cannot begin to see

That honor's price is paid in full while glory can be free.

So give a cheer for Morgan's crew, the God-damned infantry,

The men who fought the Xenophobes, the grunts like you and me.

Katya had never felt so torn. Duty required that she follow orders. Her yujo-bond and the responsibility she felt for those in her command demanded she stay. Besides, this was her world, her home. Could she simply turn her back on it all?

Yet Dev was going to Herakles. And Travis Sinclair. Damn! Simplest was to accept the bonds of military discipline. She'd been ordered to go; she would go.

But gok it was hard. . . .

Chujo Tetsu Kawashima pulled himself hand over hand into Donryu's bridge space, positioned himself within the embrace of an empty control linkage module, and strapped himself in. Food and waste feedlines snapped home in his shipsuit connectors, and a pair of large plugs jacked home into the T-sockets behind his ears. His palm touched the interface, and his surroundings vanished, replaced by the squadron's Combat Coordination Center.

The room was a fiction, a virtual reality construct designed as an electronic working space for Kawashima's battle staff. For convenience and for decorum's sake, there was the illusion of gravity, though there were no chairs since ViRpersonas did not grow tired. A well in the center of the deck projected a three-dimensional view of New America and the space surrounding it. Golden points of light swarmed about the planet, each accompanied by a block of data giving ID, mission, and vector.

As Kawashima materialized next to the display, the other officers—there were twenty in all—faced him and, as one, bowed. The voice of Shosho Fusae Eto insinuated itself into his mind, speaking for the entire team. "Konichiwa, Chujosan."

"Konichiwa," Kawashima said, returning the salutes with a measured, courteous bow of his own. "Carry on, please."

In fact, there'd been no distraction from necessary duties, and no need to tell them to go back to work, since the linked minds of the battle staff continued to process information, whatever their virtual reality personas appeared to be doing.

The personas of his officers appeared relaxed, attentive to their duties, but he could feel the undercurrent of tension. No one, he knew, cared to risk the chujo's wrath by mentioning what had happened.

It would have been easier, Kawashima thought glumly, if his orders permitted him simply to reduce the surface of New America to radioactive glass and slag. Such wholesale destruction was certainly within his power . . . but it would also be counterproductive. The discontent and outright anger such an act would provoke would undoubtedly do more harm than good. Fear, by itself, was never as useful a tool of government as were good public relations . . . an arcane science he'd learned about in his studies of Western history.

But his own job would be so much simpler if he'd been permitted to make an example of this world.

Bad enough had been the news that the Kyodaina had been destroyed, the Imperial thrust up Gaither Valley to the rebels' Stone Mountain base stopped cold. Less than thirty hours later, one of Ohka Squadron's destroyers, after rendezvousing with several ascraft from the surface, had broken orbit and accelerated toward the fringes of the system. Kawashima's subordinates thought nothing of the event at the time; ships were always coming and going, traveling to or from Imperial bases for maintenance or servicing, returning to Earth with field reports, or arriving at New America with reinforcements, orders, and news.

This particular destroyer, the Arasi, had only been in orbit around New America for a few days. According to its log, which had been routinely downloaded into the squadron's HQ data base, Arasi had been stationed in the Chi Draconis system—at Eridu—but had received special orders from Earth to transport several teams of Kurogun to New America's surface.

Kurogun. The word shocked in its sudden coldness. The "Black Forces" were the Imperial military's covert special operations unit. Swift, deadly, and secretive, with advanced training in Kokorodo and in numerous martial arts traditions, they carried the reputation of modern-day Ninja. No wonder no one in Kawashima's command had brought the matter to his attention. The Kurogun were never discussed, and it was widely assumed that the less one knew about them, their missions, or their whereabouts, the better for all concerned.

In any case, Arasi possessed all appropriate codes and clearances; its captain, Taisa Ihara, had exchanged greetings via laser ViRcom link with the commanding officers of several Imperial picket vessels, and nothing had appeared out of the ordinary. When the Arasi accelerated clear of New American orbit, no one had even bothered to alert Kawashima to the fact; Ohka's commanding admiral, after all, had more important things to occupy his thoughts than the movements of individual ships.

That had been four standard days ago. Today, early that morning by Donryu's shipboard clocks, another vessel had arrived in-system. She was Nagara, a Sendai-class light cruiser under the command of Taisa Kakeui Matsushida. Thirty-five days earlier, Matsushida had left the Chi Draconis system, also under routine orders from Earth to report to Kawashima at 26 Draconis.

When Nagara's log was downloaded to the HQ data base, however, Donryu's command AI had sounded an alert. There was a discrepancy. According to Nagara's records, the fleet it had left behind at Eridu had included the Amatukaze-class destroyer Arasi, and that had been a full five days after the Arasi had claimed to have received its "special orders" from Earth and left for New America.

The entry was specific and detailed. According to Nagara's records, the pacification of Eridu had already begun. Arasi was taking part in the operation, bombarding key cities and facilities from orbit in support of the marine landings there. In fact, Captain Ihara was listed as receiving a special commendation from Admiral Takemura for his part in breaking up a concentration of rebel warstriders seeking to escape from the enemy capital at Babel.

The commendation was dated two days after Arasi was supposed to have left the Eridu system.

There was no doubt that Nagara was the ship she claimed to be; Matsushida had been a senior chu-i under Kawashima's command aboard the old Aoba, and he knew the man well. Arasi was the imposter; without question, her captain had been a rebel masquerading over the ViRcommunications channels as Ihara.

Which meant that the people the Empire was most interested in seizing on New America, Travis Sinclair and the Confederation delegates and the leadership of the Confederation's army, had all almost certainly fled. The enemy destroyer—she must have been the old Tokitukaze, reported lost at Eridu, he realized—had slipped into the very midst of Ohka Squadron, taking advantage of the inevitable confusion and bureaucratic blind spots that hampered any ponderously large military formation to conduct an evacuation right under the collective noses of the fleet.

"Please excuse me, Chujosan," Taisa Eto, his chief of staff said, giving a rigidly precise and formal bow. "Shosa Yoshitomi has submitted another request for reinforcements before mounting his next attack on the rebel base. He insists on speaking personally to you. . . ."

Kawashima felt his face clouding, saw Eto's face go carefully and emotionlessly blank as he braced himself for the storm. With an effort of will, Kawashima controlled his thunderclap of anger.

"Very well, Etosan. I will speak with him. We will discuss carefully and in detail the necessity of carrying out one's orders with the men and matériel at hand."

"Hai, Chujosan!"

The bird might have flown from its New American cage, but Kawashima was still determined to take that cage apart, bar by bar. The ruin might well offer some clue as to where the bird had fled.


Chapter 19

Needless to say, the development of cephlink technology, as with all technology, carries with it a terrible potential for abuse.

—Man and His Works

Karl Gunther Fielding

C.E. 2448

Over a week after the escape of the rebel destroyer, Chujo Kawashima had left his accustomed surroundings and cephlink simulacra aboard the Donryu for the direct experience of a reality of a different kind. It was a moonless night at Port Jefferson, and the grounded Imperial transports bulked huge and shadow-edged beneath the glare of glowglobes and the harsh illumination of a hovering, aerostat mirror reflecting the output from an array of mobile spotlights set up on the field. Technicians and maintenance workers were everywhere, readying ships, servicing heavy equipment, and swarming about the hulking, motionless forms of black-armored warstriders, prepping them for new missions.

Accompanied by his coterie of staff officers and assistants, Kawashima strode rapidly from the lowered ramp of his personal aerospace shuttle. Soldiers along the way offered stiffly formal rifle salutes, while others stopped what they were doing and bowed. Neither slowing his stride nor acknowledging the salutes, Kawashima crossed the open field swiftly and entered a low, heavily guarded building with bunker-thick walls. A young marine chu-i met him at the door, bowing low.

"Konichiwa, Chujosama."

"Konichiwa. I need to see them. Now."

"Hai, Chujosama!"

Once, this had been a storage warehouse at the edge of Port Jefferson's primary launch field, which accounted for the massive construction. Since the Imperials had taken the spaceport, however, it had been pressed into service as a command bunker, and the jackstraw tangle of sensor instrumentation and communications lasers still cluttered the roof.

And now that both Jefferson and Stone Mountain had fallen, it was being used as a holding place for special prisoners.

The final battle on the slopes of Stone Mountain had been savage, the casualties to Yoshitomi's marines staggering. The rebels had fought like fanatics, taking on Imperial warstriders in close-assault charges with explosive packs and homemade bombs. Kawashima had never heard of such insane tactics—rebel troopers had actually swarmed onto the feet of warstriders, jamming packs of explosive into their ankle joints. Ankle-biting, the ground commanders were calling it, a tactic that had claimed at least nine marine warstriders.

Finally, however, just two days ago, an Imperial assault team had at last reached the main blast doors leading to the Stone Mountain labyrinth, but only after a prolonged laser bombardment from orbit had finally broken the rebel static defenses. A one-kiloton nuclear charge had breached the door; another had been used to clear part of the mountain's interior. The rebels would not be using Stone Mountain as a military headquarters ever again.

After that, the rebels had begun surrendering.

Almost certainly, the majority of the rebel troops had fled deeper into the wilderness, the . . . what was it New Americans called it? The Outback, yes. The Imperial garrison here would face stiff guerrilla resistance from those survivors for years to come, but that was not his problem; guerrillas would not be able to carry out an interstellar campaign or incite revolt on other worlds of the Shichiju, which was Kawashima's primary concern.

But if many rebels had escaped, thousands had surrendered or been gathered up by far-ranging patrols of warstriders and infantry. Camps had been set up outside Jefferson, and a small army of Imperial Intelligence personnel were interviewing the POWs now.

Most would eventually be set free. The soldiers of every army in history were, at heart, much the same—ordinary people doing what they thought right, and only too willing to go home and pick up their lives when the fighting was done. Some, those with strong beliefs about the rebellion and about independence, might be released after having a kokennin implanted in their cephlink hardware, or else they would be shot. It was unlikely that their number was greater than five percent of the whole.

There were a few prisoners, however, of special interest to the Imperium, and these, at Kawashima's orders, were being held in the warehouse at Port Jefferson. There were some eighty of them assembled in the bare-walled emptiness of the building's main room. Most wore military fatigues, though some were in the rags of what once had been civilian clothing. They sat quietly as the chu-i ushered Kawashima into the building, each in a near-identical posture to all the rest, arms folded on knees, eyes staring vacantly into space. Each had a small, gray-white apparatus embracing the back of his head from ear to ear, from which tiny constellations of green and amber lights glowed. The kanrinin—the word meant controller—jacked into a person's T-sockets and overrode his or her voluntary neural input.

Of course, the kanrinin could only be used on people with temporal sockets. "Where are they?" he asked the chu-i who'd admitted him. The lieutenant bowed and led the way.

The big, central storage room was lined with smaller rooms, which might once have been offices or storage areas for special materials. Some had been appropriated for Imperial use. Others were now holding cells for prisoners who could not take the kanrinin. At the far end of the building, one such room was under heavy guard, the door sealed shut but phased to transparency.

Many of the prisoners taken at Stone Mountain had been Nulls, men and women unable or unwilling to take the cephlink hardware. Such people were of little importance and less threat; most had already been released.

But these . . .

They were genies, two males-—a worker and a techie—and a breathtakingly beautiful ningyo. The males paced the narrow confines of their cell; the female sat, cross-legged, in a corner. Their fatigues were torn and caked with dust, and the techie had his left arm tucked into his blouse, using it as an improvised sling.

"They surrendered?" Kawashima asked his guide. "I heard the creatures preferred to die rather than give up."

"You heard correctly, Chujosan. All three were discovered unconscious inside a room under Stone Mountain. A wall collapsed, trapping them. The marine captain in charge was going to kill them but decided that their unusual behavior warranted special attention."

"Exactly so," Kawashima said, studying the prisoners with interest. Unlike full humans, even Nulls, genies were usually killed out of hand when taken unless they could be put immediately to work. These, however, were extraordinary. Throughout the battle there'd been numerous reports of genies, of genies, attacking Imperial troops and even warstriders with hand weapons and explosives. Astonishing. "Creatures bred and conditioned for docility and obedience are unlikely warriors, neh? We must learn what happened to alter their personalities so."

"Hai, Chujosan."

"Get me the name and unit of the captain who brought them in. He will be rewarded. And take special care that these three are not injured in any way."

"Of course, sir."

"That includes the ningyo. She is not to be used by your men."

"Uh, yes, sir." The lieutenant looked somewhat less certain.

"I charge you with the responsibility for keeping them all safe and unharmed. They are prisoners of singular importance. They will be transported at once to Earth for closer study."

"Hai, Chujosan. It will be as you command."

Munimori, that fat pig, would be especially interested in these three, Kawashima thought. He would, no doubt, take a personal hand in their interrogation and retraining. Especially the female, knowing his tastes in genie entertainment.

The injured techie was glaring at him through the transparency with narrowed, golden eyes, as though reading his thoughts. The other two ignored him. Abruptly, Kawashima turned away. "Take me to a room where I can talk to that special prisoner you told me about."

"This way, please, Chujosan."

The room chosen for him was identical to the one holding the captured genies, save that it had been provided with a desk and chair. The desk had the standard electronics built into it, complete with interface screen, network links, and 3-D projector.

The prisoner brought to him minutes later was human, wearing the tatters of civilian clothing and a kanrinin locked about the back of his head. He was short and chubby and black-haired, with dark eyes now gone vacant and a soft and pampered body running to fat. His guard guided him easily, with a hand lightly touching his elbow.

"That will be all," Kawashima told the guard. "Wait outside."

"Hai, Chujosan!"

Kawashima touched the desk's interface, downloading a command. The pattern of lights on the prisoner's kanrinin shifted, and his eyes focused suddenly.

"I am Chujo Kawashima, the admiral commanding the Imperial squadron. You, I gather, were one of the traitor Sinclair's senior aides."

"Uh . . . yessir. Pol Danver . . ."

"I know your name. I know a great deal about you." Indeed, he'd downloaded Danver's entire personal file before he'd left the Donryu. "What I want you to tell me, immediately and without any attempt at deception, is where your Travis Sinclair has gone."

Danver licked his lips, a quick, nervous flick of the tongue. "Sir, I, I mean, I don't know. I swear, he didn't tell me. . . ."

Kawashima kept his left hand splayed on the slick, black surface of the desk's interface. Danver's eyes were riveted on that hand, his fists clenched tight at his sides. The kanrinin could render a man instantly pliable, instantly docile. It could also transmit exquisite pain through direct neural stimulation.

"Technology invokes truly godlike power," Kawashima said, his voice light and conversational. His splayed hand did not move. "With a thought, I could plunge you into a lake of fire. I could reward you with an orgasm unlike any you have ever experienced. I could kill you, simply by commanding your heart to stop."

"Sir . . . please, please! . . . I'd tell you if I could! I swear! I never liked Sinclair. Never! I only worked for him because I had to."

That was certainly true. Danver's psychological profile suggested that he was a small and bitter man who sought power in the intrigues of petty office politics. Sinclair had a reputation for advancing personnel by merit rather than for seniority's sake, and Danver had almost certainly felt slighted by the rebel politician-general more than once.

"Perhaps, then, you could tell me about some of Sinclair's people. When he disappeared, a number of others vanished with him. Staff personnel. Senior military officers. Delegates to this so-called Congress of yours." Kawashima allowed himself to show a thin smile. "I notice that when they made their escape, they left you behind to face my marines."

"Yeah, you got that right. Uh, sir." Craftiness flickered behind the dark eyes. "Actually, Admiral-san, they were going to take me too. They didn't say where, but I was, well, I was pretty well placed, y'know? I was General Sinclair's chief aide."

"Go on."

"But I'm a realist. I knew this revolution could never amount to anything, except pain and suffering and death for millions of people. So I volunteered to stay behind. I, well, I figured I could surrender, see? Maybe help you to, to end this thing."

"I see." The man's ingratiating tone grated on Kawashima's nerves, but he nodded and smiled. "Believe me, Danver-san, you have made the correct choice. However, to prove your good faith, you must provide me with useful information. Otherwise . . ." He let his gaze drop to his motionless hand.

"Uh, yeah. I mean, yessir. Believe me, I want to help! Uh . . . look. Maybe you didn't know. Sinclair's definitely left New America. His people're claiming that he's hiding out in the Outback, but that ain't true. Some of his people managed to sneak him and maybe two hundred of the government's chief people off-planet."

"Indeed?" Kawashima had already surmised as much, of course, but the fact that Danver had told him as much suggested that the man genuinely wanted to cooperate. "Who helped him?"

"Uh . . . his name's Dev Cameron. He's, I don't know. Used to be a strider, though lately he's been jacking starships. He's the guy that captured one of your ships at Eridu. He's kind of a bigwig in Sinclair's organization, y'know? Young guy, twenty-eight, twenty-nine standard, maybe, but Sinclair's made him a navy captain and gave him command of a raiding force to go hit your shipyard at Athena."

Kawashima kept his face expressionless. Word of the raid at Daikoku had arrived weeks ago, but no one in Imperial Military Intelligence knew where the raiders had come from. Danver might prove to be a valuable source of information after all.

"And where did this Cameron take Sinclair and the others?"

Danver's tongue flicked across fleshy lips. "I don't know. I'm sorry, but . . . but I really don't know."

"Come now. You can't expect me to believe that. They must intend to set up the rebel government in some other system. Surely they would arrange for private communications channels elsewhere, through trusted staff aides, for instance."

Danver shook his head. "No! No, sir, they didn't tell me!"

"Think, Danver-san. You must know something, must have seen something." His hand remained on the interface, a menacing presence.

"Wait! There, there's one thing. Maybe. I, I didn't know much about, didn't think much about it, but there's one thing."

"Yes?"

"The Xeno . . ."

"A Xenophobe? What Xenophobe?"

"There's this crazy idea, see? The scientist-types've been kicking it around for a long time. You see, they made contact with a Xeno on Eridu. Talked to it, even. Then they got it to pinch off a piece of itself. The idea is that, since this piece of a Xeno knows about us, about Man, I mean, and knows how to communicate with us, they can introduce it to a wild Xeno on some other planet."

"A calling card," Kawashima said thoughtfully.

"Uh, sorry? What's that?"

"An old and long-extinct form of social propriety. Please, continue."

"I don't know a whole lot else. They brought the tame Xeno with them from Eridu. Kept it in a vault underground in Jefferson. I saw it there several times."

"Did you . . . talk to it?"

"Me? Jeez, no. Wouldn't catch me touching that slimy thing."

"What happened to it?"

"They moved it, I think, just about when your squadron entered the system. Again, I wasn't in on that part of it, but there was talk about sending it somewhere else aboard a liner the government had bought."

Kawashima sat behind the desk for a long moment, thunderstruck. This was an intelligence coup of the very highest order. Danver had just delivered two vital pieces of information. The first was the simple knowledge of how the rebels planned to communicate with wild Xenos, something that had eluded Imperial and Hegemony researchers ever since the Alyan Expedition. Up until now, communicating with a Xeno had required a DalRiss comel . . . and the nerve to confront a wild Xeno in its underground lair. But it sounded as though the rebels had hit upon another way, one simpler, safer, and more certain. Kawashima had downloaded enough about Xenophobe biology to guess that the method might well work.

And even more important, Danver had just unknowingly shown Kawashima how to find the escaped renegades.

His palm still on the interface, Kawashima directed a thought to the desk's electronics. Danver stiffened, a look of intense fear flashing suddenly in his eyes as he felt the kanrinin switch operational modes. Then his eyes went blank, his knees buckled, and he dropped to the floor, his back and hips arching and jerking spasmodically. Danver's mouth gaped, fishlike, as he thrashed about, his entire body infused with overwhelming, uncontrollable, fiercely intense pleasure.

"Ah! . . . ah! . . . AH! AH! AH!" His cries brought the guard back into the room, but Kawashima dismissed the soldier with a careless wave. He remained unmoving for several minutes more, before sending another command through the interface. Danver shuddered, then went limp. For a long moment, there was no sound in the room save the wet rasps of the prisoner's breathing.

"I believe in immediately rewarding those who loyally serve me," Kawashima said at last. "You have been of enormous help to me. That was your reward."

"Oh . . . wow." Shakily, Danver sat up, but he was too weak to stand. A dark stain had appeared above the crotch of his trousers, which he clumsily tried to cover. "I . . . oh, wow . . ."

It was another five minutes before Danver could speak coherently. The impulse Kawashima had just sent through his pleasure center carried far more kick than any normal orgasm.

"The guard will see to it that you get a fresh change of clothing," Kawashima told the man as he slowly and shakily rose to his feet. "Tell me, Danver-san. Would you consent to receiving a kokennin?"

Danver blinked at him, as though trying to understand the words. A thin strand of drool hung from his lower lip. He tried to wipe it away and failed.

Where the kanrinin was an external device, a jack-in electronics module to control a prisoner, the kokennin was internal and far more subtle. The word was Nihongo for guardian, and for good reason. Grown, like a cephlink, by programmed nano injected into the bloodstream, the kokennin assembled itself as an addition to the link hardware in and around the sulci of the brain, tapping directly into the subject's personal RAM and providing an easy means of monitoring his movements, his actions, and his contacts. Though it could not transmit private thoughts—sadly, that technology was yet far from perfect—it also provided an easy and reliable means of learning whether or not the subject was telling the truth.

"I, uh, sure," Danver said. "Sure. Why not?"

"If you voluntarily accept a kokennin, I can offer you a position on my own staff. You could be of considerable use to me."

"Hey, that's great. Uh . . . does that mean that you, I mean, uh, if I work for you, do you think I could have, uh, have another shot of what you just gave me?" There was hunger in his eyes.

"Certainly. If you provide additional useful information or insight into the plans and thoughts of the rebels. I must caution you that such, um, experiences must be carefully rationed. There are many people, weak-willed and vulnerable, who become addicted to pleasure center stimulation."

"Yeah." He licked his lips. "I can see why. But you won't have to worry about me. I can handle it, no problem."

"I know you can," Kawashima lied. Eventually, probably, the man would become hopelessly addicted to PCS and would have to be disposed of. He directed a thought through the interface, and the guard appeared again. "Take this man to a room of his own. Provide him with a clean uniform, food, and whatever else he needs. Dismissed."

Kawashima was honestly not sure what else Danver could offer him but was willing to keep him on against the chance that he would, indeed, prove useful again. Besides, Kawashima felt a certain amount of gratitude. Through his cooperation, two invaluable pieces of data had been obtained.

In particular, he'd just narrowed Sinclair's possible hiding places from unknown hundreds to just five . . . the worlds where wild Xenophobes were known to exist.

An-Nur II: called Fardus—Paradise—a hellish place of desert sands and sterile rock, and the first world where Man had confronted Xenophobe.

Sandoval: thin-aired, barren, and frigid, a mining colony destroyed thirty-five years ago.

Herakles: partially terraformed world of vast oceans and rugged mountains, site of Colonel Nagai's disgrace.

Loki: chill and desert world of 36 Ophiuchi C, where the Hegemony had won its first clear victory against the Xeno foe. It was thought that all of the Xenos on Loki had been killed two years ago using ground-penetrating nuclear devices, but it was certainly possible that some lived there still. A world was an enormous place.

Lung Chi: the Manchurian-colonized world overrun in 2538, grave for five thousand betrayed Imperial Marines.

Kawashima did not count the sixth Shichiju world where Xenophobes were known. Eridu, after all, was where peaceful contact had already been made with the things, and, in any case, Sinclair and the others would not be likely to flee back to the world from which they'd just escaped. Nor did he count the Alyan worlds. They were far, far beyond the Shichiju's borders, there were Imperial ships stationed there, and the alien DalRiss were a constant uncertainty.

His eyes narrowed at a new thought. Cameron . . . Cameron . . . wasn't that the name of the gaijin admiral who had destroyed Lung Chi's sky-el? Interfacing with the planet's Imperial link network, Kawashima downloaded several thousand bytes of data.

Yes . . . as with Herakles, at Lung Chi there'd also been the threat of Xenos coming up the space elevator, and Admiral Michal Cameron had sent a missile into the structure. Broken far above the surface, the sky-el had been subjected to far greater stresses than the one over Herakles and been shattered, with terrible loss of life. Worse, a million citizens and five thousand Imperial Marines had been trapped on the planet's surface. Cameron had been court-martialed and later had committed suicide.

He'd had two sons. One was Devis Cameron, a former Hegemony officer and winner of the Imperial Star, but now defected to the rebel forces.

Kawashima thought he knew where Devis Cameron had fled to.

Or . . . possibly not. Young Cameron might intentionally avoid a world which bore family connections . . . and might therefore allow him to be traced.

No matter. With New America nearly secure, Kawashima could afford to check all of the possibilities. He would dispatch flotillas of ships to each of the five systems, with orders to check the Xeno-occupied worlds carefully for any trace of rebel presence.

In fact, Loki was unlikely on several counts. The Hegemony maintained an important base in orbit and, in any case, there probably weren't any Xenos left to contact there. It would be possible to hide a rebel government within Loki's cities, certainly, but difficult to carry on business as usual with the Hegemony watching. Kawashima would dispatch only one ship there, with orders to inquire of the Lokan governor about possible rebel activity.

Sandoval, too, was unlikely, as was An-Nur II. A rebel government-in-exile would need supplies, food, air, water, or the means to manufacture them. Refugees on either of those two worlds would be so busy surviving they would have no time to plot rebellion. One small warship or two to each of those systems would be enough to scan them for signs of fusion-generated power.

Which left Lung Chi and Herakles. Those two he would check carefully with large squadrons . . . especially Lung Chi.

Smiling, he began composing the orders that would set Ohka Squadron in motion.


Chapter 20

The first encounter with Xenophobes was on An-Nur II, an Islamic colony orbiting the K5 star DM+2o 4706. A desert world, incompletely terraformed, the planet possessed but five major centers of human population, all existing under sealed domes, when the Xenophobes emerged from the ground in C.E. 2498 and attacked, apparently without provocation. The second incursion-alerting the Hegemony that this was an interstellar threat—was in 2508 at Sandoval, a mining colony on the tide-locked world of Ross 906 I.

      But the first world with a large population and a viable environment to be attacked by the Xenophobes was Herakles. . . .

—A History of the Xenophobe Wars

Constantine Li Xu

C.E. 2543

For some billions of years before the coming of Man, Herakles—Mu Herculis III—had remained a typical prebiotic planet, a place of liquid water oceans beneath stormy and opaque skies of carbon dioxide. Such worlds were common; life, requiring such factors as tides—in order to create the gentle pools where life might arise—and a precise balance between an environment too hostile and one too mild, was comparatively rare.

Just over thirty light-years from Sol, the Mu Here system had been surveyed by the Imperial Sekkodan, the Scout Service, in the early 2200s. Like 26 Draconis, it was a trinary system, with a young, hot G5 IV star circled at a distance by a close-paired doublet of M4 red dwarfs. The subgiant primary was twice as massive, three times more luminous, than Sol; at 4.1 AUs remove, the world dubbed Herakles had been hot, cloud-shrouded and poisonous, with temperatures well above fifty Celsius.

Hegemonic terraformers had begun building the first chain of atmosphere generators in 2238. These mountain-sized nanofactories gulped down the native air and broke it into forms more useful to the newcomers—nitrogen, oxygen, and water—with vast reserves of carbon converted to diamond carballoy for the ongoing construction of the new colony's sky-el. As the skies cleared, the world became cooler . . . and cooler. Now, temperatures in the equatorial temperate zone rarely rose above twenty-five Celsius, and the mid-latitudes endured long and bitterly cold winters during the world's nearly six-year-long orbit.

With the sky-el in place in 2305, the world's colonization had begun in earnest. From a planetary engineer's point of view, the sky-el was little more than an immense suspension bridge, balanced in the sky above Herakles's equator, its center of mass positioned at synchorbit so that the entire, forty-thousand-kilometer-long structure orbited the world in precisely one local day, so that it remained forever suspended above the same point on the equator. The colony's capital of Argos had grown up at the sky-el's towerdown. In the early 2300s it was no more than a collection of diacarb domes above Stamphalos Bay, on the southern shores of the Augean Peninsula. Two centuries later, the city domes had been opened to a blue-gold and friendly sky, black volcanic rock and sand had been nanotechnically crumbled to soil, and genetically tailored life—carpet grass and forests, insects and small mammals, all the myriad intricacies in a newborn planetary ecology—was engulfing a world reborn in green. Half a million colonists lived on Herakles, and the Hegemony Emigration Service estimated that by 2600 a million people a year would be riding the sky-el down from Herakles Synchorbital to Argos after their month-long passage aboard crowded Koshu-Maru transports. The colonization of terraformed worlds would never catch up with the relentless pace of Earth's still-burgeoning population, but such worlds as Herakles offered new starts for those daring enough—or desperate enough—to quit the security of the seething hive cities of Man's birthworld for the poverty—and freedom—of life on the Frontier.

Those estimates had never been realized. In 2515, Xenophobes had emerged from underground, destroying the settlements of Tiryns and Hylas some eight hundred kilometers north of Argos. The Xenos had not been well understood at the time; it was thought they were part of an invasion force, landed by a fleet of starships somehow rendered invisible to the Hegemony's orbital detectors. The true nature of the threat, that Xeno travel and combat modes were fragments of a titanic, amorphous, single organism dwelling within the interstices of layered rock far beneath the surface, a creature that had been living there for some unknown thousands or millions of years, had not been uncovered until the Alyan Expedition of 2541. While the Imperial Navy concentrated on guarding the approaches to the planet from orbit, a single Imperial Marine battalion and two companies of the 62nd Hegemony Infantry had attempted to protect the capital at Argos.

Ultimately, as "The Ballad of Morgan's Hold" recorded, the attempt had failed. Herakles was evacuated, the last of the colony's defenders dead or escaped up the sky-el to synchorbit. In the twenty-eight years since the planet had been abandoned, no human had set foot on the former colony world; Herakles was once again a dead world, save for the Xenophobe victor.

The passage from 26 Draconis to Mu Herculis took forty days. Twice, en route, the fields bearing Eagle's frail hull down that long, glowing corridor of otherness that was the godsea failed, dropping them abruptly once again into fourspace. Each time, the repairs grew trickier, more delicate, and more clever. Soon, Dev thought glumly, the battered vessel would be held together by little more than spit and good wishes, and only a miracle would serve to boost her straining fusion plants to producing output enough to achieve the mass implosion that generated paired singularities.

By the time Eagle approached the Mu Herculis system, the people aboard little resembled high-ranking military officers and VIPs. A starship's single most pressing problem within the K-T plenum was getting rid of excess heat, and despite every effort of the vessel's hard-pressed air-conditioning and cooling systems, the temperatures in her crowded passageways hovered near fifty Celsius, and the passengers, stripped to bare skin or to an absolute minimum of clothing, lolled on the dripping mattresses that took up every square meter of free deck space, soaked in sweat.

Captain Anders had extended the destroyer's habitat modules and spun the ship, creating a half G of artificial gravity as one token of comfort for the passengers. There was water enough for all, fortunately, and more could be manufactured easily enough through molecular factories programmed to recycle urine and wash water, and to add to the stores as needed by separating oxygen from carbon dioxide and mixing it with hydrogen drawn from one of the reaction mass tanks. Of more critical concern was food. Eagle had originally departed for Athena with a crew of 318 and food stores enough to last them five months. Her voyage to the Daikoku shipyards and back had lasted a bit more than two of those months, and now she was making another voyage of forty days' duration with two-thirds more people crammed aboard, and no promise of fresh supplies once they finally reached Mu Herculis. Dev had ordered that everyone go on half rations, including the nutrient feeds to linked personnel, in order to extend their food supplies for as long as possible.

Dev could not feel the heat when he was linked, nor was he aware of hunger, since the link module short-circuited all purely physical sensations of discomfort. He was riding the jacks as Eagle dropped out of the K-T plenum, emerging on the fringes of the Mu Herculis system. A full shift of one hundred starship crewmen were jacked in and ready. No one knew what to expect.

It had been some seventy-eight days since Dev had ordered Captain Curtis to bring the Confederation squadron here from Athena. With a voyage of just under nine and a half light-years from Athena to Mu Herculis, Curtis and the others should have arrived in-system over two months ago, the Transluxus and the other ships from New America shortly after.

Were the Imperials truly gone from Mu Here, or had they left sentries on guard? It was possible that Eagle would emerge in the system, only to find the fleet from Athena destroyed or scattered, the Transluxus and her passengers captured two months before. There was no way of knowing until Eagle emerged in normal space.

Then, moments after the godsea had given way to the velvet black of space and the brilliant, gold-gleaming radiance of Mu Here A, Dev heard the mournful flutter of a comm beacon, the signal feeding through Eagle's scanner suite. The code it carried was that agreed upon with Curtis and the others at Athena, meaning that all was well, that the Imperium was not in residence here.

"Pass the word," Dev announced over the link intercom as he heard the signal. "We're home."

Linked, he couldn't hear the cheers, or his passengers' sobs of relief.

Days later, Eagle slipped into orbit around Herakles, taking up position alongside Transluxus and the other New American ships. Direct laser communications with Tarazed confirmed what the automatic beacon had already revealed, that there was no Imperial presence in this system, not even so much as an AI-manned watch satellite. From orbit, Herakles was a glorious sight, vast, violet oceans rimmed with gold, with swirls of cloud gloriously reflecting the rich, warm light of the sun. A Typhoon took Dev, Katya, and Sinclair down to a landing zone already staked out on the crest of Mount Athos. The senior squadron officers were waiting for them as they debarked.

"Welcome to Herakles, General!" Captain Jase Curtis exclaimed, advancing on them. "I gather you brought half the Confederation army with you."

"Well, not quite half," Sinclair admitted, grinning. "It just seemed like that crammed in cheek by jowl aboard that damned destroyer. How've you folks been getting on with Congress?"

"Oh, the politicians?" Commander Ann Petruccio said, grinning. "We shot them the first day. . . . "

"Don't listen to her, General," Captain Strong said, laughing. "We didn't want to bring them down until we knew where we stood with the local Xeno. We have them more or less happily roosting in the el."

"Right," Curtis said. "We wave at them each time they pass over."

As with most established colony worlds in the Shichiju, a sky-el space elevator had extended from the planet's equator to synchorbit and beyond, a titanic, spun-diacarb filament tens of meters thick and over thirty thousand kilometers tall. Argos, the capital, had grown up around the towerdown. In 2515, as Xeno combat modules swarmed up into the capital from underground, a five-hundred-megaton fusion device had vaporized Argos. Burned off at its planetary end, the sky-el had been launched free, its delicately engineered balance between world and orbit broken.

The entire, forty-thousand-kilometer length of the space elevator, all but the lower reaches of the structure that had been vaporized in the Argos blast, had been flung by its own orbital tension into a higher, slower orbit. Spinning now ponderously end for end, the sky-el still circled Herakles in a broad, elliptical orbit, though expert AI calculations indicated that the orbit was not permanent and would decay within a century or two. Each return to perigee sent one end of the enormous structure dipping briefly into Herakles's atmosphere, and though it had considerable mass—and therefore, inertia—each passage slowed it marginally, gradually hastening the day when it would impact, with spectacular and pyrotechnic fury, on the planet's surface.

"The Imperials maintained an outpost here for a good fifteen years after the evacuation," Curtis explained, "and they used the free sky-el as their base. I put some of my people aboard as soon as we made orbit. Herakles Synchorbital suffered some damage when the elevator broke free, but it's still airtight. There's a large habitat at the half-G level, plenty of office space, power from a small fusion plant. The AI is working. Weapons systems're shut down, but those can be brought on-line with some work."

"How about deep space scans?" Dev asked. "Communications, that sort of thing?"

"No scans. The synchorbital's sensors weren't equipped to handle a spin like that, though we might be able to cobble something together after a while. I have most of my engineering people at work now setting up grav detectors. Communications are no problem."

"And your planet-side base?"

Curtis pointed to a cluster of survival domes among the rocks and crags farther up the mountain slope. "That's it. Dome sweet dome. We're keeping things small . . . again until we know whether or not the Xeno's going to try to eat us. We're getting all we need from the sky-el, actually. There's still quite a bit of food up there—mostly stabilized nanoform—so we have plenty to eat. And the nano programmers are working. We'll be able to grow most of what we need."

"We'll have to keep using the synchorbital as our space station," Sinclair pointed out. "At least until we can arrange for something better. And I suggest we get people to working on the orbital lasers right away. We're going to need them, sooner or later."

"How long do you think we have, General?" Petruccio wanted to know.

"I wish I could tell you that, Commander. I really do. It depends on how bright our friend Kawashima is . . . and while I was on New America, he struck me as very bright indeed.

"We have one advantage working for us," Sinclair continued. "If we can get our orbital detectors set up and working, we'll have advance warning if the Imperials arrive. With a star as massive as Mu Herculis A, they won't be dropping into fourspace closer than a couple of astronomical units. As at New America, we'll have plenty of time to reboard our ships and haul Gs for deep space."

A starship's drive drew energy from K-T space by utilizing large quantities of energy from the ship's fusion plant and converting it to mass in the time-honored give-and-take equivalency of E=mc2. That mass manifested itself as twin microsingularities, a pair of neutron-sized black holes circling one another in mutual and precisely tuned harmonic resonance. That resonance served as a kind of dual gateway, a channel for the incredible energies freely available beyond the K-T barrier, and a hyperdimensional path for the starship itself as it plunged into the faster-than-light realm of the godsea.

The microsingularities, of course, generated intense gravitational fields, though these were so tiny that their effects were not felt more than a very few meters beyond the drive containment fields. By the same token, however, the precisely tuned balance between the two singularities was extremely sensitive to the curvature of local space. Summoning those twin, captive demons too deeply with the gravity well of world or sun invited disaster. The energy channeling through from the godsea might be closed off as the black holes evaporated, but it was also possible for the energy flow to cascade wildly, generating an unstoppable avalanche of power.

"And the Naga?" Dev asked. "Have you seen anything of it?"

"In two months," Petruccio said with a shrug, "there hasn't been one damned sign of the Xenos. Not a planetary Naga. Not a traveler. Not a combat module. Not a wisp of nano-D or a positive DSA. Nothing. It's as though they got tired of waiting and left."

Dev glanced at the CO of the Vindemiatrix. She was a tall woman, with a shipjacker's brush-cut hair and a full, almost stocky figure beneath her freshly nano-grown fatigues. "Oh, it's still here," Dev said. "You can be sure of that."

"Unless Morgan's people killed it with their bomb," Curtis said.

"Unlikely," Katya put in, "given how big a planetary Naga is." She looked around, wonder alight in her eyes. "Is this really the site of Morgan's Hold?"

"That it is," Curtis told her. "It's listed as Mount Athos on the charts and navsims." He pointed. "We even found some of the 62nd's old equipment over there. Rusted-out combat rifles, armor, field gear, that sort of thing." He laughed. "No warstriders, of course."

The others laughed as well. That was part of the legend of Morgan's Hold, that infantry had fought Xenos when the warstriders had abandoned them. There were warstriders in the indicated direction, a Manta, a Fastrider, and a couple of Ghostriders, but those were manned and operative, standing guard over the makeshift landing area. The field area was busy, as ground personnel unloaded the newly grounded aerospace craft.

"And off that way," Curtis continued, "that's the Augean Peninsula, or where it was, anyway. As you can see, it's mostly underwater now."

Dev turned on the hilltop, taking his bearings. That stretch of sundance-glittering ocean was where Argos had stood. Once, the vertical tower of the sky-el must have gleamed golden in the sun right there. And the Xenos, when they came, would have swarmed up the slope from that direction, from the north. . . .

Every ground trooper and striderjack in the Shichiju knew the story of Morgan's Hold. The story had already gone down in legend with other hopeless last stands, with the Alamo, Roarke's Drift, and Kavalerovo. Garrisoned by one Imperial Marine battalion and two companies of the 62nd Hegemony Infantry—troops dispatched more to keep the peace among the panicky civilians than to attempt to protect them from the still mysterious threat—the planet had been virtually defenseless.

It had become more defenseless still when the Imperial troops, commanded by one Colonel Nagai, had decided to withdraw in the face of swarming hordes of Xeno snakes. He'd ordered Captain David Morgan of the 62nd to withdraw as well, but Morgan and 387 volunteers—most of the strength of his force—had refused. Argos had a civilian population of nearly eight hundred thousand, and that number had nearly doubled over the past weeks as outlying settlements had been overrun by the insatiable hordes of snakelike, deadly Xenophobes. His Hegemon infantry was all that stood between the advancing Xenos and the Argos Sky-el.

Chance and geography had favored the defense. Xenophobes, for reasons unknown, avoided seawater, and Argos was located on an equatorial peninsula jutting southwest into the Alcmenan Sea. Astride the narrow isthmus northward was Mount Athos, at thirteen hundred meters one of Herakles's more mediocre peaks, but ideally positioned for defending the single land approach to the capital.

The troops had held Mount Athos through wave after wave of Xenophobe assault, fighting them with hand weapons, with semiportable lasers and cannons dismounted from vehicles, with jury-rigged bombs and crudely programmed nano-D. They'd held out for nearly two weeks, during which time most of the planet's civilian population escaped up the sky-el to the gathering fleet of transports mustered there from across the Shichiju. The severely wounded in Morgan's band were evacuated with the civilians; the lightly wounded hung on, scavenging the battlefield for ammunition and partially charged laser power packs. In the end, sixteen unwounded members of the unit abandoned their positions on Mount Athos and escaped up the sky-el. Numerous Xenos had already broken past Mount Athos or tunneled up inside the city from below and were beginning to digest the city's structures, but Morgan's men had staved off the inevitable collapse long enough for the evacuation to be completed.

David Morgan himself had not lived to see the victory. On the third day he'd tried to drag a fallen comrade from beneath an advancing Xenophobe Mamba, been hit himself, and been crushed to death.

The stand, called Morgan's Hold, had been enshrined in song and story and ViRdrama throughout the Frontier, despite the Empire's efforts to suppress it. Nagai's abrupt decision to evacuate did not reflect well on Imperial honor and martial prowess when contrasted with the determination of the Heglegger troops, and more than one Hegemony soldier had been cashiered or worse for singing "The Ballad of Morgan's Hold," or even for having the words and music downloaded into his personal RAM. The song had become something of a cry of defiance by Frontier rebels against the Imperial tyranny.

Song and legend, too, remained part of the ongoing rivalry between foot soldiers and warstriders; Nagai's marines had been elite striderjacks, and their combat machines had been top-of-the-line Daimyos and Samurais. Reportedly, not one warstrider had been lost in the defense of Argos, and at the time it had been widely reported that leg infantry—leggers—simply could not stand up to Xeno snakes.

Morgan's people had given the lie to that idea.

The very shape of the planet's geography had been altered by the aftermath of the battle. One hour after the last human had left Herakles, a five-hundred-megaton bomb provided by Nagai's marines had been detonated in the sky-el, just above Argos. The fireball had eradicated the city and scooped out a vast, shallow crater into which the sea had poured, an avenging, white-foam flood. Thundering, rising clouds of steam had blotted out half the hemisphere for months afterward. From space, the Augean Peninsula now looked as though a gigantic bite had been taken out of it, and the new, inland sea created by the city's immolation was still radioactive.

Dev shivered, the reaction partly due to the thought of Argos's destruction, but partly too from the cold. He palmed the control patch of his bodysuit and wished up its internal heat.

He was thinking about the huge, pyramidal atmosphere nanoconverters . . . one of which Dev could see from here, a smooth-sided, triangular mountain against the northern horizon. The air tasted hard and thin, with a metallic bite to it. The oxygen percentage stood now at about twelve percent, with a partial pressure of .108 atm., low, but breathable. The Heraklean terraforming project had not been entirely complete when the Xenos had appeared, and the atmosphere generators had been shut down twenty-eight years before.

By making the air breathable, those artificial mountains had also rendered the climate cooler. Temperatures had been dropping steadily on Herakles for two centuries and might drop farther still if the converters weren't soon brought back on-line. If the Xeno hadn't destroyed them—and apparently it hadn't—they would one day make the world's air thicker and warmer as well.

"So where is the local Xeno?" Petruccio asked, shaking Dev from his thoughts. "We keep expecting to see him any day."

Dev looked around. The landscape in every direction was barren—the rock seared naked where the white flame that had destroyed Argos had lightly brushed across it. In the distance, though, Dev thought he could make out flecks of green and the gray and brown of endless rock.

"Underground, certainly," he said.

"And that's where we'll have to go to find it," Sinclair added. "We'll have survey teams out looking for cavern entrances or old snake pits as soon as we can organize them. Then we bring Fred down and let him earn his passage."

"Actually," Dev said, "I wonder if that'll be necessary. Looking for holes, I mean." He was staring once again at the triangular regularity of the atmosphere nanogenerator looming above the northern horizon. "If the Naga here is playing true to form, there's another way to reach him. A faster way."

He began describing his idea to the others.


Chapter 21

We see, of course, not with our eyes, but with our brain—same for hearing, touch, smell, and taste—and our conversations with others are carried out entirely inside our heads. External physical sensation is gathered by the visual, auditory, tactile, or other sensory nerves, and not until it is relayed to the brain is it interpreted as light and dark, as hard or soft, as lover's face or clenched fist, as smell of genegineered froses or taste of vinegar. Indeed, we live out our lives in magnificent isolation, a universe within our skulls, with but the slenderest and most deceivable of feeds bringing us fresh data about the outside world.

—The Rise of Technic Man

Fujiwara Naramoro

C.E. 2535

They stood on the mountaintop beneath a sky gone black, vast and thick-strewn with diamond stars. Dev had asked Katya after a communal dinner in the main hab dome whether she would like to take a walk.

Dev knew that something had been troubling Katya since before their precipitous departure from New America, and he was pretty sure he knew what it was. Still, throughout the long passage between the stars, they'd had no chance to discuss it. Eagle had been crowded with passengers for which she'd not been equipped. He'd wanted to share some linked downtime with Katya, just to talk, but feared the suggestion would be taken as an invitation to ViRsex and nothing more. Strangely, he found himself shy around Katya now . . . but her evident distress made him want to reach out and take her in his arms.

Her willingness to walk with him delighted, as the night of this world entranced. Westward, zodiacal light mounted toward heaven, a diffuse and pale gold pillar just bright enough to banish the dimmest stars. Thirty light-years from Sol, the constellations were already strange, though northward the familiar hourglass of Orion was visible, only slightly distorted and with a distance-dimmed Sirius now shifted by perspective closer to far Rigel. Sol lay in that direction, Dev knew, but was lost here below the horizon.

Bright in the night was Zeta Herculis, a golden spark to the southwest. A subgiant like Mu Here, six times more luminous than vanished Sol, Zeta was less than nine lights distant and nearly as brilliant here as was Sirius from Earth.

Between east and zenith, a gold thread stretched taut among the stars. Herakles's space elevator, cast adrift among so many stars, looked like a straight-line scratch against ebon black and was so large and so far that its orbital motion, like a natural satellite's, could not be distinguished by the naked eye. Clustered at its hub were swarming yet motionless stars, sunlight reflections from the ships of the tiny Confederation fleet.

Among the largest and grandest of all man's technological works, the broken sky-el seemed nearly lost among so much immensity.

"It's so vast," Katya said, awe behind the words as she stared into the heavens. "I don't know how the Naga can comprehend such emptiness, how they can endure it, it's so different from what they know."

"It is that," Dev agreed. "Especially when they never, like we do, just lie back and look up and wonder. What gets me is the idea of their actually bridging such gulfs."

"Hurling bits of themselves at the stars. The energies involved must be . . . staggering."

"Nothing less. You know, on the way here, I ran some calculations, based on what we know, what we think we know, from our Xeno links. Assuming one-ton projectiles—"

"Why?"

He shrugged. "A guess, frankly. The actual payload, the seed from which they populate a new planet, is probably all nano and no more massive than my fist. But the pod that carries it must sense other stars, must pick out worlds of proper temperature and magnetic field and, oh, whatever else is important to such a being. And it tacks and steers, somehow, on the Galaxy's magnetic field. Anyway, the world-Naga must pack one hell of a punch behind those pods when it launches them. Like a magnetic railgun, it must shoot the things skyward with tremendous speed. Not just vee-sub-ee for the planet, but escape velocity for the entire star system. Otherwise the pod would fall short and just orbit in the dark between the stars forever."

Katya shivered and drew closer. "That can't be a natural adaptation. It seems to be part of the Naga's life cycle now, the way it extends itself from world to world, but it couldn't have been so always."

"Sure. Picked up along the way, how many billions of years ago? From the little I've seen, felt rather, the technology was absorbed from some unlucky, spacefaring culture assimilated early on, maybe from the same source as they acquired their nanotechnic parasites."

"Parasites?"

"Symbionts, then. Of course, once you get down to nanotech scales, words like 'organic' and 'artificial' start to lose their meaning."

"They do, don't they?" Katya said. "Still, reaching for the stars was never part of their original, their organic evolution. That had to have come later."

"And why not? The same could be said of us, now that we're free of Earth."

"Free?"

He grinned. "Thus speaks the New American revolutionary. Free physically, Kat, if not yet in spirit. That will come. We're already too different in culture, in ways of thought, for the Empire to hold onto us much longer."

"And we have the Galaxy as inheritance now."

"Shared with folk like the Naga and the DalRiss, yes. Both are so different, from each other and from us. I wonder how different the others we'll meet out there one day might seem?"

"We share starfaring, the three of us."

"Yeah, only the Xenos do it without even knowing there are such things out there as stars. I wonder how many of those pods are adrift out there, falling forever between the worlds because they didn't happen to be pointed in the right direction?"

Katya shivered again and he put his arm around her, drawing her close. She'd come out into the night without her accustomed bodysuit, clad only in the white bootslacks and pale blue vest she'd worn to dinner. The vest was open in front, secured only by a silver cord just above her breasts and sheer enough that even in this dim light Dev could make out the oval duskiness of her nipples showing underneath. Though the material contained the same microcircuitry for thermal control as did Dev's bodysuit, the costume exposed a fair amount of skin and the Heraklean night was distinctly chilly.

"You want to go back inside?"

"No. I want . . . want to linger here. To enjoy Starrise. And you."

An hour passed, the heavens wheeling slowly. West, the zodiacal light was fading. East, however, the sky glowed red and pale gray through a band of clouds hugging the horizon, as though with the light of approaching dawn. Minutes passed in long silence, the east growing slowly lighter. Then the clouds vanished and the false dawn was revealed for what it was. Bright, brighter by far than Zeta Herculis, the dazzling star cleared the eastern horizon and touched mountain peaks with blue and silver.

From Mu Herculis, Vega lay but three and a half light-years distant, a diamond-hard, blue-white beacon outshining everything in the sky, bright enough to read by, bright enough to cast distinct shadows on the ground and drown the night's other stars in glorious luminosity.

But Katya was looking north, toward the dimly seen bulk of the atmosphere generator.

"Dev . . ."

"Don't, Katya." He knew what she was thinking, what she was about to say. "Let's just say it's orders—"

"Orders!" Her anger flared, and he felt her tense beneath his arm. "How much death have orders caused already?"

"All right. Duty, then."

"That's worse. I could be the one going down into the Xeno's lair tomorrow, as well as you."

"Could be, but I'd rather that it was me and Vic. You had the last go-round, on Eridu, and it nearly killed you."

"I remember. How could I forget? But Dev . . . Love . . . I don't want to lose you. Not now. I feel like you're all I have left."

The words were at once joy and sadness. She loved him! As he, with newfound certainty, loved her. And yet . . .

"One of us has to go," he said reasonably. "We've had the most experience with the Xenos, you and I, and we can't both go, not when we might . . . uh, might have to make a second try."

She turned suddenly inside the reach of his arm, putting her own arms around him, embracing him tightly. Bright, Cameron, he thought to himself savagely as he hugged her back. Real bright. Just the right thing to say!

After a time, she pulled back. Her wet face glistened in the luminous diamond glare of Vega.

"It doesn't matter which of us goes, does it?" she asked. "Let me."

"You still have trouble with enclosed places, Katya." He said it bluntly, saw the pain at the truth in her eyes. "General Sinclair knows that too. He probably thought it would go better if the first person to make contact didn't have . . . other things on her mind."

"Maybe. I'm beginning to think Travis Sinclair is a cold, hard man. An AI programmed for political philosophy and military tactics."

"Because he didn't let you stay behind on New America? You can do a hell of a lot more good here. Besides, wouldn't you rather be here with me?"

The attempted lightness fell flat. "I don't know what I want, Dev. Not anymore. I used to think the rebellion was everything, that it was my reason for being alive. Maybe it still would be, if I wasn't always seeing people I cared for being sent off to face Imperials or Xenos or God knows what while I'm ordered to safety. I used to think I was doing something, that I was making a difference, somehow. Now I'm beginning to think the Nagas have the right idea. Everything is Self and not-Self, Here or not-Here. What you are and where you are're all that matter, and nothing else and nobody else in the universe is worth a two-byte download."

"Delete that," Dev said. "You've got bad data there. Besides, I always had the feeling that the Nagas were missing some of the subtleties of life."

"What . . . do you mean?"

"Have you noticed, when you're linked with one, how ordinary rock takes on a complexity you never noticed before?"

"Yes. . . ."

"It's all Rock and not-Rock, sure, but the rock takes on a, I don't know, a flavor you never noticed before. It seems to be tied in with the direction and intensity of the local magnetic field, the temperature, the actual chemical composition of the rock, lots of things I can't even put names to."

"The Nagas have senses we can't even understand," Katya said. "It only makes sense they'd be aware of things that we're not."

"Exactly. But the same is true, the other way around. A Naga misses an awful lot that might seem obvious to us." He drew closer, tipping her head back with a finger beneath her chin. "Things like this."

A long time later, they broke the kiss. "Still want to think like a Naga?"

"Mmm. No. I never did, not really. That was just . . . me. I tend to charge off sometimes before that little DATA TRANSFER COMPLETE sign winks on. God, Dev, you be careful down there tomorrow, okay?"

"I will. Remember, each time we've run into wild Xenos in the past, they haven't reacted much to our presence, have let us get right up next to them, in fact. I'm not even sure they're aware of us at all, save maybe as some sort of natural phenomena, moving rocks, or something. Certainly, they don't have the same sense of personal space we do, or the flight-or-fight-if-you're-too-close response of most Earth-born critters. Their evolution must never have included things like a nasty predator sneaking up too close, or an unpleasant neighbor who might whack you over the head with a club and drop you in the stewpot."

"Nagas don't have a head to whack."

"True enough. And it'd take a damned big pot to hold one. But you get the idea."

Katya was silent for a long time after that. "Dev?" she asked finally.

"Yeah?"

"What good's it going to do, anyway?"

"What?"

"Talking with the Nagas."

"You mean besides convincing them not to eat us? To leave our cities and stuff alone?"

"Well, that much is obvious." Despite her mood, she smiled. "But Sinclair is fixed on this idea of his for enlisting the Nagas, the DalRiss too, for that matter, as allies. I've spent a lot of the past few weeks wondering just what good such allies would do. Dev, the Nagas don't even understand the concept 'enemy.' For all that they've pushed us off one world after another over the past forty-some years, they don't understand the idea of 'war.' Hell, Fred just barely understands the idea of multiple individuals—that's what we want him to communicate to the Heraklean Naga, after all—and I think the idea of one individual killing another must be as alien to it as, as, I don't know. As a Naga's ideas about the shape of the universe are to us."

Dev thought about the question for a long moment before answering. "I could download to you the usual platitudes about synergy between alien cultures," he said after a while. "You've heard that sort of thing from Sinclair often enough. Diversity is good precisely because two cultures have different ways of thinking. Together they come up with things undreamed of by either."

"Sure, but we're not talking about a culture here, Dev. We're talking about a lump of black, sentient tissue mixed with God knows how many trillions of nanotech constructs that lives in the dark, eats rock, and thinks about stuff that no human could even imagine. Where's the synergy going to come from in that? Humans from different cultures are still human, after all. They have something in common. They talk and sing and make love and want good things for their children. They look at the sky and wonder. The Nagas are just too different."

"Hmm, maybe. Still, I have the gut feeling that no matter how alien the beasty is, putting us and it together is going to be like tuning in the microsingularities in a starship QPT. You're going to get one hell of a lot of energy out of the system that just wasn't there before. More than you'd expect from something so tiny."

Dev wondered if he'd chosen the right simile. In a starship's QPT, the resonance between two neutron-sized black holes yielded tremendous energy, true . . . energy enough to vaporize the largest starship and everything within several thousand kilometers if it avalanched.

What energies might the pairing of Xeno and human liberate . . . and would they be any easier to control?

Katya stirred, restless. "How . . . far down do you think you'll have to go tomorrow?"

"Wish I knew. Depends on the Naga, doesn't it?" He could feel her trembling.

"Here . . ." Reaching out, he took her left hand in his, the circuitries embedded in the heels of their palms touching. They kissed again, the tingle of their shared sensations racing up their arms and melding them more closely as one.

Dev had heard that some within the Shakai—that blend of culture, lifestyle, and class that encompassed the upper strata of Japanese society—had circuit implants grown in lips, genitals, and other erogenous zones in order to boost physical sensation. He'd always scorned such peripherals. They were hardly needed, and any increase in sensation was most likely psychosomatic in any case. Neural implant circuitry was not primarily designed to enhance sensation, but to carry data to and from the cephlink. Psychosomatically enhanced or not, the kiss went on for a long, long time and continued after Dev broke contact with her palm to let both hands stray beneath her opened vest.

"I want you," she whispered. "Let's go back."

"There's nothing but the ViRcom modules," Dev replied. "We might try linking through a two-slotter warstrider. . . ."

"No. Not ViRsex. I want reality. I want you."

Dev blinked. Most couples with full-link capabilities preferred virtual sex when they could arrange it. Despite occasional claims to the contrary, there was absolutely no way to distinguish sensations generated within the brain from those generated without, and there was the advantage of being able to create any desired romantic backdrop, drawn from memory or from purest fantasy. Dev knew of people, men and women both, who claimed never to engage in animal grapplesex, as they called it, at all. Children were more safely conceived in clinics, and ViRsex was cleaner, more comfortable, and less prone to stress, and in general more "real" than the real thing.

Dev wasn't sure he agreed with that philosophy. He'd engaged in both types of play, finding advantages and delights in both. He'd never engaged in real sex with Katya, however, and the intensity of her need surprised him.

"It, uh, it might be hard finding privacy."

"We'll find it. Please, Dev. Tonight I don't want to feel you against me, in me, through some God-damned machine."

And later, lying together in the narrow and frankly uncomfortable cot in her quarters back in the hab dome, Dev had to admit that he agreed completely.

There was a psychological technique made possible by cephlinks and personal analogues, a way of literally talking to one's self. The Japanese called it jigano hanashi-ai, the "ego-discussion." On the Frontier it was known as "jigging." A person could literally call up fragments of his own personality to discuss problems. Dev's included analogues he thought of as The Tactician, that cold and analytical part of himself that planned and executed battles; The Warrior, a frightening incarnation exuding the confidence of technomegalomania; The Kid, who was Dev at seventeen. There were others.

Dev rarely indulged in jigging. He'd long ago found that he didn't like these alter egos, to the point that he'd begun to think that he honestly didn't like himself. Possibly, that was a bit of psychological foreshortening, caused by the fact that his ego fragments were just that, fragments of himself, and not himself as a whole.

ViRsex, he found, spoke only to that ego fragment of himself he called The Lover, the part of himself concerned almost entirely with Katya as a sexual partner.

But this . . . this . . .

He snuggled closer to her, arms enfolding her tightly. This touched every part of his being, body, mind and soul, in ways he'd never imagined possible.

It . . . no, she . . . made him whole.


Chapter 22

A single Xenophobe "cell"—more properly known as a "paracell" or "supracell" to distinguish it from the microscopic cells of Earth-based life—masses approximately one to two kilograms and is capable of a slow, sluglike motility. Possessing little intelligence of its own beyond a certain innate homeotropism, it has been likened to an individual human neuron.

      Xenophobe intelligence is, in fact, a function of the number and interconnectedness of a variable but large number of these paracells. Xenophobe travellers, consisting of several thousand paracells and massing three to five tons, may possess an intelligence roughly analogous to that of a human. A planetary Xenophobe, composed of as many as 1017 supracells, may possess an intelligence utterly beyond the human ken.

      Obviously, the nature of that intelligence is radically different from ours.

—The Xenophobe Wars

Dr. Francine Torrey

C.E. 2543

The passageway seemed to stretch on ahead forever, smooth-walled, sloping downward at nearly a ten-degree angle. Dev was in the lead, encased in a one-man RLN-90 Scoutstrider, taking each step carefully as though in anticipation of deadfalls or pits. Walls, floors, and ceiling were smoothly rounded, the one blending into the next without visible seam or joint. It was like walking down a long, straight pipeline hewn through smooth rock; the tube's lumen was only three meters, so Dev had to keep his warstrider folded in on itself, legs sharply angled to keep his dorsal sensors and weapons packs from scraping along the ceiling. An array of four spotlights mounted on the forward hull of his strider cast a brilliant white light into the tunnel's depths ahead, though so far, for thousands of meters, there'd been nothing whatsoever to see.

Eighty meters to his rear came a second walker, a smaller, sleeker LaG-17 Fastrider jacked by Vic Hagan. His machine was towing a maglifter pallet in its wake, with Fred's travel pod strapped to its bed.

"According to your sonar we ought to be getting close." Hagan's voice sounded in Dev's link. Though they were in separate machines, the sensory data from Dev's strider was being relayed to Vic for analysis. This allowed Dev to remain alert with the Scoutstrider's weapons, just as though the two of them were jacked in side by side in a two-slotter combat machine. "Another five klicks or so."

"Affirmative," Dev replied. The same data was accessible within his virtual imagery, but he scarcely glanced at it. "I'll be glad when we hit bottom. I feel like I'm crawling around in somebody's large intestine."

"I'm linked with you there."

"Katya?" Dev called. "Are you still with us?"

"We're here, Dev." Her voice was hard and tight and edged with a crackling burr of static. The two striders had been leaving a trail of communications relays as they descended, but so much rock still swallowed both radio and laser carriers, and so many communications links amplified inefficiencies. No one knew how long the two striders descending into Herakles's bowels would remain in contact with their fellows on the surface.

Surely it was his imagination, but Dev could almost sense the weight of the artificial mountain pressing down on him from above. That mountain, and the other atmosphere generation plants, had been grown by programmed nano that had excavated thousands of tunnels like this one deep into the crust of the planet, transporting the rock up to the surface literally molecule by molecule, where it was rearranged into the unyielding fabricrete and duralloy and ferrocarb of the mountain itself, and its internal mechanisms. Those empty tunnels had been left behind, becoming part of the atmospheric nanogenerator's circulation system and a means of storing pure gases—oxygen or nitrogen—until enough had been accumulated that they could be released in the proper ratios.

And now, those seemingly endless nano-drilled tunnels had a new use.

There was Rock . . . and not-Rock, Self and not-Self, a universe described in the dualistic is/is-not of an evolution shaped by absolutes. The dichotomy of being was simple and self-evident. Physical form could be described as Rock, infinite in extent, near infinite in its subtle variability and composition and chemistries at both super- and submolecular levels. Not-Rock was all else, the channels and chambers and node-enclosures of thin, near-vacuum that housed and enclosed and sheltered Self.

Mental form—awareness, consciousness, ego, thought, volition, action—was Self, though here the simplistic dualism of being and not-being, of yes and no, grew rapidly more complex. Once, perhaps, though the memories were hazy now with the endless march of intervening events, Self had simply been Self, but even Self could change. Indeed, Self measured the difference between Self and Rock not only in its capacity to sense, store data, and reason, but in its capacity for change, deliberate or otherwise. It had learned, incalculable numbers of events past, how to pinch off a minute fraction of its own being, tiny localizations of purpose and will distinct from Self, a thinking and sensing awareness that was not Self, but >>self<<.

The discovery of >>self<< was arguably the most important step in the evolution of Self, a means to reach out into the surrounding darkness and warmth of Mother Rock and gather experience, memories, even samples of the Rock beyond the Here of Self. A >>self<< would set forth, sundered from Self, keening the sharp pains of loneliness and loss. No longer Self, its experience of the universe was not immediately accessible, could not be accessible until the >>self<< returned to Self, was reabsorbed into a larger being and a more complete awareness and its memories commingled with the whole. The philosophical implications were staggering. Could there actually be experience—events, awareness, change, the stuff of memories—taking place in the universe beyond the grasp of Self?

Astonishing as the implications were, experience with countless billions of >>selves<< had proven this to be the case. There was Being outside of Self and more to the universe than an infinite sea of Rock. There was Here—where Self was—and there was not-Here. Events could transpire within a seemingly infinite not-Here, a process that defied all that Self had thought it knew and understood.

Self had still been grappling with the concept when it had encountered the Burning.

From what Dev and Katya been able to learn from the planetary Nagas on the DalRiss homeworld of Alya B-V and on Eridu, Nagas began as small nodes of interconnected supracells deep within a planet's crust, planted there by the arrival of a Naga reproductive pod riding the world's magnetic fields down from space. With millions of nanotechnic organelles existing in symbiosis with each supracell's organic components, the creatures were able to hollow out pockets and passageways within solid rock, in much the same way as the terraformers had programmed the nano that had delved these tunnels beneath the atmosphere generators.

The devoured rock became raw material for new supracells, organic and inorganic components alike drawn from the world's inner treasure troves of silicon, oxygen, carbon, iron, nickel, and every other common element. The building blocks of a world, after all, and the building blocks for a living creature were all much the same, differing only in their ratios and in the manner of their arrangement.

For perhaps hundreds of millions of years, the Naga nodes tunneled and reproduced. Thermovores, they made use of the planet's internal heat, utilizing the energy to metabolize the rock literally molecule by molecule. Pockets or veins of pure metal ores or other substances were best, requiring less energy to extract them.

Eventually, the Nagas occupied much of the planetary crust, from just beneath the surface to that depth where heat and pressure exceeded their tolerance levels. Possessing numerous senses understood dimly by humans, if at all, they were able to detect large concentrations of pure substances at considerable distances, even through solid rock. To a Naga node, a human city, even a single warstrider, represented an incredible bounty of pure metals, polymers, and ceramics, of pure diamond woven into thin, readily accessible sheets, of vast numbers of nanotechnic machines the size of single, large molecules ready for assimilation and reprogramming. As the first Naga scouts neared the surface of a world occupied by humans, they were drawn to these concentrations of raw materials. Unaware that the delicate carbon-based life-forms in their way were anything other than some strangely patterned natural phenomena, the scouts began to feed. . . .

Which, of course, had been interpreted by humans as an attack by monstrous, alien, and utterly incomprehensible foes.

On Alya B-V, the DalRiss had been forced to evacuate their own birthworld as the Nagas emerged everywhere, transforming cities, the surface of entire continents into nightmare fantasies shaped by alien notions of line and form and function. In time, countless separate nodes had united, until every supracell on and in the world was interlinked, neurons of a single, vast brain of incomprehensible scope. At that point, the organism changed, its drives shifting from those of the restless, acquisitive phase to the sessile—and reproductive—contemplative form.

So much was known about the Naga, communicated by the now "tame" organism inhabiting Eridu through the intermediate agency of a living DalRiss comel. So much more was mystery still. What triggered the transition from the acquisitive to the contemplative phases? How long did it take? Xenophobe notions of time bore no relationship at all to those of humans; indeed, time seemed to mean little to organisms that possessed memories—and oddly packaged and disordered memories at that—stretching back for hundreds of millions or even billions of years and embracing long chains of successive worlds.

The question had taken on a fairly pressing, new importance on Mu Herculis. Twenty-eight years ago, the first Xenophobe scouts had emerged from underground and begun devouring human settlements. Three decades was the flicker of an eye compared to the time spans enjoyed by the Nagas, but when the organisms began breaking through to the, to them, alien surface of a world, that seemed to be a sign that the transformation was close at hand. When Dev had settled on Mu Herculis III as the place to conduct this communications experiment, he'd based the choice at least in part on the hope that the Heraklean Naga had settled down, beginning the change from the acquisitive to the contemplative phase. The Naga he'd communicated with on Alya B-V had been contemplative; the one on Eridu that Katya had encountered had still been acquisitive, but on the verge of making the change, with most of its nodes already interconnected with one another and its group intelligence already of a fantastically high order.

But in twenty-eight years, the Naga occupying the Heraklean crust had not shown itself since the day Argos had vanished in a sea of nuclear fire. A careful, almost kilometer by kilometer search of the planetary surface from orbit had shown no trace of the organism.

It was entirely possible that the thing was dead. Not likely, certainly, given that an organism that occupied much of a planet's crust massed as much as a fair-sized moon, but it was possible. If the Xenophobes attacking the Heraklean colony had been a single, relatively young node that had been located by chance near Argos, then the entire node could have been destroyed by the nuclear blast that had so altered the shape of the Augean Peninsula.

But Dev didn't think that likely. A planet is so vast a place, the coincidence of Man and Xenophobe both beginning their colonizations from the same point and at very nearly the same time was too great to consider seriously.

And yet . . . where was the Heraklean Naga now? Automated probes—AI landers bearing sensitive instruments capable of tracking a Xeno's DSA, the Deep Seismic Anomaly associated with its movements far underground—had set down by the hundreds on every continent and major island on the planet. In two months they'd heard nothing save for the purely natural groanings and rumblings of a living planet's internal workings.

And so, Dev and Vic had decided that they would have to continue the search in a more direct fashion. The empty tunnels beneath an atmospheric nanogenerator penetrated the planet's crust to a depth of one or two kilometers in places, far enough down that the temperature reached seventy degrees or more, rising twenty-five degrees Celsius for every kilometer's drop in depth.

Surely the Nagas, with their singleminded hunger for pure metals and manufactured composites would have sought out the artificial mountains of the atmosphere plants, at least so far as to explore them. The mountain pressing down on Dev now was Heraklean Atmospheric Nanoprocessing Facility One, the closest of all of the planet's terraforming plants to the place where Argos had stood. The Xenos must have penetrated the place, at least as far as these tunnels.

Dev could imagine no other way of reaching the Naga than to penetrate the tunnels' lower reaches. The only problem he could see was one that had been haunting him for some time now.

Assuming there were still living Nagas within Herakles, their lack of activity was atypical . . . and therefore potentially dangerous. Quite possibly the planet's inhabitants were being quiet because they didn't care to receive visitors.

Self was well aware of the not-Selves approaching from the place-of-Burning. It still had trouble accepting the distinctly alien idea of a not-Self that seemed to exhibit the volition, the sense of purpose that ought to be Self's alone. It could best accept the not-Selves' existence by thinking of them as a kind of >>selves<<, as disembodied parts of Self momentarily sundered from the whole. This explained the purposefulness of their advance as well as the tastes of pure metal and functioning submicroscopic units, of tightly channeled electrical and magnetic fields, of other-than-natural heat radiation that they bore on and within their curiously formed beings.

How, though, could there be >>selves<< that had not arisen by the direct volition and action of Self? That was a question unanswered, and possibly unanswerable.

Normally, of course, it would have been simple enough to absorb them into the whole, assimilating their memories of events from beyond Here and Self, but the memory of the Burning, and the driving need for survival that was indelibly printed within every one of Self's composite units, made it hesitate.

It could not face the agonizing pain and loss of Burning again.

"Dev?"

"Yeah, Vic."

"My sonar is picking up something funny up ahead. I think the main tunnel dead-ends . . . but the returns are, I don't know. Soft."

"Yeah, I read the same. It might be what we're looking for."

For the last several kilometers, he'd been aware that the tunnel they were traversing had changed in character. It continued to descend at a ten-degree slope, and the lumen had neither narrowed nor enlarged. Still, human-programmed mining nano tended to leave a smooth and crisply defined, neatly geometrical surface, one given a denser composition than normal rock in order to support the tunnel roof. The tunnel walls now were slightly irregular, with a surface that appeared to have been altered by restructuring native rock into a slightly translucent, crystalline structure, obviously for the same reason.

This section of the tunnel had been eaten out not by human agencies, but by Nagas.

"Maybe we should just unwrap Fred and send him ahead, huh?"

Dev had been considering that for some minutes now. The trouble was that there was no way of predicting what Fred would do once he was released. Better to make sure they were face-to-face—if you could even use such anthropocentric imagery here—with the Naga.

"Let's wait," he told Hagan. "We haven't been attacked yet. Let's see if we can get closer."

"You're the boss. I make the range to be a little less than a kilometer, now."

"Let's just hope the tunnel doesn't tighten up," Dev replied. "I'm beginning to wonder if we'll even be able to turn around in here."

"Yeah. Anything bad happens, we're going to have to back up real, real fast."

Change, or rather, the capacity to experience change, defined Self, separating it from unchanging Rock.

Or, to be more specific still, the capability to deliberately inflict as well as to contemplate change was what separated Self from its surroundings. Rock could change, becoming not-Rock, but that was a direct result of Self's volition. Self absorbed rock, changing its components at need to generate additional Self. Rock did not, could not, change of its own accord.

Change, as directed by Self, was all that made existence worthwhile. Consider the boredom of an infinite and infinitely unchanging universe!

Once, then, Self had gloried in change. Since the Burning, however, the need for change had itself changed. The Burning had brought pain, loneliness, loss . . . and an abiding fear, almost as though Self itself had been pinched off to become a sharply limited and delimited >>self<<. These sensations and the associated memories were now part of Self's universe, and they shaped its perceptions of all that lay beyond the truncated and flame-seared boundary between Self and not-Self.

Immediately before the Burning, Self had become aware—through the agency of numerous >>selves<<— of the bizarrely alien not-Selves and not->>selves<< that were now approaching Here. Incompletely understood, these alien not-Selves had once been understood as a special category of Rock, something natural and preexistent, but which sometimes seemingly acted with volition. Self had sought them out, partly curious, though mostly their apparent relationship with vast troves of unimaginably pure and very special and useful subsets of Rock was what had intrigued.

Intriguing, too, had been the number of >>selves<< that never returned for reabsorption after being dispatched to sample these alien >>selves<<. Why? This growing uncertainty about the nature of the alien >>selves<< had been in the forefront of Self's introspective awareness when the Burning had flamed across being, vaporizing untold trillions of Self's composite units. Perhaps as much as a tenth of Self's substance had ceased to be, had become not-Self and, in the becoming, had transmitted sensory images that could still, upon reflection, make Self's being shudder in remembered agony.

How to avoid a repeat of the Burning now dominated Self's awareness. As the alien >>selves<< neared Here, Self could conceive of only two alternatives. It could retreat, as it had in the aftermath of the Burning, finding shelter in deeper and more secure embraces of Mother Rock. Comfortable as that thought was, it offered few advantages, for the not->>selves<< were clearly capable of following Self wherever it might go.

Which left, of course, only a single, viable alternative, risky as that might be. . . .


Chapter 23

Our modern perspective reveals that the Xenophobe Wars were, in fact, a terrible accident, one brought about by the fact that neither side in the conflict had any clear idea about the true nature of the enemy. Humans perceived only the Xeno travellers and combat mode fighters, alien monstrosities obeying alien imperatives and wreaking utter devastation wherever they appeared. The Xenophobes, we now understand, perceived us as part of the background, if at all, as a kind of natural phenomenon that could be dangerous and which had to be assimilated, neutralized, or adapted to.

—The Xenophobe Wars

Dr. Francine Torrey

C.E. 2543

"Vic!" Dev snapped, every sense almost painfully taut. "Do you see it? Do you see it?"

"Affirmative." Hagan's view forward from his own warstrider was blocked by the hull of Dev's machine, but he was getting a visual feed from Dev's RLN-90. "My God, there's a lot of it, isn't there?"

"The tip of the iceberg," Dev replied, wonderingly. "Worse. If this thing was a human, we'd be a couple of bacteria staring at the very end of its little toe."

The tunnel they'd been descending debouched on a vast cavern; so sudden had been its appearance that Dev had nearly plunged forward off the tunnel's edge and into that vault of primal blackness. The spotlights on Dev's Scoutstrider filled much of that cavern without illuminating it, for the far walls and the unseen floor of the pit were filled with a glistening, opalescent black substance in constant, queasy motion. Too lumpy to be oil or some similar liquid, the light-drinking surface was wetly uneven, composed of thousands of closely packed Naga supracells that slid over and around one another with the slick, mucoid lubrication of certain Terran gastropods. Each was connected to its neighbors by innumerable tendrils, like the axons and dendrites of human nerve cells, save that these were in direct contact with one another.

Too, these were moving, unlike nerve tissue. Dev had the impression that he was staring down into a living sea, one with currents and waves, but ponderously slow.

That sea of iridescent blackness was aware of him, he knew, not through sight or hearing, but through dozens of stranger, more subtle senses that probed and tasted rock and magnetic fields and the sizzling flow of electrical currents. The mass below Dev's warstrider was heaving itself up out of the pit, an ocean of black tar given mobility and will, extending a multiton pseudopod toward the opening in which Dev's Scoutstrider perched.

"Back!" Dev called, and he reversed his strider's movement, shuffling the RLN-90's half-folded legs back in the cramped space of the tunnel. "Get back, quick!"

Dev had managed to scuttle back perhaps ten meters from the tunnel mouth when the pseudopod plunged through the entrance, swallowing the glare from the RLN-90's spotlights, pushing forward like a thick, black paste ejected through a narrow opening by tremendous pressure. It hit his Scoutstrider with jarring force, toppling him sideways into the wall of the tunnel, then sweeping him along like a toy caught in a flood. The rush, the sudden impact were so abrupt that Dev didn't have time to fire his weapons. He was still trying to keep his warstrider upright when his link with the machine's AI flared static white in his mind, then winked out into blank.

"Vic!" Dev screamed. "Vic! Cut Fred loose!" If they could release the Eriduan Naga fragment . . .

And then Dev was awake and in his own body, locked inside the padded, coffin-sized crevice of his strider's link slot. Power was gone . . . as were his control systems. The Scoutstrider was an inert, string-cut puppet of dead metal, and Dev was trapped inside.

Vic Hagan backpedaled furiously as the nightmare, gelatinous wall of blackness exploded toward him through the tunnel opening. His data feed from Dev's Scoutstrider was lost in a flutter of static. He'd heard only a sharp-screamed "Vic!" from Dev, the name cut off short.

He'd positioned himself a good eighty meters behind Dev's strider, since he'd been linked to the view fed to him from the other machine. When the feed vanished, Vic could see the top half of Dev's RLN-90 starkly pinned by the lights of his Fastrider, its legs awash in the tarry ooze. The LaG-17 mounted two fifty-megawatt lasers, one to either side of its stubby prow like the mandibles of some spindle-legged insect. He triggered both lasers together, sending a double pulse of laser energy into the black sea advancing toward him up the tunnel, trying to sear the thing as close to Dev's RLN-90 as he could without risking hitting the other machine.

Nothing. The moving blackness drank the coherent light scarcely a ripple. Vic fired again . . . and again. A flash of silver rippled across the surface of the gelatinous mass, then vanished so swiftly he wasn't even certain he'd really seen it.

He took three more steps backward as the Naga mass advanced, colliding with the maglifter pallet where it hovered behind his strider. Sensors transmitted the shock of contact, the metallic brush and scrape as his left leg ground against Fred's travel pod. His full attention focused on the advancing Naga, Vic overrode the sensor data and pushed, still backing up the tunnel.

Balanced on tightly focused fields that rode the planet's own magnetic field, the maglifter pallet yawed to its side as the Fastrider forced itself past, slammed into the tunnel wall, then crashed to the floor. Vic squeezed past it, willing the Fastrider's legs to move faster, panic rattling at brain and heart as the night black horror kept rolling toward him.

His lights caught a piece of Dev's warstrider still afloat on the tide . . . a leg, Vic thought. Then he saw another piece, the right arm still bearing its hundred-megawatt laser, ripped from the RLN's hull in a careless display of raw power. He couldn't see the hull. The black mass reached Fred's pod where it lay now, dented and torn, on the floor of the tunnel and washed over it like an ocean breaker. The wrecked maglifter was swallowed an instant later.

Weapons were useless. Vic concentrated all of his energy on movement, backing up the tunnel with all of the speed he could muster. The Fastrider's legs scissored almost to a blur, duralloy-flanged feet striking sparks against the smooth floor of the tunnel, one outflung arm clanging against the wall in a desperate bid to urge the machine backward yet a bit faster.

The black tide kept coming. He wasn't going to make it. . . .

Dev thought he was facedown, though in the disorienting blackness of his strider slot, it was difficult to tell for sure. It felt as though the Naga had engulfed his Scoutstrider and was bearing it along within its mass, a tiny morsel, swallowed whole. A grinding, shrieking clash of tearing metal howled inside the narrow confines of the compartment, conjuring images of his warstrider's dismemberment . . . or worse, of the life-support hull cracking and the black ooze pouring in.

Never had Dev felt a terror this dark, this penetrating, and he had to battle with all of his swiftly tattering strength to keep from howling aloud and pounding on the sides of the strider slot with his fists. Instead, moving by instinct and by touch, he struggled to reach the storage compartment built into the side of the slot.

It opened when the panel read the data feed from his left palm. Urgently, wrestling to maintain some small bubble of sanity and rationality within a rising sea of panic, he thrust his left arm into the compartment, striking cool, dry softness within. He felt it envelop his arm, from fingertips to elbow, felt the touch grow cold.

The comel, manufactured yet alive, biological construct of the alien DalRiss, clung to his arm like a living glove. Dev's only hope of survival now, he knew with grim certainty, was to talk to the thing that had swallowed his Scoutstrider like a casually tossed peanut. Katya had survived being swallowed by one of these things. He could, too, if he could talk to it before it killed him.

As his outraged sense of balance told him his warstrider's hull was rolling to an upright position, his right hand hit the emergency manual release for the strider slot's hatch. With a hiss of equalizing pressures, the seal on the RLN's environmental pod broke. The hatch slid aside, revealing a blackness that was, if anything, more absolute than the black inside the slot.

Dev gasped. The air outside the Scoutstrider was breathable but blistering hot, stinking of sulfur and fuming, unnamed vapors driven from slow-cooking rocks. He took another breath, fighting the urge to gasp. The air here, if anything, was more oxygen-poor than that on the surface; desperately, he fumbled for the slot compartment that held a survival mask and bottled oxygen.

The warstrider hull slammed again against unyielding rock, flinging Dev against the side of his slot with brutal force. Metal screamed, then groaned and creaked with the growing urgency of a living creature at the edge of an agonizingly prolonged death. The RLN's torso, half-submerged and stripped of legs and arms and its usual clusters of antenna and sensory pods, was folding under the caress of incredible pressures exerted by the black sea.

Dizzy, blind, disoriented, Dev couldn't find the mask's compartment. Gulping at the air now, straining to find substance there to keep him conscious, he sat upright in the slot. All he needed to do was touch one of the Naga's interconnected supracells. . . .

His head banged rock half a meter above the warstrider's hull, and Dev saw a momentary explosion of green-and-purple light. Raising his left hand, he felt the rough drag of rock past the comel-encased tips of his fingers. The RLN's hull was moving, and quickly, born on the Naga's thick embrace through the tunnel.

But which way? Up the tunnel, in pursuit of Vic? Or back the other way, toward that reeking, briefly glimpsed pit? Keeping his head low this time, he struggled into a partly upright position, groping into absolute blackness with his comel-clad hand, trying to touch some part of the unseen mass that carried the wreckage of his strider, boatlike on gelatinous waves. He could feel the hull tipping again as it rolled over, spilling him toward the surface that carried it. Dev thrust his arm out farther, seeking contact. Where was the Naga's surface? Where? . . .

Pressures unbearable snapped the Scoutstrider's hull and the sides of the slot closed around his waist like the jaws of a trap. Dev screamed, the sound shrilling and echoing through the blackness. Agony tore at his lower back and legs . . . then vanished as he felt his spine snap.

A jolt, and he was free of the wreckage, but his back was broken and shock had left him dazed and incoherent. Strange thoughts flooded his brain but he could not order them, could not begin to understand them as anything beyond scraps of nightmare hallucination. Then, with a sudden, light-headed sense of falling, he was hurled through the opening of the tunnel and into the black and empty space of the great cavern. I'm going to die. The thought, as he recognized it as coming from some part of himself, was actually welcome, a peace that stilled the terror that threatened to rob him of his last shreds of human reason.

Seconds later, he struck the surface of the Naga. That surface was yielding, almost liquid, but Dev struck it after falling nearly fifty meters, and he hit with killing, bone-splintering force.

On the surface, Katya had broken the seal on her LaG-42 Ghostrider and was sitting up in the open hatch, keeping her left hand against the slot's palm interface so that she could stay linked with the communications net. Her full linkage had been broken, however. Impulsively, she wanted to experience her surroundings with her own senses, to see the mountain-high bulk of the atmosphere generator with her own eyes.

"Hey, Colonel?" The voice in her mind was that of her Number Two, Sublieutenant Tomid Lanager. "Don't you think you oughta button up?"

Another child, like Ken Maubry, now dead, like Chet Martin, abandoned with the other Rangers still on New America. Katya felt so very old.

"Negative," she snapped back, her mental voice harsh and biting. "Maintain your watch."

"Uh, yessir."

A half dozen other warstriders stood nearby, silently waiting. There were some people on foot, too, a platoon of armored infantry and a handful of senior officers, come to watch the great experiment. Among them was Travis Sinclair.

That's the man who sent Dev down into the hole, she thought, and she was surprised by her bitterness. She'd admired Sinclair, even loved him, in a hero-struck way. Now she saw him as another damned politician, a man so caught up in the jacker's rush of playing god that he didn't see the people around him as people. Perhaps he had once . . . but no more. This damned revolution of his seemed programmed for nothing but to devour children, and in the end no one would be better off for their sacrifice.

What had happened to her people—full humans and genies—back on New America?

A burst of static hissed against the background of her thoughts, then cleared. Vic's voice sounded, frantic with fear and speed. ". . . Hagan, do you read me? This is Hagan, does anyone copy?"

"We're here, Vic," Katya sent back. Fear clutched at her throat. "What's your situation?"

"I'm . . . I'm coming out. Katya, I'm sorry. Dev is lost. Dead. He must be dead."

The words left her numb, though somehow, she'd known them even before Vic had spoken. "What . . . what happened?"

"I don't know. We'd just reached the point where we could see the Naga—"

"You did see it, then?" Sinclair's voice cut in. Katya could see him holding a palm comm link with a cord jacked into his left T-socket. "The Naga? . . ."

"I saw it, yeah." Hagan's voice was dry. "It just . . . attacked. No reason that I could see. It just rose up and blasted into the tunnel and smashed Dev's Scoutstrider to bits."

"What about the Eriduan Naga?" Sinclair asked.

"I don't know. The thing got Fred, too. Just kind of washed over the pod and swallowed it. I didn't see any change in the thing's behavior. It just kept coming!"

"It's okay, Vic." Katya had to work hard to keep her mental voice steady. "It's okay. Are you clear now?"

"Yeah. I think so. It chased me maybe a kilometer up the tunnel, then quit. I don't see any sign of it now."

"Maybe that was the change we were looking for," Sinclair suggested. "The Eriduan fragment communicated—"

"I don't think so, General," Hagan interrupted. "Like I said, it just kept coming. Like it was mad, or something." There was a long pause. "Okay, maybe it did change its mind and turn back. But there hasn't been any attempt to communicate. And I don't . . . I don't think I can go back down there. . . ."

Katya heard the agony in Hagan's voice, the unsteadiness, the indecisiveness. The man was on the raw edge of collapse, and when she closed her eyes and tried to imagine him far below the world's surface, alone, surrounded by unyielding night, she could easily understand. "Vic, you can't do anything else. Get the hell out of there." The words burned in her mind.

"But if the Naga tries to communicate—" Sinclair began.

"Dammit, there's nothing more he can do! There's nothing more any of us can do!"

"Maybe one of us could go down and look for Dev," Lee Chung volunteered. "I'll go."

"You'd be wasting your time, Lee," Hagan said. "Katya. Don't let him come. I tell you, I saw the thing tearing his warstrider to pieces! I don't see how he could have survived. Oh, damn it, Katya. I'm sorry. I'm sorry. . . ."

"It wasn't your fault, Vic." Tears were stinging her eyes, blurring her vision. "He might . . . Dev might still make it."

The thought was not wholly irrational. Katya remembered well her own contact with a Naga, far, far below the humid, poisonous surface of Eridu. Somehow, the Naga she'd contacted—she found herself thinking of it as Fred's parent—had analyzed her body chemistry, then manipulated it to keep her alive, even when her survival mask's oxygen had given out. She remembered little of that encounter still, save for the first terrifying moments of it, closeted away in blackness absolute, with the weight of a world pressing down unseen above her head.

It was hard to tell, sometimes, what was memory of actual events, and what was remembered nightmare. She shuddered, pushing back unwelcome images of being buried alive.

Could the Naga hidden somewhere below the atmosphere plant keep Dev alive? She didn't have enough information to formulate an answer. The Naga was capable of it, certainly, as the Naga on Eridu had proved with her. But if Dev had already been dead when it engulfed him, even a Naga's near-miraculous mastery of chemistry would not have saved him. Xenophobes possessed remarkable powers of mind and of manipulation almost at the atomic level, but they were not gods.

No miracle of mere chemistry or of nanotechnics would call back the dead.

And if the thing had been trying to kill the human trespassers in its tunnel, it would have no reason to preserve his life.

She wanted to believe Dev still lived, however, and she clung to that slender thread, clutching against her awareness like a talisman.

"Vic?" Sinclair said. How she hated that voice now! "Can you patch a feed to us of what you saw?"

"Y-yeah. Stand by."

Dreading the images as she was, Katya nonetheless lay back down in her slot and jacked home her C- and T-sockets. Full linkage with Hagan's Fastrider resumed as he sent recorded images of what he'd seen in the tunnel. Briefly, horribly, Katya relived the nightmare darkness and close-pressing walls, saw the black tide surge forward, saw Dev's Scoutstrider hit, jarred backward, then swept under by the flood. She saw Vic's last glimpse of the RLN-90, the severed, metal limbs swallowed by the onrushing wave.

She was trembling as she broke linkage, and again unbuttoned the Ghostrider's hull and sat up, blinking back tears in the pale gold sunlight.

She didn't want to accept what she'd just seen.

Hours later, Vic's Fastrider appeared at the nearest entrance to the man-made mountain. The LaG-17 looked none the worse for its experience in the bowels of the planet, but it walked with what might be described as a beaten, even a despondent slouch of alloy legs and drooping hull. In all that time, there'd been no further word from underground, and Katya's desperate hope that Dev might still be alive was relentlessly unraveling.

"You all head on back to base," Katya told the others. "I'm going to stay here."

"Katya . . ." Vic began.

"Damn it, Vic! Get out of here!"

"Let's go, people," Sinclair said. "Katya and Lanager will keep watch here, just . . . just in case Dev makes it out."

He didn't sound as though he believed it.

Katya knew she didn't. Somehow, though, she still couldn't make herself believe that he was really gone.

The other warstriders filed away, leaving the Ghostrider in motionless, silent mourning outside the man-made mountain.


Chapter 24

If humans are master technicians, the beings known as Xenophobes are master chemists, possessing, apparently, a number of inward-turned senses that can analyze individual molecules in great detail. It is quite likely that they grow and program their own nano, and that much of their consciousness centers around, not their surroundings, but their own, inner workings.

      It has been suggested that this peculiar evolution arose to keep creatures sane that, though possessing super-genius minds, remain locked away for eons in the black bowels of their unchanging caverns.

—Reflections on Intelligence

Jame Carlyle

C.E. 2543

Three days later, the Imperial squadron dropped out of K-T space on the fringes of the Mu Herculis system. Two Kako-class cruisers, Haguro and Kinugasa. Four light cruisers, Nagara, Mogami, Suzuya, and the newly grown and assembled Zintu. Four destroyers, including the Amatukaze-class Urakaze, "the Wind in the Bay." A dozen lesser craft, corvettes and light-hulled frigates.

And leading them all was Kawashima's flagship, the massive, kilometer-long dragonship Donryu.

Kawashima was linked into Donryu's AI network, with schematics of the system unfolding with a computer's speed and crisp precision before his inner eye. Green diamonds glowed against the backdrop of stars, one embracing the golden glare of Mu Herculis A and almost lost in its light, a second surrounding the dim, red speck that was the system's red dwarf pair, and a third tagging a single, brilliant white star shining just to one side of the primary. The graphic diamonds marked nearby sources of neutrinos; the stars produced neutrinos naturally, as part of the nuclear processes burning in their cores; the white "star," however, was not a star, but a planet. A quick check of Donryu's data base called up long scrolls of data on the Mu Herculis system. The world was Mu Herculis A III, and both the planet's surface and nearby space should be dead, with all fusion plants shut down years ago. The neutrinos marking the planet indicated that someone was using fusion plants there, that they'd either fired up the big power system aboard the orbiting fragment of the sky-el, or they were generating power aboard orbiting spacecraft and with smaller plants on the ground.

Kawashima had guessed right.

Certain at first that Cameron must have gone to Lung Chi, he'd changed his mind after reflecting further. The young rebel Cameron, after all, knew as well as did Kawashima that the Imperium had full access to the histories of both him and his father. Cameron would guess, surely, that any deliberate search for him must include the Lung Chi system, even if the searchers were unaware that he had with him a fragment of tame Xenophobe and hoped to use it to make contact with the strange beings.

Dev Cameron's record, or such of it as he had access to through Donryu's data base, indicated that he had a talent for doing the unexpected. If he thought the Empire might search for him at Lung Chi, he would go to Mu Herculis instead.

Or not. The damned gaijin rebel was capable of carrying the they-know-that-I-know game back through any number of regressions. But Kawashima's gut instinct insisted that Cameron had brought the refugees from New America here, to a Xeno-dead system that no one had even thought about for twenty years. Just in case he'd guessed wrong, Kawashima had sent the remainder of Ohka Squadron—minus the destroyers he'd left at New America and the smaller craft sent to check Loki, An-Nur II, and Sandoval—to Lung Chi.

But the rebels, Kawashima had been certain throughout the month-long voyage from 26 Draconis, would be here.

Donryu's AI swiftly sorted through the flood of data swept up by the flagship's scanners, analyzing it and feeding the conclusions through to her masters. The neutrinos were from a number of sources, all closely clustered together either in low orbit or on the Heraklean surface itself. The orbital sources were consistent with the neutrino signature of ten to fifteen shipboard fusion plants set to low output, plus numerous smaller ones . . . a picture wholly consistent with the number of ships stolen from the Imperial shipyard at Daikoku and the raiders that had taken them. The ground sources were smaller and much more tightly grouped, fusorpacks aboard warstriders or other large vehicles, most likely, and possibly base or shipboard fusion plants as well.

He'd found the rebels.

"Captain Obayashi," he called, rasping out the order over the ship's link network.

"Hai, Chujosan!" Gonichi Obayashi was Donryu's commanding officer, Kawashima's flag captain in the parlance of an earlier, seafaring age. An efficient, tight-discipline officer with an impressive record, he'd commanded a cruiser during the Alyan Expedition and received command of Donryu as reward.

"We will implement the Noguchi option. Please make all necessary preparations."

"Ah." He could almost hear the reordering of Obaya-shi's thoughts. "Sir. So bold a maneuver could have unfortunate—"

"Please implement the Noguchi option, Obayashisan." He edged the polite phrasing with duralloy. "Indulge me."

There was the slightest of hesitations. "Hai. It will take a few moments for the program to run."

"Notify me when you are ready to engage. And pass the order to the other vessels in the squadron. When we move, we will move together."

Noguchi was the name of a mathematics wizard—some called him the modern Einstein—who lived and worked at Tsukinoshi, on Earth's moon. The Noguchi Equations were a complex set of variable field matrices that allowed shipboard AIs to better calculate the effects of local space curvature on orbiting singularities and to adjust the singularity harmonic tuning more precisely. In effect, they permitted warships to leave and enter K-T space far more deeply within the complex gravity wells of an inner planetary system than had ever been possible before.

Starship captains, a notoriously conservative lot, still resisted taking their huge and expensive charges under K-T drive closer than one or two astronomical units to a star; nor were the Noguchi Equations foolproof. Several vessels had been lost while experimenting with the new programs, and complex multiple star systems such as 26 Draconis increased the chance of disaster to near certainty.

Mu Herculis, however, was a simpler system; the B and C stellar components were small and far away, and Herakles, unlike New America, had no moon.

And if Kawashima took Ohka Squadron into the inner system in the normal way, it would be several days before they reached Herakles and entered planetary orbit. The rebels—he checked his inner timekeeping sense, then cross-checked it with the navsim feed—would know the Imperials had arrived in another three hundred minutes. By the time the Imperials reached the planet, the rebels would be packed up and gone, accelerating toward the far side of the Mu Herculis system at 4 Gs or better.

If he could jump closer now, however, before his own ship's neutrinos crawling planetward at light speed warned the rebels of the squadron's arrival, they would achieve complete and devastating surprise.

Such surprise was worth the risk. Kawashima wanted these people, wanted to end this ragtag revolution once and for all. Embers might smolder still on New America and Eridu, but with the leaders dead or mind-strung puppets, there would be no Confederation, no rebellion.

Within his link, he felt the flow of orders between ships, the data feeds, the terse acknowledgments. The special inner system control programs were running on all ships.

"Ohka Squadron, attention to orders!" he called, rapping out the command with brisk and military efficiency. He named four of the smaller ships in his group. "Motiduki, Oboro, Amagiri, Tomoduru. You will maintain course and speed through fourspace. Seek to cut off stragglers or damaged vessels that escape our net." As the acknowledgments flashed back from the frigates, he addressed the rest of his ships. "The rest of you, come with me. We will appear out of nowhere and confound these rebels who scorn the name and honor of our Emperor. Dai Nihon! Banzai! Banzai!"

The cheering echoes of the replies across the squadron's link net were still ringing within Kawashima's mind as he gave the mental order. As one, eleven Imperial capital ships and eight frigates and corvettes vanished from normal space.

"RED ALERT! RED ALERT! ALL HANDS TO BATTLE STATIONS!. . ."

The link-downloaded call jolted Katya, dragging her up from dark and smothering musings. She'd been off duty and had taken the time to wander a little way from the Mount Athos base, finding a rocky crag overlooking the sweep of what once had been the Augean Peninsula.

It had been three days. Dev must really be dead.

She pulled out a communicator and snicked the jack home in her right T-socket. "COM Control!" she snapped. "This is Alessandro! What is it?"

"Colonel, it's an Imperial fleet! We read nineteen targets, closing fast!"

"What range?"

"About eight hundred thousand kilometers—"

"What? How the hell did they get that close? Was somebody asleep on the jack?"

"Negative, negative, Colonel! They just, just appeared! Dropped out of K-T space a few moments ago! I saw them emerge on the broad-scan radar!"

"Kuso! I'll be right there!"

Katya sprinted back up the slope to the rebel base, which by unspoken popular assent had become known as Morgan's Hold. It was a long run, but she was in good shape and the nano meteffectors in her bloodstream were designed to enhance her physical performance on demand. She reached the fabricrete dome housing the base command center out of breath, with heart pounding, but on the way up she'd been able to tap a direct feed of data from the base, relayed down from orbit from the Tarazed. Eleven capital ships, including a Ryu-class, almost certainly the Donryu. Eight lesser craft. How in all the bleak hells of Buddha had the Impie bastards managed to figure out so quickly where the rebels had gone? And how had they managed to fine-tune their drives so precisely that they could emerge from the K-T plenum practically next door to Herakles?

"What's the status on our ships?" she shouted as she burst into the command center. It was a utilitarian control room, a bit cramped, lined with link couches and centered on a holoprojector that was currently showing a view of Herakles from space. The long, ruler-straight thread of the cast-off space elevator hung to one side. Nearby, a cluster of gold pinpoints hovered in space—the Confederation fleet. Outward, at the very edge of the projection field, a cluster of red lights gleamed balefully.

The Imperials were shockingly close.

"Almost to full-power and ready to break orbit," Sinclair told her. She was vaguely aware of a half dozen other senior military officers there in the control room with him, Grier and Darwin Smith among them, but their ashen faces were fixed on the projection. She doubted that they even knew she was there. The couches were occupied, for the most part, by younger men and women, coordinating the communications and battle control for fleet and ground forces.

"We weren't expecting them so soon," Sinclair said.

It took a moment for Katya to realize he was speaking to her. "Well, it was bound to happen sooner or later," she replied. "They must be on the jack over there, though, to have figured it out this fast."

"We're pretty well goked," he said, the crudity shocking on his lips. "Our ground forces are deployed around Mount Athos, but we don't have any place else even surveyed except for the atmosphere plant. Our space squadron isn't going to get clear in time. That damned Ryu is going to have them for breakfast."

She looked at Sinclair, caught by the pain in his voice. He was, she decided, a man forced to make a desperate choice, who'd just seen the result of that decision and knew he'd failed completely in his purpose. She could feel her anger and resentment of him, of his ordering Dev into that tunnel, evaporating.

I never did get the hang of ordering my people into certain death, she thought. Maybe that's something no commander ever gets used to.

"If our fleet can get away," she said gently, "then maybe we can disperse into the Outback. We can wait them out."

Sinclair looked at her, one eyebrow climbing. "This isn't New America, Katya. There's not much to eat out there but what we can nanogrow for ourselves. And there's no cover. They'll land their assault forces and hunt us down."

"We could try the tunnel system under the air generator," she suggested. "It's a labyrinth down there. We could set up traps, ambushes. If they ever managed to find us they'd be sorry they did."

Sinclair nodded. "Maybe. Maybe so. But we'll be a hell of a lot worse off than we would have been back on New America, you know. The rebellion . . ."

"Right now we have to worry about survival, General. The politics will come later. If we make it."

Reluctantly, he nodded.

On the holoprojection, the Imperial ships were moving closer with terrifying speed.

Self continued to savor this bizarrely constructed and articulated not-Self form, cast so precipitously onto the fringe of Here. The . . . form was not Self, nor was it >>self<<, and the mysteries of its existence piled one upon the other in jumbled confusion.

It knew, now, that the form was called a human, that it was at least as intelligent as most >>selves<< and possibly more so, but that its memories and thinking processes were ordered quite differently from the Boolean is/is-not categorization of Self.

When the not-Self had first hurtled into the not-Rock niche within Mother Rock, Self had been ready to devour it, to absorb its mineral wealth, to leach out everything of value and distribute its very molecules throughout the whole that was Self. Curiosity had stayed that first impulse, however. The not-Self was harmless now, skinned of its shell of remarkably pure and intricately worked metals and artificial materials. It was vulnerable, easily manipulated, easily controlled and explored.

Self would have been able to understand nothing had it not been for the >>self<< discovered within the not-Rock passage. Assimilated into Self now, its memories circulating within the Whole, that alien >>self<< bore images, thoughts, and wonders incomprehensible.

So much that was new to think about!

Self's first action had been to probe the human, savoring it chemically. Among the data stored within the alien >>self<< were memories of another encounter with a human in that other, distant Here. Had that been the same human as this? It was hard to tell, but it seemed unlikely. The remembered tastes of that human were quite different from these, more alkaline, with a different balance of certain metabolic chemistries. Still, the two were similar enough for gross explorations. . . .

That remembered human had been acquired on the surface of the Void and carried deep into Mother Rock. There, that other Self—such a strange thought, that, another Self—had entered the human . . . this way. . . .

Smells and flavors—the closest human approximations to senses for which there were no names—assailed Self. The human tasted of hydrocarbons and salts, of metals and wonderfully complex carbon chains, of a fine covering of artificial substances layered over most of its form. One appendage was sheathed in something else . . . hydrocarbons and long-chain polymers, substantially different in certain key ways from the rest of the not-Self, almost as though it were an entirely different creature.

No! It was a different creature, in symbiosis with the first! It called itself a comel and served as a bridge for thought and memory. A comel had been on the remembered human as well. How strange . . . and how wonderful!

Curiosity had burned, bright as a hot volcanic vent, drawing Self on. For Self, each new discovery was an Event, marking the passage of time. Thousands . . . no, tens of thousands of Events passed in flickering succession, discovery following discovery in bewildering array.

Shortly after the human had arrived, Self had learned that it was broken. It functioned still, after a fashion, and in a low-metabolic, energy-conserving state . . . but that curious chain of interlocking calcium nodules that stiffened the creature's main, central segment had clearly been broken, interfering with the transmission of neural impulses throughout its central nervous system. Other calcium structures had broken as well; Self compared the structures of his not-Self and the remembered one. This should be arranged that way . . . and this part should be like this. . . .

Countless gross differences between the human in memory and the reality Here were incomprehensible. The organs for the elimination of liquid waste, for example, were bizarrely different in this specimen than from those remembered by the alien >>self<<, and there were other differences, of chemistries, of fuzzygrowths on the thing's surface, of layered deposits of fat. Self decided that these gross differences were natural and should be left alone; their organization and complex functionality suggested evolutionary design rather than damage.

But on a finer level, the two organisms were identical, and . . . if the >>self's<< memories were any guide, this human's systems were rapidly failing. Self had begun experimenting, adding certain hastily constructed molecules a few at a time, and tasting the results.

Yes . . . that was the way. A touch here, a few molecules of a slightly altered hydrocarbon chain added there . . .

More time passed, Event piling upon Event.

Contact with the human was actually dangerous for Self. The creature possessed within its being a complex and interwoven network of tubules for circulating liquid throughout its body mass; the liquid within those tubules was an electrolytic solution almost identical in nature to the great, electrolyte-laden reservoirs of liquid water that overlaid some parts of the Rock along its interface with the Void. Contact tended to disrupt the electrical activity within Self's being, causing a sharp and unpleasant sensation that could be called pain.

Self had shut down certain of its own, internal receptors that were registering pain . . . and it had learned how to toughen the permeable membranes covering those portions of itself flowing through the minute pores of the human's outer integument. The deeper it probed, the more fascinated it became.

And as it explored, Self feasted on new memories, and on their meaning. With the alien >>self's<< memories for a guide, Self probed deeper, exploring the fantastically complex branchings of nerves . . . of ganglia . . . of firing dendrites . . . acetylcholine triggering chemical signals and sweeping waves of polarization. . .

To repair the damage in the broken part required the growth of new nerve tissue, duplicating it molecule by molecule, weaving new with old . . .

And then Self reached the top of the human's central nervous system, and stopped, astounded. Self thought, felt, remembered, acted with all of its body mass, but the human's separate body parts were specialized to an unimaginable degree.

Self had never imagined anything so complex or so mysterious as a human brain. . . .


Chapter 25

If we think a Naga is strange, think how strange we look to the Naga. Look, it sees the universe inside-out from the way we do, like a bubble of vacuum inside an ocean of solid rock. It's so self-centered it thinks that it's the only intelligence in the universe, that Here is the only place in the universe, and that there are two and only two ways of cataloguing every fact in the universe. Then it blunders into us and finds out differently.

      I think the poor thing really does very well in adapting to the strange and the unexpected. We could probably learn a thing or two from that.

—Scientific Methods

ViRtransmission interview
with Jame Carlyle

C.E. 2543

Awareness . . . dim and pain-racked. Dev struggled up through layers of smothering darkness, trying to reach light . . . and failing. It was so dark . . . dark and stiflingly hot, and his back was broken, and he remembered feeling his back snapping and his body pinwheeling into darkness and falling and falling . . .

Wonder . . .

Not-Rock thinks . . . it feels . . . bafflement . . . it actually senses its surroundings, but in a manner different from Self. It cannot sense this . . . or this . . . or this . . . yet it is aware.

What would Self be like if it had first come to being in the Void, an alien otherness of inexplicable phenomena and strange radiations. Might Self have been shaped differently by different conditions, shaped, possibly, like this tiny not-Self? . . .

That might-have-been was a new idea, an Event worthy of careful study. . . .

Dev felt heavy, and the thoughts churning through his mind bore the alien, strange-tasting sensations of a dream. Consciousness faded into the black. . . .

Encountering that alien >>self<< had been more shocking, more destructive of Self's certainty of its identity and place within the universe than had been the discovery that it shared a universe with humans. That >>self<< had not been generated by Self . . . but by another Self, a revelation of intricate complexity and unexpected wonder in a once-comprehensible universe that had left Self literally dazed.

Another Self? One might as well speak of another Universe, for the two were, if not synonymous, then closely paired. Self bore memories within its innermost being of previous Selves grown sated and complete, distant Selves launching countless pods of Will-be-Self into the not-Rock Void at the Universe's center. There were other Selves, certainly; there must be to explain the unremembered voyage across the Void to this part of the Universe of Rock.

But such . . . beings were far removed indeed from Here, unreachable by any means, separated by the Void itself and by uncountable numbers of Events. Here, unheralded, was proof of the physical existence of other Selves within a reachable portion of the Universe.

Self had contemplated the possibility of one day meeting other Selves. It imagined that such a meeting must be inevitable, though it had never imagined that such a meeting might happen Here. In its inverted cosmology, the Universe was infinite Rock centered—though such a word could scarcely be applied to infinity—upon an immense Void of not-Rock. For a given Self, the Cycles ran ever toward completion, encompassing billions of Events; ultimately there came the final Event, when Self had reached the inner surface of the Void and undergone the Change, when clouds of Will-be-Selves were hurled into the Void on internally generated pulses of intense magnetic energy. The Will-be-Selves arced across the Void, ultimately landing on some other part of the Void's surface.

Self had glimpsed that surface, and the Void beyond, though the Change was still many thousands of Events in the future. Still, it had imagined itself close to the final Event . . . close enough to taste, in fact, until the Burning had seared through Being, truncating Self and cauterizing untold aspects of being and memory and experience.

The memory caused Self to tremble slightly. The human rocked on the yielding surface, half-submerged in the whole.

For Self, the Burning was inextricably linked to these . . . humans, for it had first tasted them when its >>selves<< had first emerged on the surface of the Void. Humans, or things like them, had exterminated uncounted thousands of >>selves<< sent to probe and acquire those tantalizing concentrations of alien metals and materials sensed as delicious disruptions of Rock's inner magnetic fields, clinging to the edge of the Void. Humans had been present on the surface of the Void until just before the Burning.

It was natural to assume that the humans had somehow caused the Burning.

Almost, Self again closed its grip on the human, intending to dissociate the thing's molecules one from the other and absorb its substance.

But some of the new memories stopped it. made it pause and consider.

The new memories were from the alien >>self<<, and they continued speaking of another Here, another Self . . . and of humans much like this one. There were other memories as well . . . of shadowy glimpses of the Void, of myriad aspects of the Universe that were neither not-Rock nor Rock, or rather, perhaps they were very special subsets of Rock, solid and unyielding, yet with a variety of structure astonishing to a mind that had marked the passage of billions of separate Events, great and little, within the black warmth of Mother Rock.

Probing deeper, Self studied the memories brought by the alien >>self<<. There was so much that was strange there, things perplexing, things bewildering.

Most of all, there was wonder, for it seemed that the Universe still held myriad surprises far beyond what was Here and comfortably familiar.

Dev knew the Empire as enemy. The Empire had sundered his family, ordering his father to divorce his mother in order to take a socially acceptable wife with the promotion that elevated him to an Imperial command. That command had led to disgrace, to court-martial, to suicide. Dev's mother lived still, but with psychoreconstruction she had become a stranger, withdrawn and uncommunicative. And Dev's brother . . . where was Greg now?

Dev had been forced to find a new family. . . .

Family? What is family? Impression of a gathering of >>selves<<, but more distinct, more . . . independent. Not echoes of Self, but Selves in their own right.

Astonishing.

Fight the Empire. Not for revenge, though that was motivation enough at first. But because it is wrong. Because it stifles individuality, human purpose, the God-given right to try and fail and learn and try again.

Because it batters down the barriers that separate men from machines.

Because it tries to impose one way of being, one way of thinking on cultures as diverse as North Americans and Cantonese, as Japanese and Juanyekundan, as Latino and North Hindi.

Because it is inefficient, creating pain as it sacrifices individuality for conformity.

Because the proper place for government is not inside a man's heart or head.

Government. Conformity. Individuality. Bizarre thoughts, alien and incomprehensible.

Yet Self could feel and savor the flow of thoughts with a precise clarity now. The comel the human had been wearing on its . . . arm . . . had been absorbed, its patterns analyzed, its purpose clear. What the comel had been designed to do, bridging the gulf between thinking beings, Self could do now.

But with thought itself made perfectly and mutually intelligible, how does the One communicate with another that cannot taste the same aspects of the surrounding Universe . . . or if it tastes them, tastes them as differently as Rock differs from not-Rock?

What happens if neural stimulation is applied . . . here?

Dev awoke suddenly, fully alert . . . though he couldn't immediately tell if his eyes were open for the darkness pressing in about him was absolute. He felt as though he were lying on a waterbed, though the gentle undulations beneath his back did not seem to correspond with his movements.

His back . . .

He remembered those last few moments of terror, and he remembered the distinct whiplash of pain followed by empty nothingness in his lower body as he'd felt his spine snap. A good team of somatic engineers could graft him back together again, of course . . . but there were no somatic engineers here.

Fearfully, bracing himself against the worst, he tried to wiggle his toes. . . .

. . . and felt them move!

The relief as he realized that he could still feel his legs was indescribable, a flood of warm joy that lasted until he remembered that amputees could often sense ghost limbs where their real limbs once had been. Was that what he was feeling?

Anxiously, he slid an arm down, felt his touched leg . . . and reveled in the sensation of his fingers sliding over his thigh. There was no pain, just a curiously heavy feeling on his chest as he tried to rise, as though several kilos of wet clay were lying there.

There was something on his chest! He could feel it there, soft beneath his fingers. What? . . .

All of his memories up to the instant when he'd fallen into the pit were accessible to him. He was in that cavern still . . . must be lying in or on the mass of the Xenophobe.

Panic rippled through his being . . . instantly suppressed. He was still alive and apparently unhurt. He could sense the close, sulfurous heat of the place but was having no trouble breathing.

And he could remember now the strangest dreams. . . .

The complexity of Dev Cameron conscious was delightfully more intricate than the merely chemical complexity of Dev Cameron's unconscious body. The thoughts flickering through his brain were wonderfully patterned, a rush and flow and ebb of neural currents, triggered from the very top of the brain, then flashing out across the surface of the cerebral cortex, sensed as a wave of interlocking sensory imagery.

Self sensed . . . strangeness . . . there were multiple personalities here within the single being that called itself Dev Cameron, multiple Selves within one being, but so completely interconnected and integrated as to make it impossible to distinguish where one left off and another began. There was a Dev Cameron that was determined to fight for something it called freedom against an oppressor it called the Empire; there was another Dev Cameron, rigid and precise and logical; still another hungered for—that was the only possible translation—another human called Katya Alessandro.

Currents within currents, thoughts beneath thoughts. This complex being was at once One and Many.

Dev Cameron's upper brain was physically divided in two, with each half regulating and manipulating different types of information in different ways. Strange, too, was the fine network of incredibly pure metals that overlaid and interpenetrated various parts of the brain, and the ceramic and alloy devices implanted in head and hand and interwoven with the nervous system in a manner that was clearly derived from nanotechnology. At first, Self thought that this network was natural, but closer examination revealed that it was something added to the organism from without. Curious. Humans did not carry their own, inborn nanotechnology with them but had been forced to develop it on their own as a kind of externally applied prosthesis.

They'd done a fair job, on the whole. Still, some things could use improvement. If there were more connections between the left and right sides of the brain, for example . . .

Like this . . .

Dev was uncomfortably aware that his thoughts were far too clear, too precise, too . . . creative. He had never felt this way, and the heady, almost dizzying sensation, as though his own mind was racing ahead at breakneck speed, was frightening at first.

And the . . . ideas. Sudden. Brilliant. Inspired. Was he hallucinating?

Perhaps he was insane. He'd once heard schizophrenia described as an inability to control the leap and flow of thoughts.

Yet if this was insanity, it was a pleasantly creative one. The sensation was like the exhilaration he felt when he was in full linkage, commanding the raw power of a warstrider with his body, of a high-grade AI linked to his mind. But he wasn't linked . . .

Or was he?

He was linked with . . . something.

Turning inward, he perceived the Naga, and in a flash of inspiration perceived just what the Naga had done to him. With the ease of imagination, but with a clarity that he knew represented reality, he saw in his mind's eye the network of connections, no more than a few molecules thick, that crisscrossed throughout his body, threading especially along his central nervous system and concentrated within his brain.

Threads of Naga-growth exploded in a fuzzy mass from his face and his chest; the heavy weight on his chest was a specially grown Naga supracell, the source of the alien growth which consisted almost entirely of nanotechnic organelles strung together as connecting fibers.

Dev was reminded forcibly of some kind of fungus, of countless branching hyphae feeding on his substance . . . but before some deep and primitive part of his awareness could react to such a horrifying thought, inspiration provided realization and complete understanding. He was part of the Naga, as the Naga was part of him.

And there was nothing to fear, for the Naga only wanted to . . . know.

As he did.

A universe of wonder, seen inside out. Rock as . . . minute globules, adrift in an infinite sea of not-Rock. Radiation . . . the wavelengths growing progressively shorter from the familiar, comfortable warmth of heat and the longer, slippery questings of radio. Revelation! The electromagnetic spectrum extended far beyond the known!

Was it possible to sense these radiations? Humans did, apparently. Many of their memories contained far more detail than could be expected from thermal imaging. Patterning the organ to detect those radiations was relatively simple. More difficult by far was the reordering of the means of perceiving the images.

Vision, after all, took place not in the eyes, but in the brain.

Dev could see.

It was not the same as seeing with his own eyes, but he knew at once what was happening. Linked to a warstrider, he often shifted to infrared viewing, and what he was seeing now was like IR imaging, ragged patterns perceived as red and yellow and green that shaped form and substance in patterns that were nearly abstract.

His sharpened mind took the patterns and enhanced them, finding sense and order. He was, as he'd deduced, in a vast, underground chamber, lying on a sea of Naga supracells that extended in every direction and up the sides of the surrounding rock walls. The specialized supracell on his chest was linked to the whole by thousands of connectors ranging in size from the diameter of Dev's little finger to threads so thin they were . . . sensed, somehow, but not seen.

The actual sight of that thin fuzz of tendrils growing between the supracell and his own body jarred Dev unexpectedly, even though he'd already sensed its presence with another, newer part of his mind. The reaction, sharp and involuntary, sickened . . . and he was surprised to feel that sickening rippling out through the mass of organic tissue around him.

*I did not intend to cause distress.

**No problem. I . . . we . . . are not fully integrated.

*Yet.

**Yet.

*The association can be terminated at any time. The changes wrought within your/my body need not be permanent. They were necessary, first, to save your/my life, second to learn about your/my functioning.

**Understanding. Acceptance.

Dev recognized the shock of unpleasant realization that had been triggered by the infrared image of the supracell and its extrusions into his own body. There was within most humans a queasy mistrust of organisms that fed—as parasites or as saprophytes—on other organisms. Bacteria. Fungi and molds. Parasitic worms and insects.

But when the relationship between two species was mutually beneficial, it was true symbiosis.

Symbiosis, Dev realized with an unaccustomed burst of mental clarity, was the natural way of most organisms with which he was familiar. The mitochondria within his body's cells had begun eons ago as viral or bacterial symbionts within larger cell hosts and had become so completely integrated into the system that they were now cellular organelles vital to the cell's conversion of food to energy. On a far larger and more distinct scale were the bacteria within the human gut, without which humans would be unable to digest their food. . . .

What Dev was experiencing now was a symbiosis less complete than the one, more complete than the other, and differing from both in the fact that both the participants could voluntarily dissociate from one another . . . and in that dissociation would not cause their deaths.

And the possibilities of this new association were intriguing. Dev could already perceive how greatly his senses had been extended simply by increasing the efficiency of certain interacting portions of his cerebral cortex; sight, hearing, smell, taste, feeling all were dramatically heightened . . . and they were controllable, to the point that too much input could be dialed down as easily as the texture or intensity of a ViRdrama could be adjusted for the linker's comfort. And there were other senses, as well. He could feel radio now, in the pulse and tingle of long wavelengths issuing from the creature around him, as easily as he could feel its heat, and both wavelengths carried far more information to him than the simple sensation of temperature had borne before. His hearing was incredibly sharp; the sounds of supracells gliding over one another on a rock wall some twenty meters away were instantly pinpointed, immediately identified . . . and they brought with them a crude picture of their cause. He could shut his eyes and image his surroundings—softer and with less clarity than through his eyes—through his ears.

Was this, Dev wondered, what a dolphin "saw" with its natural sonar in Earth's ocean depths?

And the new connections between the two sides of his brain offered undreamed of potential. His intelligence, he was sure, had expanded to the point where a direct correlation with his former cognitive abilities was meaningless. He could process information faster and more efficiently; his memory worked as accurately as his implanted RAM but on a far vaster, more complete, and more accessible level; and his spontaneous creativity—his ability to gain insights, intuition, hunches drawn from scanty or incomplete data—had grown to the point where it was almost a new sense in its own right.

The Naga supracell appeared to be dwindling. Actually, it was sinking, molecule by molecule, through the pores in his bodysuit and his skin, its mass rapidly trickling into the network of fine threads already growing throughout his body, or to pools of Naga-cellular material forming within empty spaces in abdomen and chest. The fuzz of molecular connections between himself and the Naga proper grew thicker.

Dev flexed his awareness, reaching out, savoring input from his own senses . . . and from those eldritch senses of his symbiont companion. He could sense, somehow, the entirety of the Naga, huge within its vast network of underground chambers, could read its history, could receive impressions from as far away as . . .

Then Dev drew back, shuddering, suddenly afraid. Even a super genius, it seemed, could be a bit slow to perceive the obvious.

Not until this moment had he realized that he was no longer at all even remotely human.


Chapter 26

What does it mean to be human? A particular genotype to be sure . . . but beyond outward form is there some abiding characteristic of thought or being that distinguishes what is human from what is not? Genies possess much within their genotype that is undeniably human; most possess ninety-nine percent or more of the original human genome, yet they are legally barred from a human's rights of property and self-government. Artificial intelligences possess nothing of the human genome, yet possess—some prefer the word "mimic"—certain human modes and processes of thought.

      And a human possessing cephlink implants, with inwardly grown and artificial memory storage, with direct mental access to computer networks and AI control systems, with senses and a clarity of senses unknown to his ancestors . . . is he less human than the naked child drawn squalling and new from its mother's womb?

—Man and His Works

Karl Gunther Fielding

C.E. 2488

"Here they come!"

Aerospace interceptors, sleek Se-280 Soratakas stooped out of the gold-blue sky. Missiles drew white, thread-thin scratches across the heavens before impacting in savage, earth-shaking detonations.

Katya pivoted her Ghostrider, tracking incoming targets. "Targeting!" she cried as red cursors locked on to one plunging Se-280, pinning it against the background of her awareness. The cursors flashed: target lock. Fire!

Laser energy dazzled as it reflected from the root of a wing . . . then flashed brilliantly as metallic vapor exploded outward. Slush hydrogen boiled into air . . . then ignited catastrophically. Fragments of metal and alloy composite rained down through the sky, trailing smoke, and a thunderclap rolled across the Heraklean valley.

"Good shot, Katya!" Vic Hagan called over the tactical link. "Now move it! There are too many of the bastards!"

"On my way!"

The assault pods were already touching down on the slopes of Mount Athos. The base at Morgan's Hold had been turned into a red-hot scar smoldering beneath a pillar of black smoke staining the afternoon sky. Everyone at the base had escaped, barely, by piling into every vehicle that could move. The convoy was heading north, now, a ragged line of magflitters and four-legged transport walkers, guarded to sides and rear by twenty of the warstriders that Dev had taken with him to Athena.

Those striders were all the rebels had to protect themselves with now. The fleet was already scattering as the Imperial squadron moved into orbit. Two rebel ships had been destroyed before all radio communications had been lost in a firestorm of Imperial broad-spectrum jamming. Many of the Confederation government people were almost certainly still in the sky-el, trapped until a ship could be dispatched to rescue them.

There were no ships coming.

On the ground, the convoy had been attempting to reach the shelter of the air generation plant. They'd been only halfway there when the first Imperial interceptors had appeared overhead. A running battle had developed, the warstriders pausing only long enough to target and fire before continuing their northward trek. The rugged plain between Mount Athos and the generator plant was already littered with the funeral pyres of crashed and burning ascraft, which were not as robust as a typical warstrider and tended to disintegrate easily when tagged. Still, there were so many ascraft now, launched from the orbiting Donryu, that numbers were beginning to tell. Two warstriders had already been lost to laser and missile fire from the sky, and three more badly damaged.

"I've got one incoming at three-one-one," Sublieutenant Lanager called over the Ghostrider's ICS. "Elevation one-two. He's tracking on us."

"Got him, Tomid. Target lock! Fire!"

Laser light flared; the Se-280 wobbled, then pulled up, a thin streamer of smoke trailing from its port engine. The interceptors were harassing the column, trying to slow it enough so that the assault striders could sweep in and finish them off.

"General Sinclair!" Katya called over the tactical laser frequency. Sinclair was up ahead somewhere, riding in one of three KC-212 cargo transporters, four-legged, eighty-ton monsters more commonly called Rhinos. "General Sinclair, do you copy?"

"I'm here, Katya. Go ahead."

"General, I think the only way out of this is for me to take half of the warstriders and make a stand here. The rest of the striders will escort you VIPs to the generator."

"Now see here, Colonel," General Smith cut in. "You're not in command here. . . ."

"I'm in command of the tactical element," she replied. "And you people aren't going to make it to the generator unless we manage to slow up the pursuit. Besides, we should take some of the heat from those interceptors off of the rest of you."

There was a long, heavy silence. "Colonel, I don't really see any alternative. However, I want you to delegate the authority. We need you now, more than ever."

To communicate with the Heraklean Naga, now that Dev was . . .

"Sorry, General. Can't do it." She'd already abandoned too many friends, too many comrades, for the sake of following orders.

"Colonel, that is not a request. That is an order. We cannot afford to lose you, our only expert on communication with the Naga."

"Katya, listen to him!" That was Vic Hagan. "Let me take the defense!"

"You stick with the transports, Vic. Get them to the generator."

"But—"

"THAT'S A GOKING ORDER!"

"Colonel, we can't let you do this . . ." That was Smith again.

"And you, General, will have a goking hard time stopping me!" Abruptly, she swung out of the line of march. "Yo! I need nine volunteers to kick some Imperial ass!"

"Here!"

"You got me!"

"Affirmative!"

"I'm with you, Katya!"

As the acknowledgments rolled in, Katya switched to ICS to speak with the young man slotted with her in the Ghostrider. "You can take off, if you want, Tomid. If you quick-step it, you can snag a ride on one of the magflitters. I was volunteering me, not you. I can handle this lummox on my own."

"That's a negative, Colonel," Lanager replied. "You think I could live with myself, leaving you slotted in here alone?"

Katya could find no answer for that. "Okay, Tomid. Thanks. But it's going to be a damned bumpy ride."

"That's why I came along, Colonel. Watch it! Incoming at two-five-niner, elevation one-five!"

An explosion hurled clumps of earth skyward, shaking the ground.

"Targeting! Fire!"

**I am afraid.

*Why?

**I am not . . .

*. . . what I was.

**I am no longer human.

*I am no longer Self.

Loneliness . . . and curiosity. What am/are/I/we?

**Let's go to the surface of the Void.

*Why?

**To . . . perceive. I sense vibrations there. Shocks transmitted . . .

*. . . through the Rock. I sense . . .

**. . . Events.

*. . . Agreement. And the taste . . .

**. . . of pure metals and churning . . .

*. . . magnetic fields.

**I feel them.

*Curiosity. But the surface of the Void is a horrible, alien place, a gulf of not-Rock vaster and emptier than anything imaginable.

**The surface of the Void is where I belong. Where humans belong. And the Empire has come. Do you sense their ships, beacons of mass and magnetism and flowing power suspended in the Void?

*I/we sense them. But you/we are no . . .

**. . . longer human. Agreement. Sadness . . . loss and loneliness. I need . . .

*. . . want . . .

**. . . to sense . . .

*. . . the surface . . .

**. . . Katya . . .

**. . . directly. Agreement. We go . . .

**How?

*So. . . .

Chujo Kawashima's body was ensconced within his link slot aboard the Donryu, orbiting Herakles at synchorbit, thirty-two thousand kilometers up. His mind, however, was soaring with one of the Se-280s, linked to the aerospace craft's AI and primary sensor suite. The linkage gave him an excellent view of the overall landing area, and of the skirmish harrying the fleeing rebels on the ground.

The Sorataka banked left, wind shrieking as it was cleaved by the ascraft's stubby wings. "We have them running, Chujosan" the ascraft's pilot told him.

"Indeed. Order your squadron to press the attack. It looks as though they are deploying half of their warstriders along that ridge in order to give the others time to escape."

"Affirmative. Shall we attack the line, or the large transports?"

Kawashima considered. "The transports. If we can slow them before they reach the generator facility, we can trap them all. We will smash the defenders on the ridge from orbit, then move in with the assault striders."

"Hai, Chujosan! Downloading your command now. . . ."

Dev emerged from an opening halfway up the side of the artificial mountain of the atmosphere generator. Unlike the pyramids of ancient Egypt, this mountain's sides had not been covered with smooth, sloping sides, nor did they exhibit the stacked block architecture of the pyramids as they existed today. Instead, the surface was an open latticework of extruded iron and fabricrete plates and bars interlocking in a complex, three-dimensional array, providing support for the mountain's inner workings, and easy passage for the gases going in and out.

The wind on that slope of crisscrossing girders was stiff, but Dev scarcely noticed it. The Naga had encased him in a bulky but sleekly serpentine form as it had borne him up through the tunnel, but so complete was the linkage of natural and artificial senses that Dev did not feel as though he was in a Xenophobe snake; he was the snake, a coiling black sinuosity that issued from one of the mountain's numberless black passageways, emerging into the open air accompanied by an exploding cloud of nano. He savored the sheer power of his connection with the immense and far-flung brain.

No longer in direct physical touch with the Naga's supracells, the steady give-and-take of data continued through a newly forged radio link. Building the transmitters and receivers had been the work of a second or two, as nanotechnic fragments arranged themselves according to patterns provided by the absorbed but carefully recorded hull of Dev's warstrider.

As he emerged, radio noise assaulted him, a shrill keening of ear-rending harmonics and hissing white noise. Dev recognized the signal for what it was—Imperial jamming—and decreed a quieter atmosphere at radio wavelengths. The blast of radio noise generated within the vast and chthonic bulk of the Naga and directed with pinpoint accuracy toward each of the airborne transmitters blew circuits and burned out power couplings, then crackled along insufficiently shielded electronic circuits like the EMP from a nuclear detonation.

Kawashima was momentarily adrift in darkness. Then his vision cleared, and he was back within the virtual reality of Donryu's combat coordination center. What had happened? His laser link with the interceptor squadron commander had been broken off abruptly.

It took a swift download from damage assessment to determine that a powerful electromagnetic pulse had, indeed, burned out perhaps sixty percent of all air-to-air and air-to-space communications. What was peculiar was the intense and highly directional nature of the pulse, aimed at individual aircraft, rather than broadcast over a large area.

What kind of new weapon did the rebels have down there?

No matter. Soon there would be nothing left on the surface of Herakles but his own troops and scattered, broken groups of rebels begging for permission to surrender.

"Weapons!" he barked. "Stand by to receive coordinates for surface bombardment!"

"What the hell is going on?" Katya had heard the blast of radio noise, and her sensors had detected the immense surge of an EMP . . . but one so tightly focused that its effects had barely brushed across her machine, or the other warstriders waiting on the ridge.

One Sorataka spun helplessly out of control and slammed into the ground. Others seemed to stumble in midair, struggled for a moment to regain control, then began pulling back. Clearly, they'd been caught by surprise . . . but by what?

Explosions jabbed and flashed across the ridgeline. The Imperial warstriders were moving up the ridge fast, at least thirty combat machines coming at a dead run and, a kilometer to the rear, a line of four-legged armored personnel walkers, each carrying a platoon of marine infantry. The Imperials were launching an all-out assault, striders and ground troops together.

Laser energy flared off Katya's hull and she dropped her machine into a partial crouch, returning fire. No time to think about mysterious radio bursts now. The rebel line of warstriders began firing, a ragged volley of laser and missile fire that slashed into the advancing Imperials.

The being that had once been Dev Cameron reared higher on its mountain ledge, scanning sky and horizon with a complex amalgam of senses—human sight and hearing, combined with eighteen external Naga senses ranging from the perception of magnetic fields to the rippling feel of flowing electrons to the dimly sensed mass of bulky objects bending space. He was sundered completely now from the main Naga body; the special supracell had enfolded itself totally into his body, and the molecular fuzz connecting him with the other supracells, the "whole," had dissipated. Within the shimmering black-to-silver-to-black again snake shape of his traveler, he looked completely human.

But the mind behind steel gray eyes was not. All that Dev Cameron had been was now a tiny part of what was there, perceiving, remembering, calculating, sensing, and above all thinking with a fiercely precise rationality that excluded sentiment and emotion. All that remained of emotion now was the shuddering thrill of power. Without even knowing his limits, without knowing if he even had limits, Dev knew now that he held powers literally godlike in scope. Through a broad-band radio receptor now embedded within his skull, he could hear the flood of voices over working radio circuits, could hear all of the separate channels at once, could separate each in his mind and understand what it was saying.

More . . .

Effortlessly, he reached out, following a particular thread of radio communication. In an instant, he was within an Imperial warstrider, an assault force Tachi, as it paced relentlessly after the fleeing rebel column. Dev perceived a strange kind of virtual reality, a narrow space that was not space centered within the Tachi's circuitry. He could sense the brooding presence of the strider's AI there, and the larger, slower, but more adaptive mind of the Tachi's human pilot.

Reprogramming the Tachi's onboard computer was simplicity itself. Change here . . . and here . . . push there . . . Within two seconds, Dev's awareness had flicked to a second Tachi, as the pilot of the first tried frantically to restore power to weapons systems, power to the controls, power to any operations system until even his link net went down and he was left stranded and awake in the dark enclosure of his slot.

One after another, across the battlefield, the Tachis began to fail.

"Katya!" Vic called. "What the hell is going on?"

"I wish I knew, Vic. Something's taking them down . . ."

"Yeah, but what?"

"I've got some odd scatter off some of the high-band radio," Torolf Bondevik put in. "Looks like high-speed data transmissions, but I can't read any of it."

"I see it. Damn! It almost looks . . ."

"Looks like what, Katya?"

"A standard transmission algorithm, same as we use. But it's been speeded up . . . looks like a download at something like ten to the fifth times normal speed."

"Impossible!"

"That's what I was about to say."

"We have the ridge targeted, Chujosan. Targeting something as small as individual warstriders at this range is impossible, but we should be able to destroy most or all with an area burst."

"Excellent. You may fire."

"Hai, Chujosan! Firing now.. . ."

A thunderclap assaulted Katya's ears, accompanied by the brightest, greenest light that she had ever seen. She was falling . . . falling . . . and then her Ghostrider struck the ground with a grinding crash. Her control circuits were gone . . . as was her link. She was awake, locked inside the padded confines of her slot.

She slapped the intercom 'face. "Tomid! Tom, can you hear me?"

No answer. She had to get out . . . and fast. She imagined that she smelled smoke. Pressing the hatch release bar, she gasped relief as the hatch blew clear, admitting a flood of golden light. Outside, the entire ridge had been transformed. Moments ago, it had been sere and rocky; now it was all flame-blackened dirt and loose rubble, all of it smoldering beneath a towering cloud of roiling smoke.

Dazed, she clambered from her strider, which was lying on its side, one leg gone, the other twisted back at a crazy angle. The hull had been scorch-blasted clean of nanoflage, and most of the exterior sensors and antennae had been stripped away. Either she'd just lived through a nuclear burst at close range . . . no. Holding up her left palm and moving her hand about, she could detect no radiation. The ridge must have been targeted for a high-wattage laser burst from space. Elsewhere, others of the warstriders on the ridge lay in junkheap piles. One was burning, half the hull melted away. Oh, God in heaven . . . that was Torolf's Scoutstrider. . . .

Tomid Lanager kicked out his own hatch cover and climbed out onto the smoking ground. The air was thick with the sharp stench of burnt plastic and lubricants.

"Kuso, Colonel . . ."

"Orbital lasers," she said. Suddenly, all the strength went from her body and she dropped to her knees. The ground through her skinsuit was still uncomfortably warm. "We never had a goking chance. . . . "

Many of the Tachi warstriders had been halted in their tracks, but others were swarming up onto the ridge now, closely followed by the lumbering, four-legged APWs. Imperial troops in black armor dashed down open ramps, gesturing with laser rifles. One rebel trooper brandished a handgun and was instantly cut down by an arc-brilliant flash from a plasma gun. The stink of burnt meat mingled with the odors of smoke and oil.

A pair of Imperial Marines advanced on Katya, lasers raised. Slowly, she raised her hands, palms out. There was nothing left in her for heroics.

"Up!" one snapped in harshly accented Inglic. "Both of you, hands up high!"

"Do as he says, Tomid."

"But Colonel—"

"Do it, damn it! I don't want you dead too!"

The marines gestured again. Grimly, Katya raised her hands.


Chapter 27

Throughout the length and depth of recorded history, Man worshipped a god created in his image. With genetic engineering, with implanted cephlink technology, with antisenescence drugs, meteffectors, and somatechnic reconstruction, with AIs and nanotechnology, Man at last began to remake his own image into that of God.

—The Rise of Technic Man

Fujiwara Naramoro

C.E. 2535

Not even godlike powers, evidently, could ensure success in battle where chance and coincidence and the randomness of chaos ruled supreme. As Dev had been shutting down the Imperial warstriders one by one, Donryu and two of her consorts at synchorbit had opened fire with their primary laser batteries. The flash and its accompanying thunderclap had stunned Dev momentarily, leaving him blind and dazed. As vision returned, he could see that the ridge where the ten rebel warstriders had stopped to make their stand had been gashed open and burned, the rebel striders scattered about in small and broken heaps.

Though kilometers away, he could enhance his vision, his brain filling in details lost to distance. Surviving striderjacks were climbing out of their disabled machines, as Imperial troops swept in to disarm them and take them captive. Most of the Imperial Tachis had moved off the ridge and were advancing again toward the fleeing rebel convoy.

Kuso! He could continue disabling the Tachis, but the Imperial ships were still parked in orbit thirty-two thousand kilometers overhead . . . and on the ridge, the marines had moved in and were stripping and searching the prisoners. Damn it, Katya could be one of those prisoners down there, and he could do nothing, nothing!

He couldn't touch the marines. Helpless, he watched, struggling to make his newly creative and intuitive brain come up with something. Perhaps . . .

The only ploy he could think of now was to hit the ships in orbit. Could he disable a starship the same way he'd knocked out the Imperial assault striders? It ought to be possible, if he could find a communications frequency and patch himself in. Vast power remained in reserve within the body of the Naga, which filled much of the generator mountain beneath his feet now, and extended far off beneath the crust and around the curve of the planet.

He reached out . . . searching for linkage with one of the Imperial vessels. . . .

Aboard Mogami, one of four Kako-class cruisers, computer systems began shutting down by themselves, one by one in rapid succession. The ship's AI began to describe what was happening . . . a virus program of some sort had insinuated itself into Mogami's link network by piggybacking its way aboard on a communications carrier channel . . . and then the AI switched itself off, an electronic suicide.

Taisa Hijiri Ushiba was just groping his way up out of the embrace of his linkage slot after being unceremoniously booted off the link network when a bridge alarm began to shrill.

"Taisasan!" His second-in-command was floundering in midair, panic distorting his features. "Taisasan! The power tap!"

"I hear it, damn it!"

But how to respond with the computers shut down? Cold sweat broke out on Ushiba's face, spinning away in tiny, weightless, silver spheres as he shook his head. The alarm was the cascade alert, an indicator that the singularities were being called into existence within the ship's power tap chambers.

If Mogami's computers were off-line, there was no way to tune the harmonic frequency of those spinning singularities. The micro black holes would go out of control. . . .

He had to reestablish control over the ship's primary power system. Thrusting himself back into the link couch, he brought his palm down on the interface. Possibly there was still a partial network. If he could access the right codes . . .

There! He was in! He sensed his chief engineering officer next to him within the virtual reality of the ship's network. In front of him, a computer graphic representing the otherworldly strangeness deep within the ship's power core glowed with ghostly light. Two dazzling pinpoints of stark and scintillating radiance circled one another so quickly that their image dissolved into a white ring of sparkling light. Energy, the heat and hard radiation of the core of a star was already starting to flood through the gap. . . .

"Can you scram the power tap, Engineer?"

"I'm trying, damn it, I'm trying! I don't even understand how it came—"

"WATCH OUT!"

Through his linkage, Ushiba saw the singularity pair going unstable. The image had been slowed somewhat to enable the human eye to perceive it, and therefore lagged behind reality. He never saw the final collapse, as one singularity evaporated in a blinding flash of raw energy.

The second micro black hole, slingshotted forward when its partner had vanished, tunneled through energy receptors and superconducting coils, through magnetic screens and plasma containment fields, through lead and iridium and polyceramic insulator shielding, a fast-moving, fiercely radiating pinpoint.

Traveling like a bullet, the singularity enthusiastically puckered the very shape of space around it as it plowed through electronic circuitry and bulkheads, air and human beings, steadily gaining mass as it devoured the heart of the Mogami. Hard radiation, gamma and X rays, flooded the inhabited portion of the ship as matter crowded down that hungry, molecule-sized gullet and vanished. It didn't have sufficient mass to swallow the entire ship, but between its radiation output and the gravitational tides wreaking havoc with her support struts and hull, the cruiser was doomed.

Mogami, her hull structure stressed far beyond her engineering specs, shrieked. . . .

"Chujosan!"

"I see it," Kawashima snapped back. "Order all ships to shut down communications instantly!"

"But—"

"Do it, then kill Donryu's communications! They're infecting our AI programming!"

"Hai, Chujosan!"

Mogami, a six-hundred-meter-long, black-hulled cigar of duralloy armor and advanced nanotechnics, was crumpling before his virtual eyes, victim of a terrible engineering failure. An instant later, the rogue singularity emerged near the bow, a dazzling point of light hurtling out of orbit and into space.

Then the microsingularity evaporated in a burst of gamma rays and ultraviolet and visible light, a silent, dazzling explosion that washed across the hulls of every ship in the squadron, starkly illuminating them as though in the glare of an exploding sun.

"They're getting at our computers through the communications links, somehow," Kawashima said, more to himself than to his bewildered staff officers. "Helm! Power up! Take us out of orbit!"

They had to put some distance between this new rebel weapon and the squadron.

"Chujosan!" Eto, his chief of staff, called. "You're leaving the rest of the squadron?"

"When they see us leaving orbit, they will follow," Kawashima replied coldly. "If they do not, they will die."

"And our people on the ground?" The commanding officer of Donryu's marine contingent was furious. "Chujo! You are abandoning them!"

"They'll have to look out for themselves," Kawashima said coldly. "Until we figure out a way to counter this . . . thing."

"Engineering! Give us full thrust!"

"Hai, Chujosan!"

Dev could no longer reach the Imperial warships in synchorbit. Mogami's destruction had left him triumphantly exultant at the length of his reach . . . and frustrated at having that reach cut short. The Nihonjin squadron commander had guessed too soon how Dev had been affecting his ship's computers and shut down all radio and laser-borne communication. True, he was now cut off from his forces on the ground, and his ships were cut off from one another, a mob rather than a fleet . . . but Dev had felt those ships right here, within the closing of his hand, to be crushed out of existence.

Reprogramming was too slow, and vulnerable to a simple closing of a physical circuit. There had to be another way . . . and fast! Fast! Turning his enhanced gaze skyward, he could see Donryu already accelerating out of orbit, big, slow and clumsy, balanced on a silent flare of star-hot plasma.

Think! If you've suddenly grown so creative . . . think!

Momentarily, he turned his gaze inward. The vast bulk of the Naga was spilling from the mountain like cold, black lava, emerging at last from the secret privacy of its hidden caverns. It drank in the sunlight. Crude, newly shaped eyeballs rippled and swelled and opened along its surface, surveying surroundings cold and alien.

Seeing was joy, a new Event.

*I/we see . . .

**You/we can generate powerful magnetic fields.

*Yes. For movement, for . . .

**. . . navigation, for . . .

*. . . for launching the Will-be-Selves into . . .

**. . . the Void, yes. That is what we will do.

*The Will-be-Selves are not . . .

**. . . ready, of course. I have other missiles.

*What?

**These. . . .

*Rock . . .

Kawashima turned his full attention to the virtual image of the planet, hanging now like a great blue-and-gold sphere astern of Donryu's plasma flare. As that flare grew hotter, its radiation might well sweep across that part of the surface on the equator where rebels and Imperial Marines still struggled.

So long as the weapon that had reached out and crushed Mogami was destroyed as well, it didn't really matter. He would have liked to have taken Sinclair and the other Confederation leaders captive back to Earth, but the rebellion would be satisfactorily resolved if the leaders were killed, their fleet broken and scattered.

Something very strange was happening to the Heraklean surface.

The atmosphere just north of the Augean Peninsula had taken on a peculiar quality, glowing with an auroral light, sweeping around and around in a vortex of clouds that throbbed and pulsed with yellow lightnings.

Buddha and all my ancestors . . . what is happening there?

Lightning flared below, silent and vast. . . .

Katya was hurled to the ground by the shock wave, which left her gasping, her breath sucked from her lungs. God . . . what had she just seen? Shaking her head, trying to clear it, she looked up as the wind whipped and shrieked across her back.

Every man and woman on that ridgetop was down, Confederation prisoners and Imperial captors alike. There were no soldiers or prisoners any longer, only people struggling to survive in a wind gone mad. Beyond, kilometers beyond the ridgetop, the triangular shape of the atmosphere generator was wreathed in flickering, violet lightnings, as overhead, black clouds swirled about in a vast, dynamic whirlpool, the storm's eye centered above the apex of the pyramid.

The air crawled, against her skin, and her hair stood on end. The storm—such understatement in a word!—was causing frightful charges to build up in the atmosphere. Another flash of lightning, searingly brilliant, and she blinked hard against the green-and-purple afterimage. She must have imagined that; an instant before she'd gone blind, she'd thought she'd seen something peeling off the side of the mountain, then streaking skyward so fast that nothing could be seen but a bright, dazzlingly blue bolt of light.

Moments later, the sonic boom hit, but Katya never heard it.

She was already deaf as well as blind.

"Collision alert!"

"Point defense!"

"Too late!" Donryu's weapons officer sounded as though he was about to lose all control. "Damn it, too late!"

"Point defense on automatic!" Kawashima snapped. "Analysis! What was that thing?"

"A rock, Chujosan," Donryu's captain replied.

"Nonsense!" the Exec protested. "You don't throw rocks from the bottom of a gravity well!"

Kawashima was already replaying the image in his ViRsimulation, slowing down the speed by a factor of nearly a thousand. Gonichi Obayashi was right. It had been a rock . . . or, at least, a large mass of partly molten iron, scooped off the surface of the planet somehow and hurled into space. Its brief passage through atmosphere had heated it white-hot; its velocity as it passed Donryu, missing by a scant thousand kilometers, had been nearly one-tenth the speed of light.

Modern military literature contained many references to an old, old idea. In any war where one side controlled the high ground of space, bombardment of planet-bound forces became simplicity itself, so long as you didn't mind running the risk of altering the planet's climate. All you needed were a few small asteroids nudged into proper intercept orbits, or just a mass of nickel-iron large enough to survive the fiery plummet through atmosphere. A fair-sized asteroid had changed the face and the climate of Earth some sixty-five million years ago and driven the dinosaurs to extinction. Even a small asteroid dropped from orbit could annihilate a city.

But the advantage was supposed to be with the force in orbit. A planet was a damn poor place to throw rocks from . . . about like standing at the bottom of a deep, dry well and chucking rocks at somebody looking down from above. The chucker was more likely to get one of his own missiles back in his face than he was to hit the target.

But the rebels had somehow found a way of accelerating several tons of iron to a velocity of thirty-thousand kilometers per second. There'd been no time to dodge, no time to do anything but automatically record the missile's passage.

And, oh gods of my fathers, it's happening again! . . .

The lightnings gathered. The storm winds howled. Dev looked skyward, sharing his symbiont's newfound vision sense, relying on infrared and mass sense as the clouds swirled in.

**You/we almost had him that time. You/we . . .

*. . . must adjust my/our aiming point to allow for . . .

**. . . the target's movement, exactly.

*Ready.

**Now!

A one-ton chunk of iron and fabricrete, part of the support structure of the man-made mountain itself, tore free as powerful magnetic fields focused along its length and pulled, accelerating it in the wink of an eye. Lightning forked overhead; with a thunderclap of raw sound, the jagged missile vanished in a bar of blue-white radiance.

Kawashima saw the second launch but had no time to analyze it, no time even to shout warning. Nine-tenths of a second after it left the planet's surface, the block of half-molten slag slammed into the heavy cruiser Zintu, in orbit some five thousand kilometers away. Traveling at thirty-thousand kilometers per second, the projectile was moving too fast for the staid, low-velocity Newtonian mechanics of E=1/2mv2. The kinetic energy released on impact could only be calculated by the more familiar E=mc2, an equation that yielded roughly 1019 joules.

Such numbers are meaningless; say, rather, that one thousand twenty-megaton nuclear warheads were detonated simultaneously. Zintu did not crumple or glow or burn. She was simply gone . . . and in her place stood a small and short-lived sun. Briefly, the Imperial fleet was bathed in the actinic glare that touched and dissolved those vessels nearest the ill-fated cruiser.

"We must get away!" Kawashima screamed into the link. "Engage the power tap!"

"Chujosan! No!" The ship's captain was so shocked he didn't even realize the magnitude of his rudeness. "This close to the planet—"

"Do it! Now!"

"It will take a few moments to run the Noguchi Equations. . . ."

Lightnings flashed across the planet's surface. Half a million kilometers away, the destroyer Urakaze exploded in a sudden gout of light, silent as death.

The next missile struck Donryu, driving right up her stern long before equations could be run or the microsingularities of her K-T drive summoned into existence. The discharge of 1019 joules of kinetic energy transformed the kilometer-long ship into star-hot plasma in an instant. . . .

Again!

Lightning flashed, the missile seared into the zenith. In Dev's own, inner eye, he towered above the planet's surface, riding astride the winds, hurling lightnings, directing the storm against the scattering invaders in the sky.

And they were scattering, fleeing into the depths of space. Dev focused his newfound power and hurled another missile through the protesting, cloven sky. Thunder cracked and rumbled, as the first rains began lashing out of the clouds. In space, another ship, a light cruiser, vanished, the sheer, raw energy of impact vaporizing her. He selected another target and fired. The mountain trembled with the launch. There were six enemy ships left . . . now four. . . .

*Is this what you/we call war?

And then, the towering, larger-than-life feeling vanished. My God, what am I doing? What have I become?

**No. This is not war. It's slaughter. Useless slaughter.

The magnetic charge he'd been focusing for yet another shot into a fleeing Imperial warship dissipated, unneeded. In space far above Herakles's equator, a cruiser caught at the fringe of a blast spun brokenly end over end, its control systems smashed by a glancing blow. The four surviving warships, under full thrust now, fled, seeking safety in the empty depths of space.

No more rocks pursued them.


Chapter 28

Reality . . . virtual reality. The two echo one another, mutually complementary, mutually supporting. Yet in the end it must be reality that lays the greater claim to our souls, for it is in our link with the universe as it is that we find the heart-quickening joy-flavor-terror-wonder that tells us we truly live.

—Intellectus

Juan Delacruz

C.E. 2216

Katya rose from the ground as the mysterious storm wind died away. Sight and hearing had returned, though spots still danced before her eyes. Clouds still swirled across heaven, bringing with them sheets of rain, but the spectacular lightning storm was ended. She stood there, feeling the rain pelt her body and she felt . . . alive.

The rain lightened as quickly as it had come, dissolving to mist sprinkling the steaming ground. An Imperial trooper in full armor stumbled toward her, weaponless, his helmet gone, his eyes wide with terror. She stepped into him with a slashing elbow thrust, snapping his head back and sending him to the ground.

A laser pistol rested in the holster at his hip. Drawing the gun, she advanced across the torn and scorched ground. Two more Imperials approached, saw her, and ran the other way. She let them run. The enemy was harmless now, demoralized by what had happened.

What had happened? She still wasn't sure. Other soldiers gathered in small and fearfully huddled groups atop the ridge. Katya noticed that some groups included both Confederation and Imperial troops. The events of the past few moments appeared to have obliterated those differences that had once divided them.

She was reminded of genie and human, singing together in the barracks at Stone Mountain.

A warstrider loomed against the smoky sky. It was a Ghostrider, and it bore on its prow the name Victor.

It was Vic Hagan's machine.

"Katya?"

"Vic!" She nearly fell into his arms as he dropped off the rungs set into the Ghostrider's leg.

"God, Katya! What happened here?"

She turned and stared up at the mountain of the atmosphere generator. It was silent now, still wreathed in clouds, but no longer spitting lightning. Parts of its regular surface looked uneven now, where huge chunks had been torn away.

"I'm not sure, Vic," she said. "But I'm hard-jacked certain that the Heraklean Naga had something to do with it, and if I'm right about that, then I'll bet Dev had something to do with it too."

"You mean . . . he's alive?"

"I think we'd better grab a magflitter and go find out."

"Where?"

She looked toward the atmosphere generator, wreathed now in muttering purple clouds. "There. Up there on the mountain."

Dev was deeply shaken. Arguing from a strictly military viewpoint, he decided that perhaps he should have tried to destroy all of the Imperial ships. He'd certainly been trying to do just that . . . and he could have succeeded had he tried.

On the other hand, he'd all but annihilated the Imperial squadron, destroying fifteen of the nineteen enemy ships. The survivors would return to Earth and other Imperial bases, bearing the story of a frightful, inexplicable, irresistible Confederation weapon, of white fire and destruction against which there was no possible defense.

For as long as this war continued, the Imperials would remember Herakles and wonder what weapon it was that the Confederation had used there. Hell, it was just possible, if there were any among their leaders who had a modicum of sense, that the bloody nose they'd received here this day would lead them to grant the Confederation independence without any further fighting.

Dev hoped so.

With a thought, he dissolved the side of the Naga traveler that had sheltered him through that artificial storm. The air was steaming wet, and still tasted of ozone and summer lightning. Stepping out onto the side of the mountain, he wavered a moment, then dropped to hands and knees. He felt so . . . weak. . . .

**I/we must part company now.

*Why? Your enemy is crushed! And I/we have a new Universe to explore!

**I/we . . . I don't want to be a god. I can't be a god.

*What is a god?

Dev couldn't answer. He was lying on his side now, unable to move. He didn't remember falling. Rain drizzled from a leaden sky.

**Please. Leave me.

*Agreement/disappointment/sadness. It was good not to be lonely.

**You won't be lonely. We'll still . . . talk. And I'll introduce you to others. But I don't think I can manage having you inside me like this. Not all the time.

*Was there discomfort? Damage?

**No. Temptation.

*What is temptation? I don't understand.

**Never mind. Can you leave me . . . as I was? Uh, you don't need to break the back again.

*I would never do such a thing! You are Self!

**I am . . . I want to be human.

*You . . . love . . .

**. . . Katya, yes.

*Katya . . . loves you too. She told >>self<<. I do not . . .

**. . . understand . . . no. But it is good . . .

*. . . not to be lonely.

A feeling like a ripple of warm silk passed along his chest. Dev opened his eyes, but the sight of the Naga supracell spilling out of his chest along thousands of hair-thin tendrils, slowly growing larger as it retreated from his body, was disconcerting. He kept his eyes closed until he felt his perceptions dwindling, felt the radio link with the Naga snap.

When he opened his eyes again, he was alone on the ledge.

When he tried turning his awareness inward, he found . . . nothing. Nothing! He could no longer examine himself internally. His entire being felt . . . smaller, and sharply limited. Only five senses!

Could he possibly go back to what he'd been?

It was a long time before he allowed himself to feel again, and then it was with the hesitant caution of a man who thinks he might be badly hurt, who fears the pain will come with his next wrong movement.

He suspected, though, that the parting Naga had left some changes intact. He retained a clarity of thought he'd not possessed before, a clarity undimmed even by the crushing exhaustion that pinned him now to the artificial mountain ledge.

The Naga was gone, withdrawn into its underground lairs. Dev felt a sadness, a loneliness unlike anything he'd known before, worse even than the day he'd lost his father.

Or possibly it was his father he was missing now; he'd never been able to mourn him, not really. Tears ran down Dev's face, mingling with the rainwater there. Tears of sadness for his father, and his mother too. Tears of happiness, too, for Katya . . . for he thought he could feel her approach.

Katya and Hagan arrived with a flitter moments later. "Dev!" She cried, vaulting from the vehicle and racing to his side. "Dev! You're alive!"

Vic helped him stand. "Thank God, Dev! I thought . . ."

Katya threw herself on him, hugging him close.

He clung to her, losing himself to her reassuring warmth. Somehow, he managed a ghost of a smile. The tears continued to flow. "I'm . . . human," he said.


Epilogue

Tharby padded on bare feet across the richly carpeted floor, bearing a tray as he'd been trained. As he approached the Master's artroom, the door dissolved and Sonya walked out.

As was the rule in the Master's house, the ningyo was nude, while he wore only a white fundoshi wrapped about his loins. They were forbidden to speak to one another, but they made brief eye contact, and she gave him a curt nod.

These past few days, it had been necessary to be extremely careful around the Master. He spoke little, but from what the household servants had been able to piece together, the Empire had lost a battle, possibly a very important battle, at a far-off place called Herakles.

Tharby didn't know the significance of that battle, but he did know that if the Imperials were unhappy about it, then it was good.

Captured on New America, he, Yodi, and Sonya had been loaded aboard a transport and shipped to Earth, to Singapore Synchorbital where the ponderously fat man they knew as Master had ordered them interrogated, then retrained for his personal servant staff. The interrogation had been brutal and painful, but soon ended. Service to the Master was brutal and painful as well, and showed no sign of ever ending. Sometimes, Tharby nearly despaired.

Silently, he entered the artroom, which Sonya had just told him was clear. He paused a moment inside as the door rematerialized at his back. Inside, there was a tatami mat, a rack of swords, and the desperate, silent agony of the inochi-zo.

Tharby felt a powerful kinship with the twisted artform; they both were genies, though the living statue possessed far less of the human genome than did Tharby. Swiftly, he set the tray down, then approached the statue. Its pain-racked eyes followed him, pleading.

"I told you I would come," he told it. Reaching into his loincloth, he extracted a small bottle, unsealed the stopper, and poured the liquid contents into the soil from which the inochi-zo grew. The dark, human eyes blinked twice, then closed.

"Peace, little brother," Tharby told it. With luck, the Master would assume it had died of some unknown illness.

Someday, somehow, perhaps Tharby and the other servants could arrange the Master's death as well.

"The day is coming, little brother," he told the dying statue. "You will be avenged."

The genie turned, picked up the tray, and walked proudly from the room.
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Prologue

It was early morning and the tiny, arc-brilliant disk of Alya A was just rising above the mountains to the east, setting golden clouds aflame in a silver-and-violet glare that touched the domes and upthrust commo towers of the Imperial base with white flame. A storm the night before had left puddles of highly acidic rainwater steaming on the pavement. That once-smooth surface was going to need replacement soon; the elements on the world called ShraRish were hard on structures and materials fabricated by Man.

Inside the perimeter fence that surrounded the human base, a warstrider stood watch, an Imperial KY-1001 Katana, five and a half meters tall and massing thirty tons, its jet black, armored hull bristling with articulated lasers and missile pods. Servos whined as one great, flanged foot lifted clear of the pavement, then set down again with a heavy thud, a three-meter step. External sensors were fully deployed, scanning in a complete circle around the lumbering machine.

Shosa Shigetaro Tsuyama had been on duty that morning since the end of the first watch. His number two aboard the two-slotter Katana was Chu-i Yoshikata Sanada, jacked into the strider's right-side pod. At the moment, Sanada had control of the Katana's main gun, the big, blunt 150-MW laser in its universal mount set beneath the strider's flattened, aircraftlike hull, while Tsuyama had reserved piloting functions and the secondary weapons to himself. Briefly, he halted the Katana's pacing and focused his main sensor array toward the sunrise.

Linked through the web of nano-grown threads riding in and over the folds of his cerebral cortex, jacked into the Katana's artificial intelligence through feeds plugged into sockets behind each ear and at the base of his neck, Tsuyama was for the moment completely unaware of his flesh-and-blood body, tucked away within its coffinlike command slot inside the warstrider's hull. As far as he was concerned, he was the warstrider, the big combat machine's precise and graceful movements guided directly by his brain's neural impulses, which were rerouted through his cephlink and the Katana's AI before they reached his spinal column.

The sun climbed slowly higher, clearing the mountains and brightening in his vision until the automatic filters in his optics cut in. Beyond the blasted patch of naked ground staked out by the electrified perimeter fence, the ground cover, ruffled clumps of gold and yellow, began its writhing dance.

Sugoi, he thought. The Nihongo word could mean marvelous or wonderful, but the taste he gave it now in his mind carried the connotation of weird, even ghastly. Tsuyama longed for a decent world, one where a man could breathe the air and where the plants didn't crawl, where there were colonist girls to jack with and where the native population didn't look like some horrid mixing of eyeless monstrosities best left in the blackness of the ocean depths.

With an inward sigh, he checked the time. Another two hours to go. Warstrider sentry duty here, he decided, was a complete waste of time. The security watch behind the perimeter fence could just as easily have been left to robots or to the automated laser cannons in their teleoperated turrets. The DalRiss were harmless, and everyone knew that the Xenophobe on ShraRish was dead.

Everyone.

"Shosasan?" his number two said over the strider's intercom. "Are they sure the Xenophobe here is dead?"

The sublieutenant might have been echoing Tsuyama's own thoughts.

"Certainly, Sanadasan. The creature is no more. Otherwise it would have eaten us in the night, neh?"

Things weren't quite that simple, of course. During the past half century, the life-form originally labeled "Xenophobes" had been encountered on half a dozen inhabited worlds of the Shichiju. Their seemingly irrational attacks on human colonies, the mass murders of entire populations on planets like Herakles and Lung Chi, were assumed to be the result of some xenophobic twist in their psychologies, hence their name. Contact, when it was made at last, had demonstrated that the Xenos—renamed "Nagas" after the pacific serpent deities of Hindu mythology—had not even been aware of humans as intelligent individuals. Indeed, their introspective and strangely inverted worldview had kept each world-Naga from realizing that there was any intelligence, any life in its entire inside-out universe of Rock and not-Rock other than itself.

The DalRiss also had an odd way of looking at things, though their worldview didn't seem so alien to Tsuyama as did that of the Naga. They, at least, possessed a technology of sorts, and cities, and starcraft . . . though they seemed to have developed that technology along almost entirely biological lines, breeding their machines rather than manufacturing them.

"Shosasan!" Sanada sounded worried.

"What is it, Sanadasan?"

"I . . . I think something is moving out there."

"Where?"

"At zero-eight-five degrees. Just outside the fence."

Almost directly into the rising sun. Tsuyama squinted against the glare, dazzling even through his stopped-down optics. Briefly, he shifted to radar, then to ladar ranging, and finally to infrared, heavily filtered. "I see nothing but the city," he told Sanada, interpreting the radar and laser returns as DalRiss buildings. The alien city, if that was what that strange clumping of organic forms really was, lay just beyond the perimeter fence to the east.

"Something is moving there! I'm sure of it!"

"Kuso! Everything on this accursed planet moves!" Motion sensors here were all but useless, fooled by the peculiarly twitching plant life. Even the DalRiss buildings—if you could call them that—could move at times. Tsuyama had seen one once, slowly gliding into the nearby city like an enormous slug.

The DalRiss moving about? Possible. Even probable, though the aliens, like most of the rest of the life on this star-baked hothouse of a world, got much of their energy directly from sunlight and rarely stirred until later in the day. Certainly the Rebellion posed no threat, this far from the Shichiju. Or so he and Sanada had been repeatedly told. . . .

Still, Tsuyama was fully on his guard now. While the Rebellion that was tearing the Terran Hegemony apart was a long, long way from ShraRish, he'd still heard plenty of rumors brought in by the shipjackers aboard freighters and escorts that continually came and went between the Shichiju and the twin Alyan suns. According to some stories, the rebels and their so-called Confederation had won a battle against Imperial forces on a planet called Eridu . . . and during the battle the Eriduan Naga had appeared from underground, attacking Imperial forces as though it had allied itself with the enemy. Even stranger things were rumored to have happened in a space battle a few months ago in the Heraklean system. The cargo jacker who'd whispered that story to Tsuyama had insisted that an Imperial Ryu-class carrier had been destroyed. Ridiculous, obviously . . . and yet the rumors, as they so often seemed to, were taking on a greater and greater life of their own.

A rebel treaty with aliens? No one seriously believed that creatures as alien as the Naga or the DalRiss could understand the intricacies of human politics . . . or care enough about them to ally themselves with one side or the other. But here, in this harshly alien setting, it was possible to imagine almost anything. . . .

An alarm shrilled in Tsuyama's mind, a harsh ululation relayed through the Base Military Command Center. Warnings scrolled down the right side of his visual field; something . . . something big was coming through the fence.

Tsuyama urged the Katana into a lumbering run, thumping across the uneven pavement to take the target, whatever it was, out from between the strider and the rising sun. "Shiro Hana! Shiro Hana!
" sounded over his communications link, the code name for his patrol. "Fence breach, section two-one! What do you see?"

It looked like one of the bizarre, living DalRiss buildings, tangled in the fence, but Tsuyama wasn't sure enough of what he was seeing to want to report it. The fence, eight meters tall, was a crisscrossed weave of conductive ferrofilament, each line thread-slender but with a superconducting core that charged the entire structure with high-amperage current. The . . . the building, if that was what it was, had blundered into the fence forty meters from the nearest gatehouse, snapping the lower portion of the mesh in a crackling haze of sparks and lightning.

DalRiss buildings—when they were stationary, at least—had always reminded Tsuyama of enormous gourds or summer squash, shiny, smooth-surfaced, organic shapes eight or ten meters long and perhaps half that in diameter. Moving, they appeared more worm- or sluglike, crawling along with slow-motion contractions of their bellies that could propel them at a good half kilometer per hour or so across level ground.

The front end of the one on the fence gaped like a distended, open mouth; less identifiable growths, like great blisters or air sacs, were scattered randomly across its back. Ancestors! Was the thing sick?

It was still twitching as the lightning played across it, but surely it must be dead by now, the body convulsing with the arcing current. But another DalRiss construct was pressing up close by . . . and beyond that another . . . and another . . .

"Command Center!" he called. "This is Shiro Hana! It . . . it looks like DalRiss buildings on the move. Gods! The whole city is moving! Coming this way!"

"Muri-yo!" Ops Command snapped back. "That's impossible!"

"It's true! I see ten . . . twelve of those building-creatures! They're smashing through the fence!"

With a final crackle of electricity, a twenty-meter section of the fence went down. Three of the DalRiss buildings lay partway into the compound, motionless now, but the others were still coming, sliding over the dead bodies of their fellows like enormous, shell-less, cave-mouthed snails.

From his new vantage point, Tsuyama could see that hundreds of the huge, slow gourd creatures, the entire DalRiss city, were moving now, all traveling in the same direction. The place where the city had rested was almost deserted, a barren and rugged expanse of rock so pocked with holes it looked like a granite sponge.

"All units! All units!" sounded over the comlink. "Code Priority One. Weapons release!"

From behind Tsuyama and to his right, a turret rotated, tracking, then fired, the laser pulse superheating dust and air in a dazzling streak of blue light accompanied by a thunderclap. A massive, wet chunk of one of the moving gourds spun through the air, but the thing kept coming.

"Fire, Chuisan!" Tsuyama yelled over the strider's ICS. "Open fire!" He loosed a salvo of M-21 rockets, sending them slashing into the tangle in the perimeter breach on trails of fire. Sanada triggered the main laser an instant later, and in seconds the advancing wall of DalRiss constructs was masked by a churning cloud of smoke and steam.

Other parts of the fence were going down now, despite the barrage of laser fire and missiles from the base defenses. It was as though the entire alien city had suddenly decided to launch an unprovoked attack against the Imperials on ShraRish.

"Fire!" Tsuyama yelled, his cephlinked voice shrill with growing panic. "Fire! Fire! . . ."


Chapter 1

It was Dai Nihon that exploited Man's first few, tentative steps into space from Earth's cradle, Dai Nihon that built the first orbital factories and Lunar mines, Dai Nihon that developed the first Quantum Power Taps, subsequently making possible the miracle of entering the Kamisama no Taiyo, the Godsea that gave Man the stars.

       How strange, then, that Dai Nihon's children throughout the Shichiju grow restless, when Greater Japan remains the fountainhead of technological innovation. Or perhaps it is not so strange after all. Children often grow impatient with the wisdom of their elders and need to be reminded of their on, their moral and devotional obligations to parents and Emperor.

—Man and the Stars: A History of Technology

Ieyasu Sutsumi

C.E. 2531

Falling through star-scattered night, the Confederation destroyer Eagle had already matched course with the two targets. White plasma tinged with violet glowed in the throats of her aft thrusters, then faded. Eagle would be within visual range of her prey within minutes.

Dev Cameron was linked into the destroyer's tactical program. His body lay comatose within one of the ship's command link modules, but through the metallic traceries of the cephlink, his awareness was centered within the virtual reality of Eagle's combat direction center. In his mind's eye, he stood with the ship's senior bridge officers, as glowing paths traced themselves in the air above a 3-D projector.

Voices murmured at the edge of awareness, spills from other channels, reminders that he was part of a network of hundreds of people working the ship. Eagle's AI would see that he heard those conversations he needed to hear. Printed data scrolled past his awareness as well, words and figures overlaying the edge of his vision describing range, approach vectors and velocity, and the design and weaponry of the two ships ahead. Most of the information was being relayed to Eagle's CDC from a small fleet of remotes, meter-long probes directed by ViRcom-linked pilots aboard the destroyer, fanning out ahead of the ship, and now closing to within a few hundred kilometers of the targets.

His first guess had been correct. The Imperial ships were a freighter and an escort. Though details were tough to glean at this distance, Eagle's AI estimated an eighty percent chance that the freighter was a Type IV, grossing at least forty-five thousand tons, with an even higher probability that the escort was a Chitose-class corvette. They were inbound toward New America; it had been their bad luck to emerge from K-T space within half a million kilometers of where Eagle had been lurking, well beyond the immediate response radius of any of the Imperial ships orbiting the planet.

"They've detected us, Captain," Lieutenant Commander Kelly Grier reported. She was Eagle's bridge scan officer and was receiving data feeds from twenty tech stations and several remotes. "The corvette has gone end-for-end and is decelerating, putting itself between us and the freighter."

"I see it," Dev replied, watching the symbols shift on the 3-D display. "He's going to fight. Weapons!"

"Ready to fire," Lieutenant Commander Tomid Messier, Eagle's senior weapons officer, snapped back. "In missile range in thirty seconds."

"I want a single Starhawk," Dev told him. "Canister warhead, and I want a cripple, not a kill. Put your best operator on it."

"I'll take the bird in myself, Skipper."

"Grier? How long do we have to make a clean getaway?"

Dev glimpsed a flicker of alternate projected courses and situations in front of the sensor officer's slender, blond-headed analogue, sensed rather than heard the rustle of parallel computations through her linkage. "Twenty-eight minutes, Captain. If we're not aboard by then, there are at least two Impie destroyers at New America that would be able to intercept us on the way out, no matter what evasive action we took."

"Not very long. We're going to have to hustle, people. Engineering!"

"Yes, sir!"

"Acceleration to four Gs."

"Four Gs, aye, aye, Captain."

"That'll make docking a problem," Eagle's executive officer observed. Her name was Lisa Canady, and she was a full commander only recently transferred to Eagle from the Confederation Yards at Rainbow. "We're going to have a hell of a time matching velocities. Especially with the corvette."

"We'll lose the corvette if we have to," Dev told her. "I want that freighter."

"We have a long-range visual from Remote Five," Lieutenant Grier reported. "Confirm the escort is Chitose-class, INS Teshio. And I'm picking up radar originating from New America. They'll see us in another thirty seconds."

That was how long it would take those radar signals—or the call for help that was certainly flashing toward the planet from both targets—to reach New America across nine million kilometers.

Downloading a command code from his personal RAM, Dev opened a new window-world in his linked awareness. He was still in Eagle's CDC but looking into night blackness strewn with stars. Brightest was the primary, 26 Draconis A, a yellow sun slightly brighter and hotter than Sol; Draco B, a red dwarf, glowed like a sullen ember in the distance, while the dim and distant third member of the trinary system was invisible from this angle. Centered in the window, the fourth planet in A's five-world retinue was a gleaming spark with a tiny companion: New America and its moon, Columbia. The Imperial ships were invisible at this distance, of course, marked on the display by a blinking red square encompassing both world and moon and indicating unidentified but presumed hostile fleet elements.

Almost directly between New America and the Eagle, the images of the two ships the rebels were pursuing had been captured by one of the remote, high-speed probes launched minutes ago. They appeared toy-sized, their edges white-lit in the glare of 26 Draco A. Course and speed data glowing alongside each showed that the corvette was indeed slowing, blocking Eagle's approach while allowing its larger consort to continue falling toward the planet.

A suicide's choice. A Chitose corvette massed nine hundred tons to Eagle's eighty-four thousand. One salvo from Eagle's forward laser batteries would leave the escort a riddled, airless hulk.

"We should smash the goking bastards."

Dev wasn't sure who'd muttered those words over the command link. He could have checked with Eagle's AI, but it didn't really matter. "Steady there," he said. "Our target is the freighter. If we stop to play with that corvette, we'll be doing exactly what they want."

Downloading another command, Dev returned to the CDC. He could feel the tension building among the officers in the linkage, in the clipped exchanges, in the lack of the usual bridgelink banter. That was to be expected. Many of the officers and crew members aboard Eagle, including both Grier and Messier, were New Americans. It must be especially hard for them, Dev thought, to be operating within sight of their homeworld, unable to do a thing about the Imperial battlefleet holding it captive.

Well, the war had been hard on everyone, and they all knew things were going to get worse before they got better. It was a bitterly unbalanced struggle. The Shichiju—"The Seventy," a term that had been out of date for some time, now—numbered seventy-eight populated worlds in the seventy-two star systems governed by the Terran Hegemony, the nominal government which in turn was anchored in place by the military might of Dai Nihon, the empire of Greater Japan. So far, just eleven of those worlds had declared their independence by signing the Confederation's Declaration of Reason, and of those, two of the most important, Eridu and New America, had promptly been occupied by Imperial forces.

Until just a few months ago, New America had been the capital of the rebel Confederation, the spiritual rallying point for all of the systems that had so far broken with Hegemony and Empire. Almost fifty light years from Sol, New America was one of the richest of the Shichiju's worlds, with no fewer than three separate colonies—North American, Cantonese, and Ukrainian—and one of the precious few planets discovered so far with a native ecology where men could live without having to terraform climate and atmosphere to human specifications.

The Empire's decision to invade New America had been a major escalation in what until that point had been little more than sparring, a contest of skirmishes, words, demands, and minor armed incidents testing willpower and resolve rather than an outright war. The invasion had marked a turning point in the war, one bearing the promise that the purchase price of Confederation independence would not be cheap.

A second escalation had occurred at the world called Herakles, a few months later. The Confederation government, fleeing the debacle at New America, had taken refuge in a system abandoned by man decades earlier. At least part of the reason for that decision had been the presence of the Xenophobe; Dev had managed to make contact with the strange being, had enlisted its aid in the war against the Empire. Almost certainly, the Naga was incapable of comprehending such human concepts as "allies" or "war," but with the Naga joined directly with Dev's nervous system, the two of them had created . . . something new, something smarter and more powerful and far more dangerous than man or Naga alone.

That symbiosis—Dev still had trouble confronting the memory of that time—had ended with the obliteration of a major Imperial battlefleet. Just three enemy ships had escaped to spread the news of a terrible and incomprehensible weapon in the rebel arsenal on Herakles. Early hopes that the Battle of Herakles might end the fighting and establish independence for the Confederation worlds had been dashed, however, when the Imperial Staff had announced that there could be no dialogue, no peace, and no quarter for traitors. The war was going to continue for a long time, with Naga participation or without.

So far as New America was concerned, the Confederation would be returning there one day; the world, its resources, its people were too valuable to the Rebellion to simply abandon them to the Hegemony and its Imperial masters. That day was likely to be awhile in coming, however. The infant Confederation Navy mustered a fraction of the number of ships on the Imperial lists, and Eagle—formerly the Imperial destroyer Tokitukaze—was the rebels' single most powerful warship, dwarfed in size and firepower by the Empire's cruisers and kilometer-long dragonships. In the meantime, the Confederation would have to limit itself to hit-and-run strikes against lightly defended Hegemony outposts.

And commerce raiding. The glowing starpoints on the 3-D navigational graphic flashed out, replaced by a combat display, gleaming colored lights floating against blackness. Eagle's weapons systems showed full readiness.

"Identity of corvette Teshio confirmed," Eagle's communications officer reported. "They're hailing, demanding identity codes."

"No reply," Dev said. "They know we're up to no good."

"We're in range, Captain," Messier reported. "Starhawk Three is powered up and ready to accept link."

"And target is launching," Grier added. "Two . . . no, make that four missiles. Definitely remote-piloted, probable Starhawk class."

New points of light appeared on the combat display. The pace of data flow, of urgent, low-voiced exchanges between members of the bridge crew and with the enlisted personnel manning stations throughout the ship increased. It was often said, Dev remembered, that life in the military during wartime consisted mostly of sheer boredom, punctuated by rare, brief interludes of stark terror.

The terror had begun. He knew his heart rate was up, that adrenaline was flowing through his sleeping body, though he couldn't sense the changes through his analogue.

"Countermissile defenses standing by. Tracking."

"Scans show nuclear warheads in those missiles, probable one-to-three–kiloton range. They're arming."

Nukes. For centuries, Dai Nihon had maintained a monopoly on all nuclear weapons, part of the control they wielded over Earth's Hegemony. That had been changing lately, as the rebellious colonies scrambled to develop nuclear weapons of their own, but few warheads were available yet. Eagle possessed only conventional warheads in her magazines.

Dev watched the glowing lines of light curving back from the target, seeking Eagle. Excitement thrilled through his awareness, the pulse of battle. Combat between starships took place at ranges and speeds too great for merely human minds to comprehend; the tempo was set by the AIs, the artificial intelligences that governed each ship, and which could react to sudden threats or wield laser weaponry while the electrochemical impulses warning that action was required were still crawling slowly up human optic or aural nerves. But the shape of the battle was determined by humans. Dev watched the spread of Imperial missiles as they began to curve inward toward the Eagle.

It was time. "Launch Starhawk Three."

The weapons officer's computer-generated analogue winked out of the CDC simulation, an electronic convention reminding the others that Messier's awareness was no longer with them in CDC, but loaded aboard the Starhawk missile now boosting toward the corvette at 50 Gs. CDC weapons control was automatically transferred to Messier's number two, a New American lieutenant named Lerran Dole.

"Fire control reports PDLs coming on-line," Lieutenant Commander Charl Fletcher, Eagle's combat direction officer, reported. PDLs—point defense lasers—were a warship's primary defense against remote-piloted missiles like the Starhawk.

"I'm reading Teshio's PDLs on-line as well," Grier announced. "And they're rotating their ship to give their AI the best shot with the largest number of batteries. Estimate fifteen PDL batteries will have clear fields of fire at our Starhawk."

"That's okay," Dev said. "Let 'em." Starhawk Three would not be coming close enough to its target to trigger its AI-controlled antimissile defenses.

Minutes passed, the starpoints on the 3-D display slowly shifting relative positions. The red graphics marking the Starhawks drifted more quickly, swiftly bridging the narrowing gap between Eagle and the Japanese warship. Teshio's missiles had been launched first, but they'd been launched on widely dispersed paths in order to split up the destroyer's point defense batteries. They would reach Eagle at almost the same moment that Eagle's Starhawk reached the Teshio.

"I'm within canister range," Messier's voice announced suddenly, as new targeting graphics winked on in the air above the CDC projector, bracketing the Teshio. "Targeting aft fuel tankage spaces and maneuvering jets. Detonation in three . . . two . . . one . . . fire!"

Starhawk canister warheads were a new twist to an ancient idea. As the missile closed with the target, its orientation precisely controlled by laser sensors and the controller-AI link, a fifty-kilo charge of high explosive detonated, shredding the missile and propelling a cloud of marble-sized ball bearings in a titanic shotgun blast. Already traveling with a relative velocity of tens of kilometers per second, the shot received an additional kick from the explosion. Triggered by proximity alert sensors, Teshio's PDLs flared in rapid-fire pulses, but where an instant before there'd been a single target, now there were hundreds . . . too many for the corvette's defenses to handle in the scant seconds remaining before impact.

"Incoming missiles entering PDL reaction zone," Fletcher announced. He might have been announcing shipboard time. "Eagle's PDLs are firing."

"Watch it!" Dole added, and his voice betrayed the high-keyed pitch of his tension. "One's coming—"

A dazzling, white sphere of static engulfed the combat display, momentarily blotting out the moving symbols. There was no sound, no sensation of shock or blast, but Dev knew a nuke warhead had just detonated close enough aboard to fry some of Eagle's sensors.

But they were still in the fight or they wouldn't be wondering about it. As the static from the nuclear detonation cleared, the graphics reappeared on the combat display. An instant later, the shotgun blast from Eagle's Starhawk reached its target.

Every projectile massed thirty grams and was moving at a velocity of twenty-five thousand meters per second relative to the target. When they struck Teshio's hull, each bore a transitional kinetic energy of 9.4 million joules, equivalent to the detonation of just under two kilograms of TNT.

That was insignificant compared to the fury that had just brushed lightly across Eagle's hull, a blast equal to some one thousand tons of TNT. But this time there were dozens of solid strikes instead of one near miss, scattered across the aft half of the corvette. The image of Teshio transmitted from Remote Five lit up with a ragged pattern of dazzlingly bright, white pinpoints. Most of the canister in the expanding cone of shot missed the corvette completely, but those that hit gouged craters in armor, pierced cryo-H tanks like bullets hurtling through plyboard, and peeled back duralloy hull plates in a silent, deadly storm of high-energy hail. Cryo-H—slush hydrogen held at near–absolute zero temperatures—boiled as kinetic energy was transformed into heat and fuel tank walls glowed red hot. Impact, and the sudden gush of hydrogen into space, set Teshio tumbling slowly end over end, as a slowly expanding cloud of metallic debris glittered in the sunlight.

His link with the Starhawk broken at the instant of detonation, Messier had reappeared with the other CDC officers. "Hit," he reported.

"Teshio has lost maneuvering control," Kelly Grier announced. "They still have power and weapons on-line."

"CDO!" Dev snapped. "Report on those Impie missiles!"

"Our PDLs took out three of them," Fletcher replied a moment later. "The fourth detonated short, just out of effective range. That could have been due to damage from a sublethal PDL hit, or it might have been deliberate strategy, hoping to hurt us with the EMP and blast effects."

"What's the bill?"

"Damage control reports only minor damage to external hull, frame seven and forward. No breaches, no radiation, no casualties."

Dev let out a small sigh. Eagle might be many times larger than the little Teshio, but size alone meant little when the other guy had nukes. But they'd survived . . . this time.

"Communications," Dev said. "Set up that com channel now. Let's see if they'll talk to us."

Normally, of course, the Imperials would not even consider negotiating with rebels, especially with help, in the shape of an Imperial squadron, already on the way. Teshio was damaged, but not yet out of the fight . . . and if the corvette's commander had any more nukes aboard, he might easily get lucky.

But now that he'd gotten the guy's attention, Dev had an idea that might make Teshio's commander agree to almost anything.

The thrill of combat singing through his mind, Dev began downloading a new analogue for himself.


Chapter 2

Though fraud in other activities is detestable, in the management of war it is laudable and glorious, and he who overcomes an enemy by fraud is as much to be praised as he who does so by force.

—Discourses

Niccolo Machiavelli

C.E. 1517

The crippled Teshio lay between Eagle and the fleeing freighter and had to be neutralized fast, or the Confederation destroyer risked facing another missile strike. With Imperial reinforcements already boosting clear from New American orbit, Dev had time to take the corvette or the freighter, but not both. An invisible beam of low-energy laser light tagged the Imperial ship, as Dev issued a chain of mental commands, assuming the appearance of a very special, newly programmed ViRcom analogue.

Analogues were AI-generated programs used in ViRcommunications and in workstation simulations such as Eagle's CDC. Normally, an analogue resembled the person "wearing" it, though for a few extra kiloyen or with the help of someone skilled at reality programming, it could be spruced up with richer or fancier clothing, more attractive physical features, or the background trappings of wealth or power. A personal analogue's appearance, in fact, was one of the more important social markers throughout the shakai, the upper-class culture of Imperial society that had left its imprint on most of the cultures throughout the Shichiju.

There was nothing to stop a user from radically changing his analogue's appearance save convention and the social risks of being found out. In fact, some such changes were obligatory. Enhancing certain aspects of one's own body for virtual sex involving two or more players, for instance, was considered quite proper, at least within certain boundaries of taste, physical compatibility, and believability. In combat, however, virtual communications were generally kept more or less honest, if only because extensive data bases on both sides could be used to check on exaggerated claims, threats, personal identities, or boasts of military prowess. A lieutenant, for instance, who impersonated a captain through a reprogrammed analogue in order to impress an opponent ran the risk of being found out and ignored. Such an imposter was sho ga nai, literally beyond help, and if he was captured, he could be killed.

More than once in the past, though, in situations where he thought he could get away with it, Dev had deliberately used false-front analogues to deceive the enemy; in particular, he'd worn a computer-generated analogue of a Japanese naval officer to carry off a deception that allowed Eagle, a Japanese warship until her capture at Eridu, to masquerade as an Imperial destroyer, slipping unchallenged into the midst of an Imperial squadron.

He wouldn't be able to try that particular trick again, of course. The Imperials had figured out what he'd done soon after he'd carried it off, and they would be on the lookout for such deceptions from now on. The thing had been possible at all only because he'd managed to acquire the Imperial access codes for that particular fleet operation. Likely, too, they'd changed the IFF codes on all of their fleet units, making impersonations of Imperial officers or their ships almost impossible.

What he was trying now was similar in application to those earlier deceptions . . . but quite different in spirit. Judging from their maneuvers so far, the Imperials clearly knew the lone destroyer was a Confederation raider. But they couldn't be sure of their opponent's exact nature.

Within the shadow world of his awareness, Dev's 185-centimeter frame grew taller, approaching two full meters, while dwindling in mass to an almost skeletal lankiness. His skin turned black, his lengthening hair and thickening eyebrows an iridescent white. His outward appearance completely transformed, Dev opened the readied ViRcom channel to the Japanese corvette.

Since Dev had initiated the link, an image of Teshio's bridge became the backdrop for the meeting. Though the reality aboard the damaged corvette must by this time be a confusion of zero-G, smoke, and pressure loss alarms, the scene showed no urgency. The looming bulk of the bridge link modules crowded one another beneath a low, conduit-covered overhead. Only one figure was visible, the image of a Japanese naval officer in formal dress blacks. The link program maintained the illusion of gravity.

"This is Shosa Ohira, of the Imperial corvette Teshio" the figure said stiffly, facing Dev. "I demand—"

"You will demand nothing," Dev interrupted, barking the phrase in Nihongo. He waited then, allowing Ohira to see and understand the image before him now. The Imperial's analogue would not betray its owner through any physical change in expression, of course, but Dev did see the man's eyes widen slightly and guessed that Ohira knew what was confronting him.

"Teshio! I am Captain Kwasa of the Confederation destroyer Ya Kutisha. You will release computer control to me immediately, or you will be destroyed."

"This . . . is piracy," Ohira said. The hesitation, the rasp in his words betrayed his confusion and his fear. He was a young man, in his early thirties, Dev guessed, and not practiced at hiding his emotions. "Piracy! I cannot surrender to you!"

There was a world within the Shichiju, innermost planet of a red dwarf flare star called UV Ceti and known to its Swahili-speaking inhabitants as Juanyekundu, Red Star. Exploited for its mineral resources with Imperial help almost three centuries before by a consortium of African nations, the world had been abandoned, its colonists left to shift for themselves, because evacuating them would have been too dangerous and too expensive an undertaking for the then brand-new Hegemony. UV Ceti was a dim-glowing coal of a sun circling another red dwarf only marginally brighter than itself nine light-years from Earth; it was also a flare star, given to periodic seizures when a tiny portion of its surface suddenly and briefly erupted in a storm of light and hard radiation, drastically increasing the star's brightness.

Very few of those first colonists had survived; the descendants of those who did lived in deep-tunneled habitats kilometers beneath their world's airless surface, but those first few generations had undergone a rather brutal selection process. Modern Juanyekundans tended to have a high tolerance for radiation, as well as the physiques and the hair and skin colorations unique now to natives of the planet. Those descendants also possessed a singular hatred for the Empire, their ancestors' betrayer, and despite its isolationist tendencies, Juanyekundu had been among the first of the Shichiju's worlds to side openly with the Confederation by signing the Declaration of Reason.

Unfortunately, Juanyekundu was a poor world that possessed no warships of its own. There was no Ya Kutisha—the name was Swahili for "Terrible"—and Captain Kwasa was a fiction of Eagle's AI. Dev was counting, however, on whatever stories Commander Ohira had heard about the Juanyekundans' hatred for the Japanese, as well as on the physically impressive display they made over a ViRcom link. "Kwasa" towered over Teshio's captain, his head brushing the low overhead.

"Turn control of your computer over to us," Dev said reasonably through his terrifying alter ego, "and we will not be forced to board your ship. As you can tell by examining our approach vector, we cannot dock with your ship and hope to capture the freighter you were escorting as well. Given a choice, we would prefer to ignore your command and take the freighter. If you would prefer, however, that we come discuss this with you personally . . ."

Ohira growled something unintelligible, then acquired for a moment a glazed, faraway look, an indication that the real Ohira was somewhere else, frantically discussing the situation with his officers.

The answer came back in seconds. "Very well, ah, Confederation destroyer." The words were harsh, angrily bitten off. "You have control."

In an earlier age of broadsides and wooden decks, a beaten ship signaled its desire to surrender by lowering its flag. In space combat, surrender was signaled by granting the victor access to key computer systems. Access codes flashed back along the lasercom linkage, to be copied by Eagle's computer personnel and sent back to unlock Teshio's AI. There would still be reserved files within the corvette's memory that the Confederation personnel could not read; in fact, at that moment Ohira and his people were probably busily deleting every byte of secure and classified data they could lay their figurative hands on. Teshio's primary ship functions, however, including maneuvering and weapons, were now under Eagle's direct control.

"Give them damage control and enough maneuvering to stop that spin," Dev told his own people. "Don't give them ViRcom access until we're clear."

"We should just tell the gokers to self-destruct," a voice said. Dev thought he recognized Grier's voice that time.

"Negative," he replied, an edge to his voice. "I want them to pass this story on to their bosses at New America. Now let's run down that freighter!"

Allowing Teshio to live would do more for the Confederation cause than would reducing the corvette to a glowing cloud of plasma. The entire rebel navy at this point consisted of Eagle and a handful of frigates, corvettes, and gunboats. They had no other destroyers of Eagle's class . . . but the enemy couldn't be sure of that, not when they'd lost several similar destroyers at Herakles. It was not impossible that several of the ships thought lost had been captured instead, to be employed against their former owners. By pretending to be captain of the Ya Kutisha, Dev was spreading doubt within the Imperial High Command about the exact composition of the Confederation fleet . . . and its capabilities.

Eagle passed the helpless Teshio less than a thousand kilometers off her port beam. In another ten minutes, she was closing with the freighter, a forty-eight-thousand-ton merchantman called the Kasuga Maru.

"I've got a clear reading on the ships breaking New American orbit," Grier reported. "Two Amatukaze-class destroyers. Four smaller vessels—frigates, probably, judging from their mass readings." Her analogue glanced up from the 3-D navigational plot, clear blue eyes locking with Dev's. "Looks like we got their attention."

"Let's see if we have the freighter's attention," Dev said. "Communications. Patch me through."

The bridge of the Kasuga Maru was tiny compared to the corvette's, possessing only four link modules. Eagle's data base on active commercial vessels listed her as an independent trader currently under contract to LaGrange 5 Orbital. Having once served in the merchant fleet, Dev knew that such enterprises tended to cut costs in every way they could, meaning they boosted with an absolute minimum of crew members, twelve or fifteen at the most, just enough to jack critical ship's systems, and to ride the vanes and sweeps during godsea passage. Almost certainly, Kasuga Maru wouldn't be carrying gun jackers or weapons officers; Class IVs devoted their hull space to cargo in any case, rather than losing precious ship mass to nonpaying systems like antiship missiles or heavy combat lasers.

Even so, a freighter possessed weapons that could cause a problem for any warship trying to capture it, especially when there were time constraints to the operation. Kasuga Maru would possess at least two AI-governed PDL batteries as a defense against meteoroids and orbital debris. Far more deadly to a warship as large and as well armored as an Amatukaze-class destroyer, though, were a Class IVs two Avery-Mitsubishi Sunburst fusion-plasma engines. The storm of charged particles emitted by those white-glowing venturis aft could fry any vessel coming up astern.

Which was one reason it was imperative for a commerce raider to acquire computer control of an enemy ship before trying to overtake it.

Kasuga Maru's captain was a surprise, a short, older man with a red beard going gray and an angry scowl lining his features. The Imperial High Command had recently prohibited gaijin—foreigners—from serving in any command capacity aboard Imperial warships, but most Hegemony and independent vessels were manned by non-Japanese. Still, Dev had assumed that a cargo ship making a run from Earth to New America would have been commandeered by the Imperials. Tensions between Dai Nihon and the rest of the Hegemony had been running high of late—the Confederation had been counting on that fact to win more converts to their cause—and it seemed like a breach of security for military supplies under escort by an Imperial vessel to be in the keeping of a gaijin crew.

The freighter's captain, standing in a hands-on-hips attitude of sheer defiance, looked Dev's image up and down. "Hah! So you're the goking pirates! Bring that rattletrap of yours any closer, you black divil, an' we'll melt y'down for scrap!"

Dev was still wearing the Juanyekundan analogue, of course. He had to maintain the deception if he wanted the Hegemony to believe the Confederation fleet included a destroyer with a crew from UV Ceti. That hardly seemed to account for the man's hostility, however.

"This is Captain Kwasa of the Confederation destroyer Ya Kutisha. Your escort has been disabled. Please release computer control of your vessel to us at once. Your cargo is being appropriated for the Frontier Confederation, but we have no desire to hurt you or your crew."

"Gok it! Do your worst! We'll see how bandit scum like you likes hot protons for breakfast!"

Dev paused, unsure of himself. He wouldn't have hesitated to fire on the Teshio again if he'd had to. This was war, after all. The man on the Kasuga Maru's bridge, however, was a civilian, a noncombatant. To simply burn him out of existence . . .

"Kasuga Maru," Dev said. "If I have to burn out your command center with a high-energy laser in order to save the lives of my crew, I will. Believe that. Why should you and your people be willing to die? Give us access to your AI and no one will be harmed. I promise you."

Dev could see the struggle going on within the man's thoughts. Surrender clearly was a bitter pill.

"No one aboard the Teshio was hurt," he added. "And believe me, sir, we have a lot more reason to hate them than we do you."

Kasuga Maru's captain was weighing the loss of his crew against the loss of ship and cargo. That seemed to decide him, as Dev had known it must.

"Take the ship, you scrawny, rad-blasted goker," he barked. "An' be damned to ya!"

"Thank you, Kasuga Maru" Dev told him, flashing white teeth against skin as black as space. "We will. You may take to your boats. Those among your crew who wish to join the Confederation forces may remain aboard."

"That'll be the day, y'bastard. This crew'll have no truck wi' kaizies!"

Kaizies—Dev guessed the word was slang based on the Nihongo kaizoku, pirate.

"We are fighting for our independence," Dev said slowly, trying to give the phrase a dignity that he didn't quite feel. "We're not pirates."

"Independence? You're gokin' pirates and thieves an' scuttin' bastards, the lot of you! You're wiping us out, don't you see? This old ship might not look like much, but she's everything we own an' you're resettin' us t'zero! Gok, you 'n the Empire can squabble with each other till universal heat death, but why do you have to drag us into it, huh? AH decent folks want is t'be left alone!"

"Relinquish control of your AI, please."

"There, gok you!"

Minutes later, a lifeboat bearing Kasuga Maru's crew accelerated clear of the freighter's command and hab section. A hastily devised program hidden within the freighter's life support routines and set to trigger the main engines in an uncontained fusion ignition was spotted and deactivated by Lieutenant Simone Dagousset, Dev's chief AI programming officer, well before Eagle came up astern.

The encounter with the freighter's captain—his name, according to the ship records, was Alistair MacKenzie—had shaken Dev. True, the Confederation still wasn't taken seriously by most of the people on most of the worlds of the Shichiju. Imperial control of official news and information download networks was largely to blame for that, of course. The Hegemony—and behind it, the Empire—controlled all such services on the inhabited worlds, as they controlled the ships plying the vast emptiness between neighboring star systems. News of major Confederation victories at Eridu and Herakles had been easily suppressed, while rumors of rebel uprisings on over a dozen worlds during the past two years had been downplayed as banditry and hooliganism. Small wonder the rebellion had largely been dismissed by most of humanity.

But the evident hatred in MacKenzie's face and voice gnawed at Dev. According to the records in Kasuga Maru's AI, the man was a native of Alba, not one of the long-settled core worlds of the Shichiju, but a frontier colony, one still officially undecided in the struggle between Hegemony and Confederation but with a powerful anti-Imperial faction. Evidently, he and his crew had been working under contract for LaGrange 5 Orbital for nearly twenty years, receiving owner's shares in the freighter instead of bonuses or performance incentives. In another five or ten years, when the company was ready to retire the aging freighter, MacKenzie would have been able to assume full title and put her into service as an independent merchantman.

No wonder MacKenzie had been furious.

Dev rarely thought of himself as a rebel . . . or as someone out to overturn the established order, which, of course, he most certainly was. When he let himself think about it at all, he was simply a warrior fighting for a cause in which he'd only recently started to believe. He identified with the people—the majority of people, he thought—who wanted freedom for their worlds and populations from the increasingly restrictive and suffocating central authority of a distant but too-powerful Earth.

He never thought of himself as someone who might deliberately kill civilians, or steal their property, their livelihoods, their futures.

Kaizoku to zoku, pirates and bandits. Was that all the Confederation's rebellion really was? The odds of successfully taking on the entire Hegemony—and behind them the military might of Imperial Japan—were too long to think about. Until the Confederation was strong enough to win victories spectacular enough to attract the attention of ordinary Hegemony citizens despite the news blackout, pirates and bandits were what the rebels would remain.

Dev tried to push the thought aside.

With Kasuga Maru under Eagle's computer control, the freighter was rotated until her main venturis pointed at New America, and then her drive was lit. Together, the two ships decelerated at the freighter's maximum of nearly two and a half Gs, as long-range radar and sensors continued to monitor the approach of warships from New America.

Hours passed, and deceleration became acceleration, as Eagle and her prize slowly began building speed on a vector that would take them away from New America and the oncoming enemy squadron. At one point, both drives were silenced long enough for a ship's boat to make the passage from the destroyer to the freighter. A Confederation crew jacked into the freighter's empty control slots, and the drives were lit once more.

Not long after that, with all shipjackers aboard both vessels reporting readiness for transition, Dev gave a command over the communications link, and the two ships fell into the blue-lit strangeness of K-T space.


Chapter 3

Each step in technology is built upon the step previous. Cephlink webs of electronic feeds, connective networks and computer chips nanotechnically grown within the sulci of the human brain, were not possible until the brain had been thoroughly mapped, right down to the molecular level of stimulus and response. And upon the cephlink rests our modern understanding of mind as distinct from brain. Modern psychology, the study of mental processes and behavior, bears no closer resemblance to its precephlink forebears than does modern cosmologyto astrology, than nanotechnic materials processing to alchemy.

—Man and the Stars: A History of Technology

Ieyasu Sutsumi

C.E. 2531

Riding the currents of the godsea, Eagle and her captive fell through vistas of blue light, computer simulations of a medium that was in fact incomprehensible to unenhanced human perceptions. Two days out from New America both Eagle and Kasuga Maru dropped briefly out of K-T space, emerging in the bleak emptiness of interstellar space to carefully align their four-space vector with the distant spark that was Mu Herculis.

Against the possibility that one or the other of the vessels might not survive the coming passage, full copies of both ships' AI data stores were made and exchanged. Ever since leaving New America, Lieutenant Dagousset aboard the Eagle and the computer techs who'd transferred to the Kasuga Maru had been working with the freighter's AI records, unlocking and analyzing previously sealed or coded data.

They'd struck gold with the Kasuga Maru's capture—better, terbium, that rare lanthanide vital both in K-T drive systems and in certain types of AI circuitry. The freighter, it seemed, had been en route to New America not from Earth, but from the Imperial naval facility at Athena called Daikokukichi.

Her last assignment before that had been as part of a military convoy to the Alyan system.

That discovery had startled Dev and started a whirlwind of rumor and speculation within the crew.

Alya was the ancient Arabic name for the star variously listed in the star charts as Theta Serpentis or 63 Serpentis. A double star some 130 light-years from Sol, well beyond the outer fringes of the Shichiju. Alya B-V was the original DalRiss homeworld, called GhegnuRish; there, three years ago, while serving as a Hegemony striderjack with the Imperial Expeditionary Force, Dev had first made peaceful contact with the Xenophobe infesting that world. Alya A-VI—ShraRish—was a DalRiss colony world, the location of the only large DalRiss population since GhegnuRish had been abandoned to the Xeno, millennia before.

Kasuga Maru had been carrying food and organic manufactory materials to the Imperial base on ShraRish. While in orbit there, her commo personnel had recorded a number of exchanges between the Imperial commander in orbit and the base on the surface. They'd been passed on to the Imperial station at Athena, but for some reason—the inefficiencies of the Imperial bureaucracy, perhaps—copies had remained in the freighter's AI storage. As he scanned quickly through the decoded recordings, Dev knew that the Confederation Military Command was going to have to see them.

With the new course alignments complete, Eagle and the Kasuga Maru slipped back into the blue embrace of the KT Plenum. The return to Herakles would take another thirty days.

Eagle's original crew of 310 had left her shorthanded to begin with by a factor of nearly twenty-five percent, and during the past month, a hundred of those had been told off as crews for the five cargo ships and merchants Eagle had captured in three star systems. Shorthanded meant long and frequent watches in the link modules, but it also meant more downtime spent jacked into Eagle's recreational system. With a month to pass in K-T space, with no way to bleed off the excess heat that day by ship's day grew more and more oppressive, recreational jacking was a necessity, not a luxury, and not mere entertainment. Without it heat, boredom, and the tedium of routine would have been intolerable.

Dev enjoyed his share of ViRdramas, of course, and lately he'd been downloading literary classics as part of a deliberate attempt to widen his own horizons. He liked ViRsex, too, though instead of solo electronic trysts with AI-generated partners or with the analogues of fellow Eagles, he had a good downloaded copy of Katya Alessandro's analogue.

Lately, though, even ViRsex with Katya's image had lost some of its original charm. The program, after all, relied to a large extent on his memories of Katya to make the analogue speak and act convincingly, and the more time he spent with the analogue instead of its flesh-and-blood original, the less spontaneous, the less alive the simulations seemed.

And there was something preying on his mind as well, a problem that had been growing since he'd left Herakles nearly four months earlier. Soon after Eagle dropped back into K-T space, then, Dev spent his off-watch downtime one ship's evening loading one of the ship's psych monitor programs.

The setting was a traditional Japanese room—tatami mats, a low table aglow in black lacquer, a viewall simulating a veranda overlooking an enclosed, Japanese garden. Fuji, snow capped and perfect, rose gracefully above cherry trees beyond a stone wall, a print by Hokusai. Eagle's monitor programs had been written for her original owners, back when she was still the Tokitukaze, and never been updated.

No matter. Nihonjin or gaijin, shakai or Frontier, people were still people.

"At last," a voice said. "I was beginning to think that no one aboard this vessel cared to speak with me anymore."

Dev turned to face the speaker, a small and gray-haired Japanese man, neatly and formally dressed in a traditional white kariginu. The image was that of Ieyasu Sutsumi, though that master of Kokorodo, the way of the mind, had had nothing to do with Eagle's monitor programming. Sutsumi was a venerable figure; within Nihonjin culture, his age alone made him worthy of respect, and his reputation as both philosopher and teacher was widely known even among gaijin, especially among gaijin who'd had training with Hegemony military forces. Dev had particular reason to remember the man; the real Sutsumi had once sat on a military review board over him, recommending that he be assigned to the leg infantry instead of warstriders because of a bout of technophobia.

"Konichiwa, Sensei," Dev said, bowing formally. The program would neither care nor react if he ignored the amenities, but observing the formalities made Dev feel more at ease. "I imagine most of the crew feels uncomfortable using a monitor programmed by the enemy."

One part of himself noted that it was silly apologizing for human behavior to an AI program, as though it felt hurt, lonely, or ignored. Another part acknowledged that it was just as silly for the program to act as though it had missed having conversations with Eagle's crew, since the program was self-aware, within the definition of artificial intelligence, only when it was running. Still, the value of such interactive software lay in the pretense that it, too, was a human being, as capable of emotion as Dev.

The image folded its legs beneath it in a graceful descent to a tatami. "And you do not?"

Dev lowered himself to a mat opposite the table. "Not really, Sensei. I don't hate the Japanese. I hate the government, what it's become."

" 'Hate' is a strong word, Devsan, and trivialized by misuse. I doubt that many of your compatriots aboard hate anyone in more than an abstract way. I suspect that the reason you are different from them lies in your choice of birthworlds, rather than in your choice of enemies."

That, Dev reflected, was true enough. Born and raised on Earth, in an outlying enclave of the BosWash metroplex sprawl, he'd grown up in the ever-present shadow of Japanese culture and technology. Though he'd never been part of the shakai, Earth's dominant, elitist culture, it had been impossible to escape the distinctive reliance on advanced technology displayed by so many of the planet's citizens. There, even members of the Fukushi, the Imperial welfare program that provided free housing, food, and other services to perhaps two-thirds of the population, possessed the Level One, single-socket implants that let them interact with technic society . . . and receive government-sponsored information and entertainment downloads. It was much the same on the other Core Worlds, where the populations had enjoyed the status quo of Imperial-Hegemony rule for centuries.

Among the worlds of the Frontier, however, the emphasis was on people, not machines. There was more variety within the populations, too, as well as a stubborn, independent streak that cared less for fashion than for practicality. A person was more likely to work his own problems out than to rely on the help of an AI monitor program.

"So. Why are you here?" Sutsumi's image asked.

Dev took a breath before answering. The illusion of reality was perfect in every way; the breath steadied him, stilled some part of the doubt and fear that had brought him here, exactly as though it had been a real breath drawn by his flesh-and-blood body.

"Sensei. I need a check on my TM rating. I . . . When we took the Kasuga Maru, I felt like I was close to the edge. Again." He ran one hand through his hair. Again, the illusion was perfect. He felt the ceramic slickness of his right temporal socket beneath his fingertips.

"Ah." Sutsumi's eyes narrowed, as though he were studying Dev closely. "Let me have a closer look."

Inwardly, Dev sensed the flux and tickle of circuits opening and closing, of personal RAM being sampled, of neurons firing. Within the space of two heartbeats, he felt cold, then hot, smelled cinnamon, tasted salt, heard the tinkling echo of crystal bells. For the briefest of instants he was a warstrider, two-meter duralloy legs scissoring across a landscape of battletorn earth and shattered buildings. Power thrilled. . . .

"We would need a high-level diagnostic for a full-confidence reading, of course," Sutsumi said. "But a quick reading of your psych index gives a TM of point four. That is normal for you, Devsan, neh?"

"Normal for me. Yeah."

The development of cephlink technology had brought its own zoo of ills and mental conditions, from people with physiologies that simply could not tolerate chips and circuits grown within their brains, to those who rejected them on esthetic, political, or religious grounds. Dozens of psychotechnic disorders, mental problems triggered by link technology, had been identified. Three—technic depression, technophobia, and technomegalomania—were so prevalent that everyone with link hardware was given a rating on a decimal scale of zero to one indicating his or her susceptibility to PTDs.

As with a drug, the effects of TM, technomegalomania, could be obvious or subtle. It could make a linked person euphoric, or it could act like a depressant when he was not linked. For some, the feelings of godlike power when they were linked to an AI or to link-driven equipment or simply while they experienced the illusion of ViReality could be overwhelming.

For some professions—jacking a military warstrider, for instance—a high TM rating was not a handicap. For piloting a starship, however, where a lapse in judgment could wreck the vessel and kill the entire crew, feelings of godlike power were not thought of as valuable assets. Riding the currents of the K-T Plenum, a starship was balanced in a tiny, self-generated pocket universe, adrift on the interface between normal fourspace and the quantum sea. Modern cosmology viewed the entire physical universe as no more than a four-dimensional bubble floating atop a polydimensional ocean of energy, the godsea. A mistake in judgment while riding the godsea currents, and Eagle's eighty-four-thousand-ton mass would be transformed instantly into energy; against such furies as those a starship rode, the mass-to-energy translation would yield not even a flicker of incandescence.

For that reason, the Hegemony Navy, as Dev had ample personal reason to remember, did not admit people with TM ratings higher than point two. They wanted calm and dispassionate jackers with sound judgment who could make reasoned decisions under pressure. The independent merchant lines—and organizations as desperate for experienced shipjackers as the Confederation Navy—were not nearly so picky, however.

Dev Cameron, son of a starship captain, had yearned to be a shipjacker himself for as long as he could remember. He'd jacked aboard a freighter for a time, but when he'd tried joining the Hegemony Navy nearly four years ago, his TM rating of point four had blocked him. He'd ended up as leg infantry, then as a warstrider.

The war and the rebel Confederation's need for ships and men who could jack them had given him another chance, though, and after leading the warstrider assault team that had captured the Tokitukaze, he'd found his lifelong dream of commanding a starship to have become reality.

He still had that point four TM rating, though, and every time he jacked into Eagle's command link he felt that familiar-yet-new thrill coursing through his being, a kind of head-spinning glory that came with riding the godsea, with tricking the cosmos into doing his bidding. Worse, he felt the same thrill during combat, a surging, exultant, and terrifying sense of invincibility.

So far, he'd held those feelings rigidly in check, mostly by clinging to the realization of just how many lives depended on his rational assessment of things both within the K-T Plenum and in combat. But things had happened to him within the past few months that had pushed him beyond the limits he'd set for his own emotions.

There were medtechs aboard the Eagle, and even several human psychotechnicians, but he didn't want anyone to know what was going on within his own thoughts and perceptions and memory just now. He didn't want to look closely at them himself, either, though he knew that if he didn't, things would only get worse until he made a bad and possibly fatal mistake. That was why he'd sought out the anonymous comfort of the ship's AI psych monitor. The record of what went on here was private, accessible only by his personal RAM codes or by those authorized by a military court.

He was glad of that confidentiality. Dev didn't want anybody to know just how scared he was.

"You have had some rather strange experiences recently," the Sutsumi analogue said.

Dev started, looked up. His thoughts had been wandering. "Huh?"

"You had an unusual encounter," the analogue said. "And I have the feeling that it is at least partly responsible for this atypical lack of confidence in yourself. Perhaps you'd like to discuss what happened."

"Um. You mean the Heraklean Xenophobe." He shrugged. "The word 'like' isn't exactly applicable. But I guess I have to."

"You don't have to do anything, Devsan. But if it would make you feel better . . ."

Dev smiled ruefully. Once, years ago, he'd downloaded a history of the development of artificial intelligence. One of the earliest experiments in that high-tech realm had been an interactive program called "Liza" that simulated the give and take between a psychiatrist and a patient. "My father doesn't like me." "Why do you say your father doesn't like you?" The conversations, such as they were, had depended on the program's use of key words that it fed back to the patient in questions designed to elicit more statements. The program had not been self-aware, not even in the limited fashion that Eagle's monitor program was self-aware, and by modern standards the psychiatric practices it had emulated were scarcely a step removed from arrant superstition.

Still, people who'd interacted with Liza had reported feeling much better after discussing their problems with it. Dev suspected that the Sutsumi analogue was pushing him in the same direction. "A problem shared," ran the old saying, "is a problem halved."

"On Herakles," Dev told the sensei, "I, uh, linked with a Xenophobe. With a Naga, I mean." He still wasn't used to the new name for the alien intelligences. "I'd communicated with two other Nagas before, one out in the Alyan system, one on Eridu, but this was something . . . very different."

Sutsumi waited patiently, listening, legs folded on the tatami.

"We still don't know what happened, really," he went on. "Not the medtechs, not Confederation Military Command. Not even me, and I was there. Somehow, that Xeno and I joined so completely that we really were a new . . . entity." Xenolink, the AI and medical experts were calling that blending of human and Naga.

"Symbiosis," Sutsumi suggested. "Two organisms functioning together in a way complementary to both."

"Maybe. While I was linked to the thing, I could see and feel with its senses, while it could see and hear with mine. Xenos don't have sight or hearing, you know, though they have plenty of senses that we don't. They can taste magnetism in rock. Feel electrons moving like sand trickling through your fingers. I felt all of that, though I still don't understand it any more than a blind man understands blue. And I had access to . . . its past. Its memories." He shuddered. "They're still with me, though I'm damned if I can make much of anything out of them."

"You were thoroughly checked out afterward by medtechs and somatic specialists, were you not?"

"Sensei, you don't know the half of it. Though I'm still not sure whether anybody believes my story. Hell, I'm not sure I do. But it doesn't matter. While I was plugged into the Naga, an Imperial squadron attacked. They surprised us, came out of K-T space so close to the planet we were caught in the open, naked, almost defenseless. They had us, Sensei. But I . . . I stopped them."

"How did you stop them, Devsan?"

"By throwing rocks. I knocked them out of orbit by throwing rocks."

Sutsumi's image blinked once at that, and Dev smiled. Long before Man had first left his homeworld there'd been speculation about using asteroids nudged out of orbit or material scooped from the surface of the moon as weapons literally unstoppable if dropped toward a world's surface from the top of its gravity well.

At Herakles, though, the fusion of Dev and Naga had reversed that equation. By generating intense, swiftly moving magnetic fields, he/they had plucked one-ton masses of iron and Rogan-Process building material from the facing of an atmosphere generator and hurled them into space at one-tenth of the speed of light. Imperial warships caught by that barrage, even one of the monster Ryu-class carriers, had been vaporized, like gnats touched by the breath of a laser cutting torch.

Either the monitor program had been following his thoughts, or it had just accessed records of the battle at Herakles. "The transitional kinetic energy released by the impact of a one-ton mass moving at ten percent c," Sutsumi said, "is approximately 1019 joules. The equivalent of thousands of high-yield thermonuclear explosions. How did you feel, wielding such power?"

Dev closed his eyes, but in his memory he saw again the cloud-wracked sky, sensed the Imperial ships overhead. Lightnings fork from the crest of an artificial mountain. Thunder peals. He exerted himself so. . . . Overhead, the sky turns white, an illumination more dazzling than the brassy, subgiant's glare of the Heraklean sun. Another ship dies. . . .

"I don't think I'll ever be free of the . . . feeling," Dev said. "I think it changed me. Like I can never go back to what I was."

"But you did. You broke your link with the Naga."

"Yes." He'd had to. He'd been terrified of losing his humanity. Sometimes he wondered if he was still entirely human. There were times . . .

Lightning flared. Behind . . . beneath him, the Naga's mind was a murmuring sea, voices, dream-memories, and above all, the power of a storm-torn sea. . . .

Later, when the Naga was gone, there was such . . . loneliness.

"I've been worried, Sensei," he told the analogue. "Especially when I'm linked, in combat, or while jacking a starship. I'm afraid of taking chances that just can't be justified. Of losing . . . control."

"Give me a specific example."

"Okay. At New America, when we took Kasuga Maru. I decided to gamble, to play the part of a Juanyekundan shipjacker to scare the enemy into surrender."

"The ploy worked."

"Yes. Yes, it did. Then I went on and bluffed the skipper of the Kasuga Maru"

"Bluff and deception are important aspects of successful military tactics."

"Sure, but don't you see? I wasn't even thinking about the possibility of failure. If the bluffs had failed, well, I'm afraid I was ready to push ahead anyway. Even though that could have meant Eagle was destroyed. It's like a storm inside my brain when I link in and I'm riding the percentages. Like the burn of a jolt addict."

There were people who used their cephlinks to commit suicide, intentionally or accidentally, by channeling electronic stimulation directly into the pleasure centers of their brains. PC stimulation—whether through hardwired implants or injections of programmed nano—could destroy a person in months, even in days if he had unlimited access to the technology and lacked the power of will to resist its siren's call. Most victims died of thirst, so powerful were the cravings for the better-than-orgasms that went on and on and on. Some tried to stop short of death and found they could no longer live without it—jolt addicts and brain burners.

"I doubt that you can imagine what such an addiction is like," Sutsumi said. "Certainly you want to experience the feeling of power again. But you control that desire."

"Maybe. So far, maybe. Sometimes I wonder if I'm losing it."

"Tell me, Devsan. Do you wish to repeat the experience with the Naga?"

Lightning! A bolt of raw light, radiating far into the ultraviolet, as mass shredded air, hurtling skyward . . .

"Huh? No way! Believe me, I thought about it and no. I didn't want to be a god, throwing mountains and knowing I could kill those people in orbit just by flexing my will, no. But I'm afraid that what I felt then is, well, spilling into what I feel when I jack a starship. Or take people into combat." He held his hands before him, then slowly flexed them into twin fists. "My God, the power . . ."

Sutsumi's image was silent for a long time, and Dev wondered what was going on. An AI program could "think," if that was the right word, far faster than any human, considering thousands, even millions of possibilities in fractions of a second. The delay might be meant to reassure Dev that his problem was receiving careful consideration.

But more likely, the problem had no solution. Like any other citizen of the Frontier, Dev was going to have to come to grips with it himself, without help from a programmed analogue.

"Devsan," the image said at last, "all I can tell you is that the fact that you are concerned enough to bring this to me suggests that you have not lost a proper perspective. If you insisted that there was nothing to worry about, that you had been untouched by your experiences, well . . ." The old eyes twinkled in a passable simulation of humor. "Then I would worry!"

"Maybe," Dev said. He was unconvinced. Lightning against a blackening sky; peals of thunder, like battle cries of the gods. "I wish I could forget what happened on Herakles, though."

"Why?"

"Because I have the damnedest feeling that, well, that the only way I can become complete is to merge with one of those things again and . . ." He shuddered, trying to shut out the memories. "I don't want to do it again, to lose myself that way. At the same time, I find myself wanting it, needing it.

"I'm wondering, Sensei, if I'm addicted, somehow, to the Xenolink."


Chapter 4

4. Armor

       a. The primary mission of armor units is the attacking of infantry and artillery. The enemy's rear is the happy hunting ground for armor. Use every means to get it there. . . .

—Letter of Instruction

General George S. Patton, Jr.

C.E. 3 April 1944

Tucked in beneath the overhang of the VK-141 Stormwind, Colonel Katya Alessandro could neither move nor deploy the hull sensors of her warstrider. She was linked, however, with Major Benjis Nadry, the Stormwind's pilot, and she could see, as he could, the torn and convoluted landscape blurring past the combat carrier's belly scant meters below.

The ascraft was flying NOE, nape-of-the-earth, following a path worked out hours before through careful examination of 3-D radar holographs relayed by satellite. Their assigned drop zone glowed against her view forward, marked by a green square shimmering near the crest of a shell-blasted slope designated Hill 232.

"DZ in sight," Katya said, her words relayed through the air/spacecraft's intercom to the other three warstriders suspended from the carrier's external riderslots. "Thirty-second warning."

"Copy that, Assassin Leader," Captain Frank Kilroy replied.

"Assassin Three copies," Lieutenant Virginia Halliwell added.

"And Four copies. Let's kick ass!" That was Lieutenant Hari Sebree.

She could sense the other three warstriders, armored, multiton monsters cradled in their riderslots beneath the stubby, anhedral wings of the ascraft, voices and the steady pulse of data feeds over hard-jacked interfaces. Katya shifted her visual display to a view aft. A second Stormwind followed in the wake of the first, a hundred meters back and so low the wind of its passage kicked dust from the hilltops and set the scrub brush to thrashing. Each Stormwind carried one element—four warstriders; Katya was descending on what should be the enemy's main artillery reserve with eight machines, a full squad. She'd have been happier with a sixteen-strider platoon at least, but there hadn't been time to scavenge more from a hard-pressed and rapidly thinning front line. She wished, too, that she could talk with Major Vic Hagan, the CO of the second element, but the assault platoon was observing strict communications silence.

"Ready for drop, Colonel," Nadry announced. "I'm picking up heavy H-band radar. Somebody just got curious."

"I see it," Katya replied. Alerts flickered across the bottom of her visual field, warning of a weapons lock, probably for a battery of strider-mounted missiles. "Kurt? What do you make of it?"

Warrant Tech Officer Kurt Allen, one of two men crammed into her Warlord with her, was already scanning the radar traces, searching for a point source.

"I've got a dozen different transmitters, Colonel," he replied, his voice as calm and steady as always. "Probably remotes, set up so we don't get an active lock on the launch platforms."

"No problem," Sublieutenant Ryan Green, her pilot, said. "We'll spot 'em when they launch!"

A green light flashed in her display. "Five seconds!" Nadry announced. "Cutting internal feeds!"

Power and sensor feeds from the ascraft switched off, and Katya's view of the outside world was replaced by a claustrophobic half darkness: duralloy armor and a tiny wedge of moving ground beneath her feet. Display feeds and alerts glowed balefully at the periphery of her vision. "You've got the legs, Ryan," she told the pilot.

"Rog!" His mental voice was high-pitched, taut with excitement. "Jets hot!"

Abruptly, the Stormwind went nose high, bellying toward the hill at a point just below its crest. Air roared through the ascraft's intakes; fusion-heated plasma shrieked from directional, ball-pivot venturis directed forward and down, blasting at rock and sand in swirling, superheated clouds.

Ten meters above the slope, Katya gave a mental command. Magnetic grapples released their hold on her warstrider, and she fell from the ascraft's riderslot, a clean drop. The ground rushed up at her, and then the jump pack strapped to her Warlord jolted her with the savage kick of twin jets slamming upward against almost sixty tons of falling mass.

Contact! She hit gravel and dirt with a savage jar, the flanged feet of her RS-64GC Warlord gouging into the ground before whining gyros helped her recapture a precarious balance. Since Green had the Warlord's legs—meaning control of its movement—Katya simply watched as the combat machine unfolded itself into combat mode, the sharply angled, digitigrade legs taking the weight of the fuselage with the high-pitched whine of servos. The strider lurched as the left foot slipped in soft earth, then steadied itself. Nanoflage layers on the outer hull lightened to a pale, mottled tan in response to the brightly lit surroundings. The machine's name, painted on either side of the blunt, heavily armored snout, was Assassin's Blade.

Katya scanned the surroundings on broadband receptors. Ten meters away, Kilroy's KR-9 Manta dropped from the sky on jets of flaring plasma, landing with a crash as better than forty tons impacted on the hill. Overhead, the ascraft continued to drift upslope, spilling two more combat machines as it moved. Halliwell's Ghostrider and Sebree's Scoutstrider fell clear, triggered their jump packs, and slammed into the hillside.

Searing hot air roared and snapped around Katya's head. The ascraft's engines spooled up, carrying it in a tight arc clear of the hilltop. The other striders were unfolding now, arms and weapons pods sliding out from beneath articulated armor panels.

Warnings flashed across Blade's visuals. Missiles incoming . . .

"Kurt!" she yelled over the Warlord's ICS.

"Tracking!" the weapons tech called back. "On auto!" The Warlord's high-velocity rotary cannon, under the direction of the strider's onboard AI, whipped about in its mount faster than human nerve impulses could have guided it. White flame spat from the whirling barrels.

A trio of explosions slammed out of the sky as missiles detonated short of their target, but other missiles continued to arrow in from the south at Mach 5, too fast to dodge, too fast, in this rugged terrain, for the hivel cannon to kill them all. Their target, however, was not the grounded warstriders, but the tempting bulk of the ascraft, still meters above the slope and just beginning to accelerate clear of the drop zone. Hivel cannons on the Stormwind's hull fired in automatic response to the approaching threat; more missiles detonated, but two plunged through the expanding clouds of smoke and debris to slam into the ascraft's side. The twin concussions staggered Katya; the containment fields in the Stormwind's fusorpack collapsed, releasing microfusion blasts that shredded the air/spacecraft and sent a fireball washing across the hell-blasted hillside, a tidal wave of searing heat and light that scoured the nanoflage from Blade's upper hull.

Automatic filters built into the sensors darkened the landscape for a second, then faded, restoring Katya's vision. Sublieutenant Green dropped the warstrider into a half crouch as bits of shrapnel sang off the dorsal armor. Burning chunks of wreckage were pelting like hail from the sky, but in seconds, Green had the Warlord in motion, charging up the last few meters of hillside toward the crest.

They'd been spotted too early, but maybe . . . maybe, Katya thought, willing it to be so, the enemy forces on the other side of the hill could still be taken by surprise. If the enemy forces thought the Stormwind had been destroyed before it could drop its payload of warstriders . . .

"Assassins!" she yelled over the squad comnet. "Deploy! Deploy! Spread wide! Move it!" The second element's Stormwind thundered in low two hundred meters to the east, spilling its cargo of four more warstriders. Through boiling streams of smoke, she saw Hagan's Ghostrider, Mission Link, touching down, followed by Jacobsen's lean, long-legged Stormstrider and a pair of Scoutstriders.

Gravel sprayed from beneath the Warlord's feet as it crested the hill. Beyond, sheltered in a bowl-shaped valley, was the enemy artillery park, rank upon bristling rank of track- and leg-mounted field artillery, squat-bodied Calliopedes and Basilisks and chunky-bodied Gorgons, off-line and, for the moment, unmanned. Katya could see crew personnel in red running among their machines or clambering into open hatches. The camouflaged domes of a major encampment were clustered on the far side of the valley.

And warstriders. Damn! Those hadn't appeared on the satellite scans, at least a full platoon of medium to heavy warstriders, deployed in a defensive perimeter about the powered-down arties. Katya knew in that moment that she'd just bitten off a hell of a lot more than she could chew.

She could still hear Vic Hagan arguing with her, just hours ago. "Damn it, Colonel, regimental commanders do not go on combat drops," he'd bellowed. "And they damn sure don't go behind enemy lines in squad-strength deployments!"

She'd had reasons to make the deployment, however, reasons that she didn't particularly want to discuss with her regimental number two. She was going to pay for her stubbornness now, she knew.

But it was going to be worth it!

"Assassins, this is Assassin Leader!" she called. "Ignore the striders. We're here to cripple the arties if we can. Pour it on!"

Laser and missile fire volleyed from the long crest above the valley, slashing into the parked combat machines. Katya had decided that morning, judging from the satellite imagery, that the equipment sequestered in the shadow of Hill 232 was the enemy's primary strategic reserve. Smash that, and his forward lines would have no support when the main attack went down in another . . . make it thirty-five minutes. His front line was already desperately thin; one good push and it ought to crumble, so long as there was no rear echelon mobile artillery to plug the gaps or lay down long-range fire on the advancing strider assault groups.

As unit commander, Katya was supposed to stay off-line from her Warlord's control and weapons systems. Fighting the machine was what Kurt and Ryan were aboard for. Instead, Katya concentrated on the cascade of data and AI-generated graphics moving across her visual display. It was hard to resist the temptation to take over part of the RS-64's weaponry, though. Its main armament, massive charged particle guns mounted to left and right like blocky, thick-muscled arms, discharged in flaring blasts of raw current, punching through the dorsal armor of a Qu-19E Calliopede with a blast that hurled bits and pieces of its internal mechanism high into the air. Lightning forked and crackled from the stricken vehicle to the ground as excess charge bled away; debris rained from the sky as oily black smoke boiled overhead. The Warlord's other weapons were in action too, grenades and explosive chaingun rounds from the ventral Mark III weapons pod, 50-MW pulses of energy from the stubby, twin lasers mounted to either side of the fuselage. Striker missiles shrieked from the dorsal Y-rack, arrowing into the hellfire chaos of the valley in a pair of blindly slashing salvos.

The other striders of the Assassin strike team kept up a slamming, devastating barrage. Two more mobile artillery pieces exploded into flame. An instant later, a pile of 112-mm artillery rockets stacked for loading aboard a line of vehicles detonated in a rippling chain of blasts that swept across the valley, toppling men and warstriders alike, scattering them like ninepins.

Incoming laser fire struck the rocks five meters to Katya's left. Moisture flashed to steam and the rocks exploded; gravel shrieked and rattled off the Warlord's armored flank. The enemy warstriders, taken by surprise, were starting to move toward the Assassins' positions now, their return fire heavy, and growing heavier. Sebree's RLN-90 Scoutstrider staggered under a triplet of direct hits, 90-mm high-explosive rockets spearing squarely into its pilot's module, shearing off one arm and the upper half of the machine's fuselage and leaving the rest standing, legs frozen, upper hull peeled open like a fire-blackened tin can. Kilroy's Manta took a high-powered laser hit on the ventral surface of the flattened saucer shape of its main hull. Duralloy flared with white heat; blackened, twisted wiring and severed power conduits dangled from the gaping wound, a smoking, oil-bleeding disembowelment.

But the Assassins held their ground, lowering their fuselages to take advantage of the cover provided by height and the rugged ground, slamming round after round into the packed and unmoving targets below at a range of less than a hundred meters. As the destruction continued, the valley began filling with dense, white smoke, partly from the savage detonations of the Assassins' barrage, partly from the shrouding smoke screens generated by enemy striders both to cloak their movement and to attenuate the savage laser fire snapping down from the crest of the hill.

Katya estimated that at least half of the mobile artillery walkers and vehicles had been destroyed outright or so badly crippled they would never participate in the coming battle.

A missile detonated against her right shoulder, jolting her hard. There was no pain, but she did feel as though someone had landed a solid blow on her arm, and alerts began scrolling down the right side of her visual display, warning of a short-circuiting power couple, damaged kinesthetic relays, and a failure in Assassin's Blade's right CPG targeting system. The strider was moving and firing, so both Kurt and Ryan were still on-line; Katya implemented the primary damage control sequence, then checked the lasercom link with the surviving Assassins. Two dead, so far, three badly damaged, including the Blade.

Radar showed a solid return less than thirty meters ahead, advancing up the slope toward Katya's right. She shifted to infrared, adjusting the wavelength reception until haze coalesced into the glowing image of a warstrider.

She recognized that machine, a KR-200 Battlewraith, a fifty-four–ton monster sporting a left-side electron cannon and a heavy assault arsenal of lasers, missiles, and short-range cannon firing explosive shells. More to the point, she recognized that specific machine, for it had a General Command module strapped to its dorsal hull, a GC modification identical to the one mounted on her own Warlord. It was moving swiftly upslope, angling toward Hagan's warstrider element to the east.

"Kurt! Ryan!" she called over the ICS circuit. "I've got control!"

A mental code switched command of the Warlord to her cephlinkage, leaving Green and Allen interested spectators. Suddenly, Katya was occupying the warstrider's body as though it were her own; her right arm was out of action, but she could bring up her left, dragging the targeting cursor blinking on her display up and onto the Battlewraith's upper hull. The target was closer now, less than twenty meters, and apparently still unaware of the Assassin's Blade crouched among the boulders on the hilltop. A push with her mind, and the charged particle bolt lanced through smoky air, striking dead on target with a flash and a crack of thunder.

Got you, Travis Sinclair! she thought with savage satisfaction. Another push sent the last of the Warlord's M-21 rockets slamming into the Battlewraith's side. You goking bastard . . .

The Battlewraith staggered back a step, then turned, its electron cannon sweeping up, seeking a target. Katya was already in motion, however, sprinting those last twenty meters in an all-out charge downhill, stepping beneath the wicked-looking muzzle of the EPC, slamming against unyielding armor with the deadweight of her damaged right arm/CPG mount.

The collision loosed a savage thunder and jolted Katya so hard that her data feed momentarily winked out. When it switched on again, her right arm was on the ground, torn away by the impact, while her foe's Battlewraith, caught off-balance, was rolling back down the hill, an avalanche of black duralloy. She followed . . .

 . . . and caught a 100-MW laser burst squarely on the Warlord's forward glacis, a slashing attack that peeled back armor and severed her primary actuator links. She felt her legs go numb, but she was able to shift the strider's command function back to Ryan, hoping that it was her linkage that had been damaged, not his. "C'mon, Ryan," she cried into the ICS. The Wraith was getting up again, staggering erect. Sinclair's machine was terribly damaged, but still more than a match for the smaller, lighter Warlord. "Move! Move!"

A salvo of M-21 rockets slammed into the RS-64's already battered glacis. Explosions tore through the heart of Assassin's Blade, and Katya felt her linkage slipping. . . .

Katya found herself blinking at the smooth, gray metal of a link module's overhead. Numb with the aftereffects of battle lust, it took her a moment to remember where she was . . . what she was doing.

Today's engagement had been a full-realism sim managed by an entire orchestra of AIs to allow thousands of striderjacks and technicians to experience the joint virtual reality of a full-scale war. Katya's new unit, the 1st Confederation Rangers, had been up against warstriders jacked by the Confederation's staff command and naval contingent.

She'd not really expected the exchange to become so . . . personal.

"Colonel?"

Turning her head, she saw Allen's face peering into the module's opening at her. Ryan Green stood just behind him. "Hi, Kurt, Ryan. I guess we lost, huh?"

"Something like that," Allen said. "You okay?"

Deftly, she unplugged herself from the three feeds jacked into her temporal and cervical sockets. Her hair, short on the sides and neck to keep it clear of her hardware, was longer on top and in front and had plastered itself across her head. She ran her fingers through it, dragging it off her face.

"Not bad, considering I just took a hundred megs through my belly." Unstrapping herself from the link module, she swung long legs off the padded couch, stooped to get through the opening, and stood up on the gleaming white deck outside. Dozens of other link modules surrounded her, some occupied, most empty.

"Colonel Alessandro?"

Turning, she saw the gray-uniformed figure of one of the games monitors, standing behind her with a compad in her hand. "That's me."

"You're dead, Colonel. You and both of your crew members."

"So I gathered." Her eyes narrowed. "Do you have an active link with the Rogue? How about my opponent in that last exchange?"

The technician glanced down at her pad, palming the interface to open a new feed. "According to the battlesim AI," she said, reading the screen, "you inflicted sixty percent damage on the Battlewraith you attacked. One of its crew members was killed, one more badly hurt. The third was able to return fire. His missile barrage touched off your Warlord's fusorpack."

"The one I killed. Who was he?"

The technician checked her pad again. "The simulated casualty was General Sinclair himself. But you must have known that, Colonel. Your initial shot was quite accurate."

"Hey, if we're dead, when's the funeral service?" Ryan wanted to know. "I'd like to attend."

"That may depend on my court-martial," Katya said. She meant it as a joke, but she couldn't help wondering what was going to come of her actions this morning. She'd broken several regulations in today's full-combat simulation, as well as showing some rather impetuous recklessness. There was bound to be some fallout.

Katya didn't care. It had been worth it, damn it. Worth it and then some.

She felt lots better now, having killed Travis Sinclair.


Chapter 5

Most of the worlds of the Shichiju have at least one sky-el, a space elevator that makes travel between the planet's surface and synchronous orbit cheap and simple, if considerably slower than ascraft passage. Grown from synchorbit by enormous factories that nanotechnically transform carbonaceous chondrite asteroids into duralloy, sky-els have proven vital in the terraforming of prebiotic worlds, an inexpensive conduit from space to ground for the nanofactories and equipment necessary to rework a planetary atmosphere.

       In the two and a half centuries since the first sky-el was demonstrated on Sol IV, there have been remarkably few system failures, even including those, like the one on Herakles, that were the result of deliberate action.

—Man and the Stars: A History of Technology

Ieyasu Sutsumi

C.E. 2531

The hell of it was, Katya had once damn near idolized the man. General Travis Sinclair was more than the leader of the Confederation in its rebellion against Hegemony and Empire. A member of the Confederation Congress from New America, he'd been appointed commander of the rebel army at a time when a unified army as such didn't even exist. Single-handedly, he'd begun building that army . . . and a navy as well, recruiting key people like Katya and Dev Cameron and turning them loose with money, personnel, and equipment raised from God knew where.

Sinclair's genius had, at the very least, avoided a crushing defeat by the overwhelmingly powerful forces arrayed against them. More important than that, he'd been the principal author of the Declaration of Reason, a document that, like another Declaration penned over seven centuries earlier, outlined the philosophy of the revolt. By condemning the evils of the centralized state and its attempts to unite disparate worlds and cultures, it had become the focus of the entire Rebellion. In many ways Travis Sinclair was the Rebellion.

Somehow, though, Katya's hero worship of the man had gradually been transformed . . . not into hatred, precisely, but into a distance as cold, she thought, as the cold, political calculation that had led Sinclair a few months ago to abandon her beloved New America to the Empire. Oh, she knew the reasons, the rationale for the Confederation's retreat from her homeworld. What hurt, though, were the friends, the comrades at arms left behind while a scant, chosen few had fled here, to Herakles. She'd just begun assembling and training the 1st Confederation Rangers on New America when Sinclair had issued the order to abandon the place for a secret base on this empty world. He'd brought with him a select handful of people, including Katya and Dev and a few others with experience or key skills, but the majority, of necessity, had been left behind.

How many, she wondered, were still alive, after months of guerrilla warfare against Imperial warstriders? While she was here playing war games!

Katya had met Sinclair on New America, where he'd recruited her to the cause. Her experience leading a Hegemony strider company had come to his attention, and he'd suggested that her talents might be best employed helping to create a Confederation armored unit that could replace the wide-scattered and poorly trained militias that were currently carrying the brunt of the fighting against the Empire. Local militias had won impressive victories early in the war, on Eridu, on Eostre, and on Liberty, but those victories had proven temporary. Eridu was again in Imperial hands after a brief period of self-rule; at New America, Imperial Marines now maintained a harsh and bloody peace while battle squadrons kept watch from orbit.

She thought about Dev, raiding the Imperial supply lines on the outskirts of the New American system.

No. Best not to think of that. Or of him. . . .

The hell of it was, moving the rebel government to Herakles hadn't purchased much time. The Imperials had figured out where they were and sent a battle squadron in, coming that close to annihilating the Confederation Congress and the Rebellion in one swift strike. All that had stopped them was Dev's bizarre union with the Naga lurking in the depths of Herakles's planetary crust. Three months had passed since then, with no sign of the Imperials, but everyone on Herakles knew their return was only a matter of time.

The sacrifice of New America had been wasted . . . wasted.

Now, scant hours after the end of the simulated battle, Katya was aboard an air/spacecraft outbound from New Argosport. The hotbox booster engines had fallen silent, and the arrowhead shape of the ascraft fell through the night above Herakles, anticollision strobes pulsing with metronomic precision at dorsal ridge, wingtips, and belly. She'd received the message from Rogue only moments after her own simulated death, a summons to join Travis Sinclair in orbit. She'd barely had time to return to her quarters and pack, arriving at the port just fifteen minutes before the scheduled launch.

Sinclair had told her nothing during their brief conversation, but she was under no illusions about why she'd been summoned so precipitously to orbit. Vic had been right. Regimental commanders don't join squad-level deployments, and they don't mix it up in strider-to-strider combat. Having logged orders to ignore the enemy strider force and concentrate fire on the artillery, they don't then disregard those orders to chase after the enemy commander's Battlewraith.

And they certainly don't turn a training simulation into a personal vendetta.

Linked, Katya tried to concentrate on the panorama spreading out around her. Astern, Herakles was a smear of oceanic blue-violet and the white gleam of clouds and ice, a vast sphere half-illuminated by the brassy, subgiant's glare of Mu Herculis A. To the right, Mu Herculis B and C were a tightly paired, ruby-gleaming doublet. Left and below, the star Vega, only a few light-years distant from the Mu Herculis system, was a dazzling gleam in the blackness, so bright it washed other stars from the sky and touched the clouds on the nightside of Herakles with ghost-pale silver.

Katya's attention was held, however, by a tight-stretched thread of silver suspended directly ahead against blackness and the glare of Here A. Razor's-edge crisp and straight, the line seemed unmoving, though ladar returns indicated it possessed a speed of several kilometers per second and was rotating end over end. As Katya continued to watch, a subtle shift in perspective and in the silver-gilt terminator between light and shadow demonstrated movement, and a rapidly closing range.

Herakles, Mu Herculis A-III, was unique among the worlds of the Shichiju, for its sky-el was no longer attached to the planet's equator. Instead, the structure fell around Herakles in an eccentric orbit that brought one end within two hundred kilometers of the surface each week, though most of the time its center of mass was located well beyond synchorbit. Some thirty thousand kilometers long now and only meters thick, it was held taut by centrifugal force as it spun.

Katya was jacked into the ascraft's command link. Technically, she was a passenger aboard the ground-to-orbit shuttle, but Captain Chalmer, the ship's pilot, had invited her to link in from her module aft shortly after launch from the New Argos port complex. She could see the rogue sky-el ahead with the crisply detailed, unimpeded clarity of sensor feeds direct from the ascraft's visual scanners. Numbers flickering past the right side of her awareness gave range and target vectors, angle of approach, and closing velocity. The ascraft was closing with the lower arm with a relative velocity of only fifty meters per second.

"So what brings you up to synchorbit?" Chalmer asked, his voice sounding close beside her in the dark. "We don't often get to see you infantry types here on the whirligig."

"They've been keeping me pretty busy," Katya replied, distracted. "Building an army from nothing is a job for magicians, not a brain-burned striderjack like me."

"Brain-burned? You? Nah, the way I heard it, Captain Cameron's the one who's brain-burned if anyone is."

"Why do you say that?"

"Aw, no disrespect meant, Colonel. It's just that some of the stories . . . Hey, is the who-was about him the straight hont? That he was really linked in with the Xeno down there?"

"Yes. It's true."

"And it didn't hurt him?"

Katya had been hearing who-was—uwasu or rumors—about Dev for months, often enough that Chalmer's question didn't hurt . . . at least not as much as it might have once. She turned the query aside with a mental shrug. "He was fine, last time I saw him."

"I just can't get over the idea of . . . of touching one of those things. Touching a Xeno."

"Why not? That's how we communicate with them."

"Yeah, you've done it too, haven't you, Colonel? On Eridu? I'd forgotten that."

Her reply had been less than completely honest. It was true that humans could communicate with the Naga now if they wore one of the strange DalRiss comels, but Dev's experience with the Heraklean Naga a few months ago had been . . . unique, and far more intimate than any communication Katya had ever experienced with Nagas. As far as any of the medtechs and psych people who'd examined him could tell, Dev had come out of his symbiosis with the Heraklean Naga with no ill effects, physical or mental.

Still, it was impossible not to wonder . . . and worry. Dev had always shown a propensity for a brooding moodiness ever since she'd met him as a warstrider recruit on Loki over three years ago. Since his encounter with the Heraklean Naga, though, he'd seemed . . . darker, somehow. As though the black organism that had briefly linked itself to his body and his mind had also touched his soul.

She didn't like thinking about that.

Why hasn't Dev returned? she asked herself. What's keeping him? Checking her internal RAM's calendar for the third time that day, she noted once again that he was at least a week overdue already. Given the vagaries of mission, of K-T space passages, of loiter times in other systems, there was no reason to worry yet; the due date was simply Eagle's, earliest possible ETA.

Still . . .

The cast-off sky-el was closer now, its silvery length glittering in the sunlight. A number of ships, visible at this distance only as starlike gleams of reflected light, were clustered about the thread's center of spin, but the ascraft was closing on a point some distance out from the center. As the minutes passed, the sky-el's hab center became visible, first as a shadowed thickening in the thread, then as a long, cylindrical structure attached to the el's main body catching sunlight along one edge in a dazzle of white fire. Lights winked in syncopated rhythm with the ascraft's anticollision strobes. A docking collar was illuminated by a circle of harsh spotlights.

For the time being, at least, that cylinder was the location of the Confederation's capital. It seemed a strange place to house a multiworld government.

The Heraklean sky-el's elongated orbit, its end-over-end spin through space, had never been intended by its builders. Normally, a sky-el's towerdown was secured to a suitable spot at the planet's equator; the other end was anchored and held taut well beyond synchorbit by a suitably massive asteroid hauled into place by tugs. Passenger and cargo pods rode up and down the completed tower then on lines of magnetic flux, providing cheap and easy elevator service between ground and synchronous orbit. Only a few colonies did not have one, either because the world had such a slow rotation that synchorbit was impossibly far from the planet's surface, or because—as with Katya's own homeworld of New America—the tides raised by a large, close satellite made building one impractical.

The sky-el tower on Mu Herculis A-III had been raised late in the twenty-fourth century, and terraforming had begun soon after. Within a century and a half, the hot and poisonous prebiotic atmosphere had been transformed to one breathable by humans; too, replacing the carbon dioxide with oxygen and nitrogen had caused the world's mean temperature to plummet forty degrees. The colonial capital of Argos, still partly domed, spread out from the sky-el's towerdown on the Augean Peninsula, a gleaming webwork of habitats, streets, and nanomanufactory farms.

Then, in 2515, the Xeno had appeared.

Seeking the pure metals and exotic materials it could sense from its kilometers-deep tunnels, the vast, amoebic organism had reacted identically to the Xenos of other colony worlds, dispatching pieces of itself to the surface, employing an alien nanotechnology to disassemble those materials—the buildings, domes, habs, and vehicles of a civilization of which the Xeno was completely unaware. After months of battle against the marauding Xeno scouts, the Heraklean population had escaped up the sky-el while Hegemony infantry held off the Xeno attackers for a critical two weeks in a vicious, rear-guard defense. Not long after the handful of surviving troops had been evacuated, and as Xenophobes smashed through the emptied city toward the sky-el's base, a five-hundred–megaton fusion explosion had gouged a half-kilometer-deep crater where Argos had stood; the sky-el, its lower end burned off in the blast, had been catapulted into high orbit by its space-side anchor.

The stress had fragmented much of the sky-el's original length, whipcracking much of the ends, including the anchoring planetoid, into space; what was left, some thirty thousand kilometers of gleaming duralloy weave over ten meters thick, continued to circle the planet in a six-day orbit that brushed the upper reaches of the atmosphere once on each pass. Within the next century or so, those repeated brushes would degrade its orbit enough that the artifact would impact on Herakles.

In the meantime, though, and for the foreseeable future, the free sky-el offered a haven of sorts for the Confederation government. After the sky-el's link with Herakles had been broken, the Hegemony had built a watchpost there to keep an electronic eye on the Heraklean Xeno, attaching a large, cylindrical habitat to the cable, positioning it far enough from the el's center to generate a spin-gravity of roughly half a G. After the explosion that had destroyed Argos, however, the Naga had never reappeared on the surface, and the outpost was eventually abandoned. It had remained empty until the Confederation forces had arrived, just over four months ago.

They called the free-orbiting facility Rogue.

Nudged closer by bursts from maneuvering thrusters, the ascraft rotated smoothly ninety degrees as it matched velocity with the hab's docking collar, then slipped into place with the metallic clangs and thumps of magnetic grapples locking home.

"End of the ride," Chalmer told her. "Hey, Colonel, are you going to be up here long? I mean, maybe we could get together for dinner or some duo simming or something. . . ."

"Negative," Katya said, the word curt. The pilot's attempt at familiarity explained his earlier questions about Dev. Everyone knew that she and Dev were close; Chalmer was prospecting, wondering if she was available while Dev was out-system. Or maybe he was just probing to find out if she still had the same relationship with Dev that she'd had before his bonding with that . . . thing.

Abruptly, she downloaded the mental codes that severed her link with the ascraft's systems. She awoke inside her link module, a padded, partly enclosed ceramplast egg on the shuttle's passenger deck. Blinking at the change in illumination, she lifted the intricate web of gold and silver wires embedded in the base of her left palm from the module's AI interface and unfastened her harness.

The shuttle had docked with the rogue sky-el with its nose oriented toward the center of rotation; sharing the hab's spin-gravity, "down" was now toward the ascraft's tail. Carefully, she swung out of the module while the rest of the passengers were still unstrapping and started climbing the ladder embedded in the deck toward the forward lock. Katya didn't particularly want to see the pilot in person, so she hurried, knowing he was still engaged in shutting down the ascraft's systems. She was afraid that if she met him outside the virtual reality of the link, it might end with Chalmer getting hurt, and she didn't want that. The Confederation was desperately short of qualified shipjackers as it was.

The habitat had been constructed by Hegemony personnel with Imperial technology. The inner door of the hab's lock didn't open; it dissolved when air pressure on both sides had matched, as the inner bulkhead's nanotechnic components redefined themselves from an impermeable solid to an elastically bonded gas. Pushing through the barrier's slight resistance, she stepped onto the hab's entry level, and the lock's bulkhead rematerialized at her back.

"Hello, Katya. Welcome to the Rogue."

"General." She felt wary, could feel the gulf that had grown between them. "How . . . are you?"

"Pretty good for someone who's just been killed by one of his subordinates." His wry grin robbed the words of any sting. "Thanks for coming up on such short notice. Have you eaten yet?"

Both Rogue and New Argos were on the same Heraklean clock, and it was well past the midday meal. Her stomach grumbled at the mere thought of food. "No, sir, I haven't. But—"

"Then eat with me, Colonel. Please."

She allowed him to lead her from the entry deck, taking an elevator to Deck Three and the main cafeteria. The room, somewhat cramped but opened up by a viewall looking into space, was not very crowded at this hour, though Katya recognized several Confed naval officers at one of the tables. She wished she could chat with them, but after getting her tray—the meal that day was a nano-grown synthetic resembling sashimi—she followed Sinclair back to another table.

Japanese food, especially any involving even artificial raw fish, was not Katya's favorite. The hab environmental systems, however, had been programmed years ago by the Imperials who'd set up the Heraklean watch station, and in the months since the Confederation had moved in there'd been neither time nor personnel to reprogram the manufactories. She set her tray down opposite Sinclair, who stood for her with his hand over his heart in an almost courtly display of New American etiquette.

Katya had been dreading this meeting, and she was ashamed of the fact. Travis Ewell Sinclair was indisputably brilliant, and scarcely the monster she somehow wanted him to be. The necessities of leadership forced hard choices, she knew, choices not always popular with the people who had to carry them out. The decision to abandon New America in the face of an invasion had been such a choice, as had been the decision to leave behind so many of the men and women who'd been fighting at Katya's side. She understood the military necessity of such command decisions very well. She couldn't be a colonel in the Confederation's ground forces without that understanding.

But neither could she carry out her orders without experiencing a wrenching change in her feelings for the man who'd given them.

"I'm glad you could come, Katya," Sinclair said, taking his seat. He smiled across the table at her. "I . . . have news."

She'd been expecting an official chewing out. The unexpected words startled her and then, as their meaning sank in, Katya's hopes leaped. "Dev?"

Sinclair ran one hand through his hair, which he wore unstylishly long. His hair and beard were dark, but shot through with streaks of gray. "Yes. Captain Cameron's in-system again, and with another prize. I just got word as they were pulling me out of that simulation." He gave her a rueful smile. "You pack quite a punch, young lady. Sometime, you'll have to tell me what the CO of the 1st Rangers was doing in my rear, with eight warstriders!"

"Destroying your mobile artillery, General. Wasn't that obvious? What's Dev's ETA?"

"He should be docking with Rogue in another ten hours."

"Wonderful! How . . . how is he?"

"Seems fine," Sinclair replied. "I ViRcommed with him about an hour ago, while you were on the way up. He said to give you his love."

Katya smiled at that. "Thank you, sir. For telling me."

"That's not why I asked you to come up here."

"Of course not." Here it comes, she thought.

"The last prize that Captain Cameron took had some rather momentous data squirreled away in its shipboard memory."

"Yes?" That apparent swerve from the topic at hand caught her interest. The most important weapon in any war was information—intelligence, in the military lexicon—and a primary source was the data banks of enemy AIs.

"It seems that the ship, an independent trader called the Kasuga Maru, was part of a supply convoy to the Imperial garrison on Alya A-VI a few months ago. While they were in orbit, they recorded a number of radio transmissions between the surface and the Imperial squadron. We're not entirely sure what's happening out there, but it sounds as though the DalRiss have attacked an Imperial ground base."

"Attacked it! Why?"

"We don't know. But if the report is true, it puts a new and higher priority on Operation Farstar."

Katya paused, the chopsticks holding a bit of artificial raw fish hovering between a dish of fiery-hot mustard and her mouth. Slowly, she returned the morsel to the plate and set the chopsticks down. Her hunger was forgotten, as was her dislike for Sinclair.

"I'd say it's about goddamned time."

"You still want to be a part of it?"

"Of course. If anything's going to end this damned war, Farstar is it."

"I agree. And your feelings about Dev Cameron going along?"

She had to think about how to answer that one, though she knew what her gut feelings said. "It'll be good to have him along, of course. For a number of reasons." And not just because this would be a long, long trip, and she loved him and hated the idea of perhaps another year away from his side. "I suspect that the real question is how he feels about it, though. And how you plan to handle . . . handle it while he's gone. It wouldn't do to leave Herakles defenseless while we're off gallivanting with the DalRiss."

"Oh, we won't be defenseless. Dev's not the only one who can Xenolink. But there has been, ah, speculation about how well he's recovered after his experience. I was wondering how you felt about Dev linking with you on this—"

"You were sure enough of Dev to let him take Eagle out commerce raiding." Her reply was harsher than she'd intended. "Why should this be any different?"

"Because you'll be dealing with the DalRiss. And you may well be linking with a Naga again. With another Naga, the one at Alya B. The strangeness factor's going to be something awful. I want to know that you can handle it. And that you think he can."

"If Dev Cameron can't handle it," Katya said quietly, "nobody can!"

"That," Sinclair said with a small grin, "is exactly what I wanted to hear."

And maybe it'll be good to get away from here, Katya told herself. Just me and Dev and a few thousand warstriders. Like old times!

She wondered what Dev was going to say when he heard. Most of the final plans for Farstar had been put together after he'd left. She imagined, though, that he would be pleased. He'd not been at all happy with the possibility of Xenolinking again, not after what had happened during the Imperial assault on Herakles.

A long diplomatic mission to a people still largely incomprehensible to humans might be exactly what he needed.


Chapter 6

Cephlink technology extends human productivity by reducing the time necessary to achieve expertise.

       Cephlink technology increases personal stress levels by reducing the time necessary to acquire physical experience.

—Fielding's First and Second Laws

Man and His Works

Dr. Karl Gunther Fielding

C.E. 2448

Eagle rendezvoused with the Rogue's hub fifteen hours after dropping out of K-T space. The Kasuga Maru, with her lower acceleration, would not arrive in Heraklean orbit for some days yet, but the treasure trove discovered in her AI by her prize crew during the long passage home had been transferred to a high-density molecular datachip, which Dev was now hand-carrying to the Confederation AI technicians on the Rogue.

Eagle was too large to dock directly with the slow-turning fragment of sky-el. Instead, she took up a parking orbit with the rest of the tiny Confederation fleet a few hundred kilometers clear of the segment's rotational hub. There were perhaps thirty vessels in orbit now, mostly freighters, transports, and small escort vessels, frigates and corvettes. Standing out among the others was the sleek, planoform liner Transluxus, formerly a Star Lines passenger ship, now the rather luxuriously appointed transportation for the Confederation Congress. She hung ten kilometers off, agleam in the golden light of Mu Herculis, with only a small service and maintenance crew aboard her.

After seeing to Eagle and the establishment of orbital routine—and consulting with Lieutenant Canady about watch schedules and liberty aboard the Rogue—Dev ferried across in a work shuttle. Docking at the hub, he transferred to a rider pod, a small capsule that tapped the centrifugal force created by the sky-el's spin and slid "down" a magnetic rail to the hab modules at the half-G level.

The hab's travel concourse was a large and comfortably furnished compartment, but one made crowded by people waiting for pods to or from other parts of the sky-el, or who, like Dev, were newly arrived. The far bulkhead created the illusion of roominess, with its curved viewall set to display a panorama of space dominated by the half sphere of Herakles.

Sinclair and part of his personal staff were waiting for Dev as he broke free of the crowd by the travel pod locks. The New American general and political philosopher was the only man present in civilian clothes, including a formal, white half-cape. The rest wore military uniforms, two-toned gray like Dev's own bodysuit for navy, two-toned brown for army. Within both the military and the government of the young Confederation, such niceties as details of dress uniforms were still in a state of flux. Even something as basic as ranks were still confused, with the rebels still in the process of switching from the Nihongo system favored by the Hegemony to one based on the old, pre-Hegemony systems. Though designs could easily be changed simply by reprogramming the nano that manufactured such articles as bodysuits and rank insignia, it was actually difficult to standardize such things, given the sheer size and dispersion of the forces involved, especially under the press of more urgent business. Dev noted with mild amusement that despite the impressive show of ceremony, most of the uniforms and the rank and service insignia at their collars didn't match, and one navy captain in Sinclair's entourage wore the dress whites of Hegemony service, with a taisa's three chrysanthemum pips at his collar. That was understandable, of course. Most of the Confederation's naval personnel had once served with the Hegemony navy.

The display tended to reinforce the image of the Confederation military as something of a patchwork of cultures and organizations and rugged individualists. That anything was ever decided on, Dev thought, was nothing less than miraculous.

"Permission to come aboard," Dev said, rendering the crisp Hegemony naval salute.

"Granted," General Darwin Smith, the senior man in uniform, replied.

"Welcome back, Captain," Sinclair added.

"Good to be back, sir. Here's the baby." He handed the datachip, swaddled carefully within its transport case, to Sinclair, who passed it on to one of his officers. Frozen within the chip's crystalline lattice was a tiny galaxy of charges representing some trillions of bytes of data lifted from Kasuga Maru's data banks. Dev hadn't had the time to go through more than a tiny fraction of that information yet—but he knew that much of it was AI encoding for several ViRcom exchanges accidentally intercepted by the Kasuga Maru's communications suite and routinely filed. If the TJK—the Taikokuno Johokyoku, or Imperial Intelligence Bureau—had learned that an independent merchant ship had acquired such singular intelligence . . .

"Thank you, Captain," Sinclair said. "If what you've already told me about this data is true, you may well have given us the ammunition we need to shake Farstar loose in Congress."

"I hope so, sir. If there's any way at all to get the DalRiss on our side, we've got to explore it. No matter what."

"The Congress," General Smith muttered, "is as incompetent now as it was before we left New America. I still think we should do what's right, not sit around waiting for idiot delegates to get off their asses. Uh, present company excepted, of course." Sinclair still held his position as a congressional delegate from New America.

"Military rule, Darwin?" Sinclair asked the man mildly.

Smith considered the question, then curtly nodded. "If we have to, sir, yes. Desperate times require desperate measures."

"That 'desperate times' line has been used before in history, General," Dev suggested quietly. "Usually to justify dictatorship."

"We will not win this war by becoming the very monster we're fighting against," Sinclair said. "We will observe the forms of democracy, even if the substance is meaningless as yet. Congress, even an ad hoc one such as this, is the only thing that gives us legitimacy with the people we want to join us. Those 'idiot delegates,' as you put it, are the future of this Confederation."

"Well, at least," Admiral Sigismun Halleck said, laughing, "we don't have as many of the sons of bitches to contend with now."

The Confederation Congress was considerably reduced in numbers now, over a year since it had first assembled in Jefferson, the capital of New America. When Congress had fled New America just ahead of the Imperial landings, most of the delegates who'd opposed independence for the Confederation had stayed behind. Those who'd escaped to Herakles had, for the most part, been those dedicated to a complete political break with the Terran Hegemony.

But that didn't mean that all was harmonious among the remaining five-hundred–odd delegates to the Confederation Congress. Serious differences between several of the worlds continued to threaten the young government, the issue of freedom for gene-tailored people being among the most serious. The "genies" so vital to the economic strength of Rainbow were being championed by the abolitionist parties on Liberty, and the feud had spread to other worlds as well. The divisions had created enemies; battles for or against newly proposed plans had become political struggles that had little to do with whether or not those plans would help or hinder the Confederation, and everything to do with the foundations of personal power.

Of particular concern to the Congress lately had been the deployment of the Confederation's tiny fleet of warships. Too small to stand up to an Imperial battle group, it had proven good so far for little more than commerce raiding . . . and then only if it didn't run up against serious opposition. Eagle was still the single largest warship in the Confederation's arsenal, and even a small Imperial squadron generally included two or three ships of Eagle's class as escorts for the larger cruisers and Ryu-carriers.

While Travis Sinclair had been elected by Congress to the command of the Confederation military, he still had to answer to Congress for his decisions . . . and accept its recommendations when they were put to a vote. The rebel government was as divided over what to do with its fleet now as it was over the question of freedom for the genies. Some supported the idea of using it in the long-planned, long-argued Operation Farstar; others insisted that the fleet should be kept close to the Confederation capital. Many of the delegates were still undecided, and it was their vote that Sinclair hoped to win with the news from Alya A.

"Is your crew taken care of, Captain?" Sinclair asked him.

"Yes, sir. Commander Canady, my XO, is securing the ship. She'll be letting the first liberty section come across to the Rogue starting tonight."

"That's fine. I'm afraid we still don't have much in the way of the amenities, either here or on the surface of Herakles. Things are still damned crowded up here, and a bit primitive down on the surface."

"I think more than anything else, General, they just need to see something other than the inside of Eagle's bulkheads. And maybe eat something other than Nihon chow. I don't suppose? . . ."

"Ah, I'm afraid the food prep programs are still serving up the finest in Japanese cuisine," Sinclair said. "The techs have been too busy keeping the power plant up and running and getting the weapons and deep space scanners on line to worry much about the menu."

"In other words, Dev," a familiar voice said, "it's rice, vegetables, and fish for dinner again tonight."

Turning, Dev saw the slender, dark-haired woman in military browns just entering the concourse lobby. "Katya!"

"So you finally decided to come back, eh?" she said with a twinkle.

"The colonel, here," Sinclair said gravely, "has been threatening to use her Rangers as a search party if you didn't come back to us soon. We're all relieved that you made it back." He paused, consulting an inner voice. "Well, we have about twelve hours before Congress is scheduled to reconvene, and I, for one, have to review this new information that the captain has brought us." He glanced from Dev to Katya and back again. "Will you two be able to attend the staff briefing afterward?"

"Of course."

"Yes, sir."

"Good. I'll see you then. In the meantime, perhaps Katya will be good enough to show you to your quarters and get you settled in." He grinned at them. "I imagine you have some catching up to do."

"Thank you, sir." With military personnel coming and going on extended missions from the Rogue, quarters were assigned on a short-term and rotational basis, while personal effects were stored in a cargo module near the sky-el's hub.

Dev turned to Katya as Sinclair and his entourage walked away. "Hello, stranger."

"Hello, Dev. Welcome back. It's . . . awfully good to see you."

"It's wonderful to see you." He glanced around the crowded concourse. "So . . . it looks like privacy is still at a premium."

"It's worse than ever, Dev. The port and hab facilities down at New Argos are growing fast, but not fast enough to keep up with our growth. We've had almost eight thousand more people arrive in the past four months, from all across the Shichiju. The word's spreading, Dev. The whole Frontier wants independence."

"Which leaves us looking for a place to get reacquainted." He glanced around the concourse. The sky-el hab had originally been designed as a roomy outpost for a staff of, at most, a hundred Imperial observers and Sekkodan scouts. Now, with the facility serving both as government center for the Confederation and as headquarters for the CONMILCOM, the Confederation Military Command, it had a permanent population of over seven hundred and a transient population of perhaps a thousand more. Many people lived aboard the various transports in orbit, but they had to rotate between shipboard assignments and the spin-gravity habs of the sky-el in order to stay fit and healthy. Too long a stretch of zero G made the strongest man a helpless cripple.

Most of the growing population, of course, lived on the surface. "No time to go down to Herakles, I suppose," Dev said, a little wistfully.

"Not with us as short on ascraft transport as we've been. We wouldn't make it back for at least a day or two. I think we'd better settle for a couple of com modules."

"Well, lovely lady, you provide the modules," Dev said, smiling. He tapped the side of his head with his forefinger. "And I'll provide the place. Lead on!"

Later, Dev and Katya shared a virtual reality, their bodies unfelt within separate ViRcom modules, their minds linked by software. Waves crashed along a sandy beach; the sun, westering, touched the ocean with gold and sparkling white, as sea gulls wheeled in an afternoon sky. Nearby, white foam chased skittering clusters of sandpipers up and down the sand. Dev wasn't even sure if the reality behind the scene existed anymore, so polluted had most of Earth's inshore waters been for at least the past five centuries.

But it stirred memories of home in him, and for Katya as well. Her New America had no sea gulls, but she remembered its oceans with their slow but vast, moon-driven tides, quite well.

"That's better," Dev said, turning to face her. "Alone at last!"

"Welcome home, fella," she said. "It's been awhile."

"Way too long." He reached out, took her in his arms. Their analogues in this simulation wore casual clothing, shorts and pullovers, and they were barefoot in the sand. She felt wonderful inside the circle of his arms. The simulation was exact enough that it even reproduced the smell of her hair, plucking it from his memory. "You don't know how I've been missing you!"

"Oh, I wouldn't say that. What makes you think I don't?"

They kissed. Long minutes later, Dev pulled back. "Okay. Maybe you do know." Gently, he pulled her down to the sand with him, then slid one hand up beneath her shirt, caressing bare skin.

She reached up and caught his hand, pinning it against her breast. "Dev, I'm sorry . . ."

"Oh, yeah." Gently, he pulled his hand out from under her shirt. "Sorry."

"Can we wait until we can do it . . . for real?"

"Of course."

Katya had disliked virtual sex as long as Dev had known her, even though the sensations were indistinguishable from the real thing. Sex, like any other activity and sensation, was perceived in the brain and it mattered not at all whether the stimulation came from the body's nerve endings or from an interactive data feed from an AI link. Dev never had learned why Katya felt the way she did about recjacking, but he was usually more than happy to go along.

The only problem was his aching need for her now. It had been four months since he'd seen her last, and the one-sided recreational simulations of Katya he'd taken along during Eagle's mission no longer seemed as fresh or as real as they once had. No AI, after all, could perfectly duplicate a real person's speech and mannerisms closely enough to make them seem fresh indefinitely, not with only the linker's own memories to draw on. Halfway through Eagle's passage back to Herakles, Dev had decided that it was the unexpected in a relationship that kept a relationship alive.

Maybe, he thought, that was why two-person recjacking linkages were so much more interesting than solos.

Since Katya didn't like virtual sex, though, they were going to have to find times and places to tryst in person, and that was likely to be impossible until they could get down to Argosport together. The "quarters" that Sinclair had mentioned was one of a number of open barracks at the quarter-G level, where as many as twenty men and women might be spending their downtime at any given hour, asleep or using the small, adjoining rec room. In a multiworld metaculture that viewed virtual sex as casually as it did downloading ViRdrama, public physical sex was tolerated, even accepted. Dev, from Earth and thoroughly familiar with the shakai, or Imperial overculture, was used to the idea of sex in public, though he'd never done it himself. Specific cultures within the metaculture, however, especially on the Frontier, required privacy for that most personal of personal experiences. Katya, Dev knew, was more likely to enjoy ViRsex with him than she was to engage in physical sex in one of the hab's open dorms.

Well, he told himself, he'd gone four months without the reality of Katya in his arms. He could go a few days more. It was enough just to be able to see her, to talk with her . . . at least for the moment.

"So," Dev said, trying to cover his racing thoughts, "while we were out-system, was there any sign of . . . of the Naga?"

"Nothing," Katya said cheerfully. "Not so much as a single black puddle. It seems to have retired pretty far down into the crust after it linked with you. Some of us have been speculating as to whether or not you scared it off."

"Maybe I did. It sure as hell scared me."

He shivered, and Katya reached out, putting his head in the crook of her arm and pulling him close against her side. They stared up at the slowly reddening sky.

"What do you think?" Katya said after a time. "Are they going to go with Farstar?"

"I guess that's up to Congress and to CONMILCOM," Dev replied. "I still think it's the only logical option for us. And this, this news from Alya A, gives us a chance of making it work."

"There are still people on the command staff who think the whole thing is a bad idea. In Congress, too. Sinclair has been fighting them on this idea since we got here."

"I can imagine." Dev shook his head. "I guess what continues nagging at me is, why us?"

"Well, our experience with the Nagas makes that part of it obvious enough."

"Why? We're supposed to make some sort of alliance with the DalRiss. The Naga don't have a thing to do with it."

"It's our experience," Katya said. "With nonhuman logic. With nonhumans, whatever they look like. Anyway, the Naga at GhegnuRish is helping the DalRiss reclaim their homeworld. It's part of the political picture out there." Katya was silent for a long moment. "You know, General Sinclair probably wants you at ShraRish because you're a hero to the DalRiss. If it hadn't been for you . . ."

"What hero . . . me? Kuso, we don't know that, Katya. We don't know enough about how the DalRiss think! Maybe they don't have heroes." He snorted. "Hell, maybe they kill and eat their heroes, or sacrifice them to the Great Boojum."

"Sorry. Great Boojum?"

"Sure. The Snark was a Boojum, you see." When Katya gave him a blank expression, he shrugged. "Sorry. Lewis Carroll. I did a lot of literary downloading while we were in K-T space. Lots of the old classics. Carroll. Hemingway. Spielberg."

"Sounds more like Lea Leanne," Katya said, naming a popular ViRdrama actress known throughout the Shichiju for her performances blending virtual sex, suspense, and danger, and usually involving monsters, both alien and human.

"Katya, I'm not a hero. Hell, I shouldn't even be a ship captain. I'm twenty-eight standard years old. Three years ago I was a legger, an enlisted grunt in the army. Now they have me commanding commerce raiders and serving as liaison to the only nonhuman civilization we know."

"You're not counting the Naga?"

"With only one Naga to a world and no knowledge of their fellows, I don't see how you can apply the word civilization to them."

"That's true. Well, I know the feeling, Dev. I'm not that much older than you, and they have me jacking a regiment. Fielding's Laws, I guess."

Dr. Karl Gunther Fielding had been a twenty-fifth-century philosopher-scientist who'd programmed a classic study called Man and His Works. He'd been the first to state as a law what had already been obvious for some time: Cephlink technology extends human productivity by reducing the time necessary to achieve expertise. The second law followed from the first. Cephlink technology increases personal stress levels by reducing the time necessary to acquire physical experience.

In other words, the ability to download memories, knowledge, and even certain skills into people with the right implant hardware had transformed human culture in countless ways throughout the past five centuries, but perhaps the most important was the end of the notion that "adulthood" began at a certain chronological age. A formal, career-oriented education that had required eight or ten years of advanced schooling during the twenty-first century could now be downloaded over a period of months. At the same time, however, confidence, maturity, and seasoning were still products of experience. While there was no objective difference between events experienced physically and events experienced through downloads, the fact remained that someone forty standard years old had still endured, roughly, twice as much life as someone who was twenty standard.

Within the modern, cephlink-dominated military, rank was not nearly so closely linked to age as it once had been. Dev's navy rank of captain and Katya's equivalent army rank of colonel were not unusual for people in their late twenties. His understanding of formal space navy tactics, of leadership techniques, even of political theory was as complete as that of any of his peers . . . more so, in fact, than some, because he'd had the opportunity to apply his downloaded training in combat.

The downside, though, was the uncertainty that a given course of action, a given decision, a given order was right. That came with a life experience that Dev was beginning to realize he lacked. Linked to a starship's AI, or—worse—caught up in the god-glory of a Xenolink, he felt invulnerable, superhuman.

But now, with no electronic enhancement save the program tricking his brain into accepting the reality of sunset, waves, sand, and the warmth of the girl in his arms, he felt very small indeed.

"Maybe," Dev said, "Congress will vote the notion down."


Chapter 7

Few technological advances have so changed the way we learn as cephlinkage. Why describe a place to students when a simple link and data download can transport them there in a fully interactive ViRsimulation?

       Of course, while ViRsims can shape our thinking by providing an ideal forum for the exchange of ideas, they can do nothing about the ways in which we think.

—Man and His Works

Dr. Karl Gunther Fielding

C.E. 2488

The measure passed, 351 to 148, with 19 abstaining.

Currently, there were within the orbiting Heraklean sky-el called the Rogue 518 delegates representing various Frontier colonies in the Confederation Congress. The majority were by now dedicated to independence from the Terran Hegemony and the empire of Dai Nihon and had demonstrated that dedication by signing Sinclair's Declaration of Reason; a minority, about two hundred or so, either remained undecided or still hoped to achieve an eventual reconciliation with Dai Nihon, perhaps within the framework of some sort of commonwealth of worlds. Those delegates who'd opposed any change at all in the Frontier worlds' colonial status had been left behind on New America when Congress had fled that world ahead of the Imperial invasion force. Whether or not they could still be considered to be delegates of the Confederation Congress, albeit nonvoting ones, was still a matter for frequent debate.

As currently interpreted, however, the rules for passing major, policy-level measures or legislation required a two-thirds majority of those delegates present, so Operation Farstar had needed 346 yes votes to be approved. Obviously, many of the delegates who did not yet agree on the need for a complete break with the Terran government had voted yes on Farstar. Dev wondered why they'd supported the measure.

"I'd have thought," Dev told Sinclair, "that they'd be afraid we'd really screw things up by getting involved in whatever's going on out at Alya A-VI."

They were in the conference room set up as part of CONMILCOM's Headquarters suite aboard the Rogue. There were no chairs present, but at the sky-el's half-G level that was little more than a minor annoyance, and it did allow more men and women to crowd in next to the round, central desk with its holographic projector and AI interface pads. The low, gray-surfaced egg shapes of link modules lined the compartment's bulkheads. Most were empty now, but a few were occupied by duty officers maintaining a communications watch with Argosport and with picket ships scattered across the Mu Herculis system.

Eighteen CONMILCOM staff officers were gathered in the room for the briefing, not counting Dev, Katya, and Sinclair himself. One civilian was present as well. Her name was Professor Brenda Ortiz, and she was a xenosophontologist, the closest thing to an expert on the DalRiss that the Confederation had. An attractive woman of perhaps forty-five standard years, she wore her dark hair long at the top and braided down her back but had shaved the sides of her head to give free access to the T-sockets behind her ears. Dev felt a sense of kinship with her; like him, she was from Earth.

"They are afraid of exactly that, Captain," Sinclair replied. "That we'll screw things up. But they're more afraid of doing nothing, which is what will happen if we can't break this deadlock of personnel, weapons, and supplies. Right now, Congress feels—and for once our intelligence sources tend to support the feeling—that we have five months, possibly six, before the Empire moves against our base here at Herakles. Our fleet is still no match for theirs, so if we first move against the Imperial forces at any of the other colony worlds we're going to get slapped down, hard. If we stay here and wait, sooner or later we get slapped once and for all."

"Damned if we move," a short, dark-skinned man with silver hair and a major general's rank tabs on his collar said, "and damned if we stay."

"That's about where we stand, General Chabra."

"Well, there's a problem then, sir," Dev pointed out. "The Alyan system is one hundred thirty light-years from Sol, so that's . . ." He consulted his personal RAM files, performing a quick calculation based on Mu Herculis's distance from Sol and the angular separation between Alya and Mu Here in Earth's skies. "Make it one hundred five lights from here to Alya," he said a second later, as the figure appeared in his mind. "That's a three-and-a-half–month trip, minimum. I don't care how glad the DalRiss are to see us, we're not going to be able to travel there, kick the Imperials out and get solid DalRissan help, then make the voyage back here before that five- or six-month deadline. It's impossible."

Sinclair nodded. "Actually, we've had a thought on that, but it's such a long shot we can't realistically count on it. But the one DalRiss starship we've seen in action demonstrated instantaneous travel, all the way from Alya A to Altair in literally no time at all. If you succeed in your mission, you may find your trip back to Mu Herculis takes less time than you imagine. In fact, the single most important reason for establishing close ties with these people is the possibility that we can learn how to duplicate that."

"Surely that's what the Japanese have had in mind all along, Travis," General Darwin Smith said. "They've had a presence at Alya A-VI since 2540, now, and they still haven't found out how the DalRiss manage that trick. How is our expeditionary force supposed to do in weeks or days what the best Imperial scientists haven't been able to accomplish in three years?"

Sinclair glanced across at the civilian. "Professor? You had some thoughts on that."

"Actually," Brenda Ortiz said, "we think the Imperials may be asking the DalRiss the wrong questions. They want to know how to duplicate DalRiss technology through machines, especially that remarkable space drive of theirs. The idea, of course, is to learn how to build our own version, to install it on our ships, though some of us doubt that it can be done that way. We know the DalRiss use a biologically tailored organism, something they call an Achiever, in order to bend space. The thing might not be possible at all unless we use DalRiss technologies."

"In other words, we'll have to grow our starships the way they do," a woman, a brigadier general, suggested, "and crew them with Achievers?"

"Exactly," Ortiz said. "We don't know how to do it yet, and it might take years to figure it out. But before we can even begin we have to be able to talk with the DalRiss. As long as the Imperials are there, we won't have that chance."

"I bring all of this up," Sinclair said, "to stress again the importance of Operation Farstar, to the Rebellion, to the future of the human species. We'll be dealing with a technic culture that has evolved—in its social systems, its logic, and its technology—along a completely different path than we did. No, Dev, you probably won't be able to zip home in the blink of an eye, but even the faintest possibility that you'll learn how makes the gamble worthwhile."

"It won't help if we make it back," Katya said, "and find out that the Imperium invaded Herakles the month before."

"We'd kind of like to know that we'll have a Confederation to come back to," Dev added.

"Of course." Sinclair nodded. "The truth is, we, the Confederation government, I mean, won't be able to stay here much longer in any case. As I said, intelligence thinks another five months or so before the blow lands. Me, I'll be surprised if it takes that long."

"They could have scouts snooping around the edge of the system now," one of Sinclair's aides pointed out. "If they dropped out of K-T space far enough out, then came in slow, low-powered, and in stealth mode, we'd never know they were there."

"My point exactly, Paul. For the time being they're being cautious, but they can't just let us squat here and thumb our noses at them. They'll be back, and with numbers enough to overwhelm even your rock-throwing trick, Dev."

Dev nodded. "They might also try coming in on the other side of the planet, where a rock thrower wouldn't see them and couldn't get at them. If they sent fighters in low and fast, coming in over the horizon . . ."

"Or they could bombard the surface from a distance," Sinclair said. "Or try to board the Rogue with marines while it was on the other side of Herakles from New Argos. One way or another, they'll get us. They must be devoting considerable AI program time right now to the problem of which way to try it."

"So what can we do?" Katya asked. "What will you do, I mean, since we're obviously not going to be here."

"Leave," Sinclair said. He gave Katya a hard glance, as though he expected her to say something. When she didn't, he went on. "Right now, the Confederation delegates who make up our Congress number some five hundred people from various Frontier worlds, and there are as many more staff personnel, aides, programming technicians, and the like. With some crowding, they could fit aboard the Transluxus and a few of our merchantmen, if they were converted to handle passengers. I intend to give the Confederation a migratory capital, one always on the move from system to system."

"Nomads," Ortiz said, surprised.

"Well, there's no law that says your capital has to stay in one place, is there? We'll avoid Imperial fleet concentrations, try to move to wherever they're not."

"Even the Imperium can't be everywhere at once," Dev said thoughtfully. He was impressed by this idea, a new twist to an old, old problem. "Not with seventy-some star systems scattered across a hundred–light-year volume of space."

"And in each system we visit," Sinclair continued, "we can counter Hegemony propaganda, recruit new personnel, arrange for maintenance for our ships, buy supplies . . . and in general let the people know what we're fighting for."

"Well, sooner or later you will run into the enemy," Katya pointed out. "The Imperials pose the most serious threat, but every system has Hegemony system defense craft, orbital monitors, that sort of thing. And sooner or later you're going to drop out of K-T space and find an Imperial Ryu there waiting for you."

"In which case," General Chabra said, "we drop back into K-T space as quickly as we can and go someplace else. As you say, they can't be everywhere."

Sinclair spread his hands. "I'm damned if I can see another way to manage this. We came to Herakles in the first place hoping we could find a place to set up shop that the Empire would overlook. Unfortunately, they found us despite our precautions, so they know we're here and they know we're a threat. They will come after us because they can't afford to let us grow strong, and they can't afford to have the Hegemony see them acting with weakness.

"If we stay put on any one world, whether it's Herakles or New America or some world far outside the Shichiju, the Empire's going to find us and they're going to squash us like a bug. If we stay on the move, well, we have a chance, at least, of staying ahead of the Empire, hidden by the sheer enormity of space . . . and we keep the Rebellion alive."

"I still wonder how you'll be able to carry on the business of running a government," Katya said. "I mean, how eager will a world be to see this migratory fleet suddenly appear on its doorstep. 'Hi, there. We need to tank up on slush hydrogen, and, by the way, how would your young men and women like to join the Confederation army?' I'd imagine the local populations would be reluctant to help us, especially if they know that helping the Confederation fleet is going to bring an Imperial squadron in to exact some kind of retribution. The Imperials will have observers everywhere, remember, taking notes."

"A very good point, and one we've given considerable thought to," Sinclair said. "For the most part, I doubt that we'll be that obvious about it. The fleet could take up a distant orbit, for example, out in the fringes of the star system and send ascraft and fuel shuttles in to the planet itself. Every world that has sent us delegates has a local Network, an anti-Imperial underground. We'll be able to make the necessary arrangements secretly, maybe set up a trade deal with the corporations for what we need, have them handle recruiting covertly. We could be in and out before the Empire knew we were there. In some systems—Liberty, for instance—we could be more open in our activities, simply because the Imperials seem to have given up trying to control the locals. We'll have to rely on those worlds for ship maintenance and overhauls, of course."

"Payment?" General Smith said.

"We could keep using the yen, like we have been. More likely, though, we'll end up forming an independent monetary standard before this is over. Maybe terbium, to get away from Tokyo's control of platinum stocks."

And that, Dev reflected, would lead to a whole, jam-packed cluster of problems he was glad he didn't have to deal with. Nearly all transactions were handled electronically, but some sort of standard was necessary to back the symbolic yen that held commerce throughout the Shichiju together. The Imperial yen was currently backed by platinum.

"You know," Dev said, "it occurs to me that we still have a problem so far as Farstar is concerned. When we get back, eight or ten months from now, where should we go? The government could be hiding out anywhere in the Frontier, and it might be kind of dangerous for us to keep jumping from system to system looking for you. Especially since the Imperials are likely to be a bit upset over what we were doing at Alya."

"We'll have to work out the details, of course," Sinclair said. "But that shouldn't pose any real difficulty. We'll arrange a communications protocol through each system's Network. We'll leave word at certain key systems, with code words or blind message drops so we don't leave clues to Imperial Intelligence."

"You'll need something of the sort just to operate on an interstellar scale," Dev said. "You'll need ways for delegates from member worlds to find you, ways for our agents to pass intelligence back to CONMILCOM in the shortest possible time, ways to agree on rendezvous points for our naval squadrons."

"Exactly. There'll be a certain vulnerability in the system, just because so many people will have to be trusted with the information, but we can keep a handle on things by moving often and by compartmentalizing our activities. The Networks already utilize the classic revolutionary cell structure, and we'll continue to build on that. Don't worry, Captain. We'll make sure there's a way for you to find us when you get back!

"In any case," Sinclair continued, "the important question's been settled now, and Farstar is a go. The only real problem remaining is how to actually carry it off."

Sinclair brought the palm of his left hand down on the interface screen in front of him. The desktop projector switched on in response, and a holograph glowed to life in the air just above it.

Dev studied the display with keen interest. It showed a base, a fairly standard one as Imperial bases went, with six small domes surrounding a single large structure like a truncated pyramid in the center. Communications towers rose from the main facility's corners, while ascraft rested on its flat upper surface, which was as broad as a football field and ringed by walkways, barricades, and the stubby turrets of high-power laser batteries. The entire facility was surrounded by a ten-meter electrified fence, complete with gate houses, guard stations, and overwatch towers. The base squatted on a circle of ground blasted of all plant life, then scraped level by constructor tracks and striders bearing shovel blades. Inside the fence, the ground had been covered over by RoPro ferrocrete, an artificial material nanotechnically grown in and spread by mobile vats.

"Professor Ortiz?" Sinclair prompted.

"This," the woman said, "is Dojinko. So far as we know, it's the only Imperial base on the surface of ShraRish. It's located on the largest of the three southern continents, directly adjacent to one of the biggest DalRiss cities. Some four months ago, according to the data from the Kasuga Maru's AI memory, the base was attacked, for reasons unknown. The Imperial records are unclear about the exact nature of the attack. . . ." She hesitated.

"Professor?" Sinclair said. "If I may?"

"Of course."

Sinclair's hand was still on the interface. He closed his eyes, concentrating, and a moment later a three-dimensional image of a Japanese officer appeared in the air next to the display of the base. He looked scared, and his face was blackened with smoke.

"They came through the perimeter fence twenty minutes ago!" he was shouting in panic-ragged Nihongo. "Our defenses killed hundreds of them, but they kept coming . . . they're still coming, and we can't stop them! We need immediate assistance! Hello . . . are you there? Does anyone—"

The image winked out.

"We think a laser communications tower was knocked over at that point," Ortiz said a moment later, speaking in the death-still silence of the briefing room. "Other fragments of communications we've found in the Kasuga Maru files talk about the city attacking the base. We don't really know what that means. The DalRiss have a fairly well-defined military structure. They were forced to create one when they were fighting the Naga. Are these communications saying the local civilians rioted and overran the base? Or that the military forces camped there launched an attack? Why did they attack? Was there some incident that angered the DalRiss, maybe a violation of some taboo or custom? We really don't know. From the sound of things, the Imperials don't know what happened either."

"Sounds like they don't know what hit them," an aide said.

Dev glanced at Ortiz. "Professor? You called the place . . . Dojinko?" Ko was the Japanese suffix that meant "port," but the only dojin he knew was a harsh, derogatory term.

"On Earth a few centuries ago," Ortiz explained, "on the Japanese island of Hokkaido, there was an aboriginal people called the Ainu. A couple of thousand years ago they occupied most of the home islands, but the Japanese emigrations from the mainland gradually wiped them out, pressing them farther and farther back into a corner of Hokkaido, forbidding them by law to hunt or fish or even use their native language. By, oh, I guess the middle of the twenty-first century, the Ainu were extinct as a culture, as a people."

"Genocide," Katya said. The word was hard and cold.

"I suppose it was, though I doubt that genocide was ever the conscious purpose of the Nihonjin. In any case, the ethnic Japanese called the Ainu Dojin. Later they applied the word to any primitive aborigines. It's . . . not a very nice word. The connotation is of something dirty, slow-witted, and morally repugnant. I'm not sure, but it may be related to the Nihongo word for a kind of mudfish. I gather they use the term now to describe the DalRiss."

"That figures," Dev said. "They have trouble with anyone who thinks too differently from the way they do."

"The Japanese aren't alone in that, Dev," Sinclair said. "I'd have to say that intolerance is a human trait."

"Some cultures incorporate it more than others," Katya said. "Just by seeing different as wrong."

"I'm wondering if that might be what caused the problems out there," Dev said. "The Imperials can be a bit heavy-handed, sometimes. If the DalRiss took offense . . ."

"That," Sinclair said, "will be one of the first things you'll have to determine. Why did the DalRiss attack?"

"And are they mad at all humans, or just the Imperials?" Smith suggested. "Can we use their anger as an opening to get them on our side?"

"The biggest problem," Ortiz pointed out, "will be to find out if concepts like anger mean the same to the DalRiss as they do to us."

"Is the base even still standing?" Dev wondered. "Maybe the Imperials don't have anything left on the ground."

"That could be good for us, or bad," Katya said thoughtfully. "If the Imperials have abandoned the surface, it might be harder to approach the DalRiss. They could have some sort of quarantine up, something that would make getting in difficult."

"I didn't claim this mission was going to be easy," Sinclair said. The others laughed.

"Can we get a closer look at that base?" Dev asked.

"No problem," Sinclair told him. "Hang on."

The domes swelled in the observers' perceptions, rotating in space as their walls became transparent. The display now showed the interior structure, color-coded to indicate sleeping and living facilities, storage areas, power plants, environmental systems, control centers, and the other minutiae of a self-contained base in an alien environment.

The largest structure, the topless pyramid in the center, included a hangar with elevators for shuttling air- and spacecraft up to the top-level flight deck, where three Kamome-class ascraft rested in holding areas separated by protective revetments. Inside the hangar, another four shuttles rested in maintenance cradles. The building's lower level housed thirty-two warstriders, a full company standing in motionless ranks, their torsos encased in wirework service gantries. The schematics showed them as scarcely more than outlines. KY-1180 Tachis, Dev thought.

"I take it the Kamomes and the Tachis are educated guesswork," he said.

"Guesswork," Sinclair added, "and at least four months out of date. Still, it should give you an idea of what they could have in a base that size. And there are heavier machines there. The intelligence data that you brought back mentions at least one Katana."

"And any word on what they have in orbit?"

"Nothing positive, and again, by the time you get to Alya the intelligence will be almost eight months out of date. However, we can assume that they will have the equivalent of an escort squadron there, at least, plus transports and stores ships."

"I'm more concerned with how we're going to convince them that we're different from the Japanese," Katya said. "They can't be all that aware of the differences between individual humans, and they probably won't understand our motives."

"This sounds familiar," Dev said. Contact with the Naga had encountered similar difficulties. How does one communicate in any meaningful way with a being that possesses an entirely alien structure of logic and thought?

Sinclair laughed. "Well, Dev, why else do you think that we've given this assignment to the two of you? We have complete faith in your ability to communicate with these . . . peopie."

"Have you considered the possibility of trying to communicate with the Japanese instead?" he suggested. "It would be a hell of a lot easier."

But then they began discussing the details of the mission.


Chapter 8

First contact was made with the DalRiss in 2540, when one of their living starships materialized near Altair, a star chosen by their Perceivers because of its similarity to their own sun. Communications, facilitated by the DalRiss constructs known as comels, led Hegemony authorities to the conclusion that the DalRiss had been fighting for some time against their own Xenophobe invasion. Friendly relations were soon established, primarily as a direct result of human intervention in the Alyans' struggle against a common foe.

       Despite this alliance, however, to date human and DalRiss remain strangers to one another. Mutually alien to a degree not easily grasped even by xenosophontologists, the two civilizations seem to have remarkably little in common save for their respective drives for survival.

—Alien Perspectives

Dr. Hector Ferrar

C.E. 2542

They walked together in strangeness, Dev and Katya, Sinclair and Brenda Ortiz. The light was harsh, blue-tinged and heavily laced with ultraviolet, the sun shrunken but so dazzling that it seemed to fill the sky. The plants—could they be classified as plants?—the red and purple growths around them, then, were flat sheets of flexible, spongy material, continually twisting and writhing in a slow-motion dance designed to keep a maximum of surface area in direct sunlight, and animating the landscape with an unsettling life of their own.

Despite the fact that Dev had been in an environment like this one before, he was having trouble understanding what he was seeing. The setting was one where even comfortable and easily grasped referents like scale and the sense of perspective generated by a gentler sun had been altered. A sulfur haze in the air made things look more distant than they actually were, and in all that landscape there was nothing as recognizable as a tree or a building against which he could compare the stranger aspects of his surroundings.

None of them wore protective suits, which would have been necessary had they actually been standing on the surface of one of the two DalRiss worlds. This was a ViRsimulation, run through the Rogue's AI and downloaded to the four as they lay in com modules in Sinclair's office suite.

"So you're coming along, Professor?" Dev asked Brenda Ortiz, who was serving as their guide.

"Do you think I'd miss an opportunity like this, Captain?" she replied. "I've been working for this for three years now, and I may never have a chance like this again."

Originally an AI metalogician from the Universidad de México on Earth, Professor Ortiz had first visited the Alyan system with the Imperial Expeditionary Force three years before as an expert on alternative logic. Since the IEF's return to the Shichiju, however, she'd been attached to the newly founded Xenosophontology Department of Jefferson University on New America.

The outbreak of open civil war had stranded her on New America until the Confederation government decided to abandon that world. From what Dev had heard, Ortiz was completely apolitical, uninterested in taking sides in the worsening rebellion that was flaming across the Frontier. She'd reasoned, however, that the Imperials would be unlikely to allow anyone on New America access to the Alyans. If she wanted to continue her studies of them, she would have to do so through projects sponsored by the Confederation.

And as far as the Confederation was concerned, they couldn't afford to lose her expertise. Not now, with Farstar at last about to bear fruit.

"Is this sim supposed to be set on ShraRish or GhegnuRish?" Sinclair wondered aloud.

The fifth world of Alya B was GhegnuRish, the original DalRiss homeworld; the sixth planet of Alya A was ShraRish, a once-lifeless world altered some twenty thousand years before to support a DalRiss-engineered ecology.

"This is A-VI, General Sinclair," Ortiz replied, looking around with something like a proprietorial pride in her eyes. "According to our most up-to-date information, the DalRiss are back on Ghegnu again, but not in large numbers. The tame Naga there is helping them rebuild the place, but I gather it's still not much like what they think of as home."

"Hell of a note," Dev said. "Having to terraform your own homeworld. Or maybe 'DalRissaform' would be a better word."

The others laughed.

DalRiss civilization on GhegnuRish had been destroyed long before by the Naga occupying that world's crust. Dev had haunting memories of that silent, tortured landscape, of strangely grown buildings and less identifiable structures consumed and reworked by the alien Naga. By the time the Imperial Expeditionary Force had arrived, a second Xenophobe had nearly wiped the DalRiss out on their colony world of ShraRish as well. The IEF had used deep-penetrator nuclear weapons to destroy the Xenophobe manifestation on ShraRish, but on GhegnuRish, Dev had managed to make contact with the Naga, the first time such a thing had ever been tried.

"What we're seeing here was programmed by the Imperial mission at Dojinko," Ortiz continued as the group picked its way past a sponge-covered outcropping. Overhead, sulfur clouds bulked huge, violet-silver where they faced the sun, golden brown to red-black in their shadowed bellies. "I gather some of your intelligence people copied it from a research station and smuggled it out to New America. It's about two years old."

"Are we sure the data's solid?" Sinclair wondered. "Some of this looks so strange. Like some Imperial intelligence officer's nightmare."

"It looks like I remember it, sir," Dev told him. "Pretty much, anyway. I don't remember seeing a lot of these plants when we were at ShraRish before, but from what I understand there's a lot more variety to the life there than on most human worlds." He nudged a writhing clump of purple vegetation with the toe of his boot. "That's why there are so many different shapes and colors."

"Deliberate variety," Ortiz agreed. "The DalRiss genegineer everything, remember, including themselves. Natural evolution is faster, too. The ecosystem is driven by very high levels of ambient radiation."

That much was obvious simply from the activity displayed by the ground cover. The Alyan suns, circling one another at a mean distance of nine hundred astronomical units, were a type A5 and a type A7, respectively nineteen and thirteen times brighter than Earth's sun. Energy spendthrifts, such stars squandered their hydrogen capital in a fraction of the time taken by older, cooler suns like Sol. Where life on Earth had taken the better part of four billion years to evolve from self-replicating molecules to intelligence, the same process had taken a few hundred million years on Alya B-V, in a high-energy environment where all of the processes that made life what it was, from biochemical reactions to metabolisms to random mutations, seemed speeded up from a human perspective.

"All chemical processes are faster?" Katya asked. "I wonder, do the DalRiss think faster than we do?"

"Almost certainly," Ortiz replied. "In our discussions with them, we get the definite impression that they spend a lot of time—from their points of view, anyway—Just standing and waiting for our replies. Fortunately, they seem to possess more patience than do most humans. Otherwise we might never have been able to talk with them at all."

Drops of rain began falling, though Dev felt nothing in the simulation. That was just as well, he thought, for rain on the DalRiss worlds contained high concentrations of sulfuric acid. "This is why we'd need suits in the actual environment," Ortiz said cheerfully. "It's actually possible to walk around with no special gear at all save a breathing mask, for short times, at least, but this rain could burn you."

"The ultraviolet's pretty harsh for unprotected skin," Dev added. "That would burn you too."

"The predominant gas in the mix is nitrogen, as I recall," Sinclair said. "But less than nine percent oxygen."

"Depending on who you talk to," Ortiz said. "For a while, the Imperials were confusing the issue with data that suggested the DalRiss worlds were just like Venus, except for low surface pressure. Impossible to visit without very special gear."

"They wanted to discourage unofficial exploration," Katya said. "And casual visitors."

"Are those buildings?" Dev asked, pointing at some low, slick-surfaced shapes of various dark colors a hundred meters off. Actually, they looked more like trees than artificial structures . . . though Alyan trees little resembled their Earth-grown namesakes. They were squat and rounded, growing out of the ground rather than sitting on it, more similar to large gourds or oddly carved lumps of sponge than anything else.

"Dwellings, yes," Ortiz replied. "Of course, while they're normally sessile, they can move, and they're more attached to their owners than to the landscape. We've found that DalRiss family groups tend to shift and change around a lot. When an individual leaves the current grouping, his part of the group's communal dwelling goes with him."

The DalRiss had followed a cultural and technological evolution quite different from that pursued by Man, developing the biological sciences almost to the exclusion of the others. They grew homes and workplaces and entire cities rather than building them, using genetic engineering to develop a bewildering array of organisms, from manufactured viruses to vast organisms of obscure purpose hundreds of kilometers across. For the DalRiss, chemistry had been a product of biological research, rather than the other way around. Mining, refining, and smelting were relatively new processes carried out by organisms that extracted elements and compounds from rock or the sea, and the products were generally incorporated into new life-forms, rather than being assembled as the inorganic components of lifeless structures.

Even the physical appearance of the DalRiss could vary tremendously, for individuals seemed to have less interest in outward form and appearance than did humans. DalRiss were composite creatures, a relatively small and physically weak Riss, or master, symbiotically riding the nervous system of a gene-tailored Dal that provided it with legs and strength. Most common were massive creatures like spiny, six-legged starfish that bore their riders in a mouthlike orifice atop their bodies, but Dev had seen organic combat vehicles, living warstriders, mounting weaponry based on explosives and complex acids. As a human might plug himself into an AI-directed vehicle or other piece of equipment, a Riss could plug itself into its Dal, into its dwelling, or into some other creature designed to eat or manufacture things or procreate. Even their spacecraft were enormous, deliberately bred organisms that used hydrogen combustion to make orbit and an as yet unidentified means of bending space to cross from star system to star system.

Raindrops splattered about them, then dwindled away. The sky was as active as the vegetation, with clouds gathering, then breaking up in surreal patterns of silver, violet, and brown.

The group was walking toward the crest of a low ridge nearby. As they started climbing, movement caught Dev's eye. "There's one," Sinclair said, pointing. "A DalRiss, I mean. What's it doing?"

The DalRiss was standing on the crest of the ridge about twenty meters away, a bristling of spines and tentacles growing erect atop its ponderous, six-limbed organic transport. Its head—at least, Dev thought of that ragged crescent shape with the odd, eyeless protuberances to either side as a head—was cocked back at an angle, and the tentacles were telescoping in and out with a flickering, bewildering rapidity that had no obvious purpose. The leathery swelling at the back of the crescent, which Dev had been told housed the creature's braincase, was glistening wet, perhaps from some internal secretion, though it could have been the rain. A trilling sound, wavering at the very edge of human hearing, fluted in and out of Dev's perception.

To Dev, it looked as though the thing was singing in the rain.

"Unknown," Ortiz said, answering Sinclair's question after a brief pause. "Art form? Religious observance? Singing? Eliminating body wastes?"

"They see with active sonar," Dev said. The crescent-shaped "head," he'd been told, was a fluid-filled organ used to focus sound waves, while the widely spaced stalks to either side picked up the echoed returns. "Maybe it's looking for something."

"A lost compatch," Katya suggested. "I'm always losing mine."

"In the sky?" Ortiz asked. She sighed. "Three years of research and we still know almost nothing about them."

"You know, I thought we had their language down pretty well," Sinclair said. "If it wasn't for their comels, we'd never have been able to communicate with the Naga. They must understand interspecies communication in ways we can't even guess at yet."

"Oh, we can talk with them, if that's what you mean, thanks to their comels, and thanks to that patience I mentioned. We can share impressions and some sensory data and, with a computer's help, we can translate the sounds they make as articulate speech. The comels go a step further and actually translate certain nerve impulses into recognizable analogues, allowing, well, not telepathy, exactly, but a way of sharing feelings, emotions, even some memories, though we still don't know how they do that.

"But the cultural and physical framework behind their language is different from ours, obviously. A lot different. We ask a question and we get what sounds like a rational answer. The only problem is, we often don't know if either the question or the answer means the same to the DalRiss as it does to us."

"Well, have you asked about what it's doing now?" Katya wanted to know. "What's its 'rational answer'?"

"It depends," Ortiz said, smiling. "Sometimes they say communing, though they won't say with what. Our translation programs also render it as easing, or sometimes as draining. You see, their spoken language is quite complex, with multiple layers of meaning. Um, imagine having three mouths, and being able to carry on a conversation with one voice, while adding a running commentary with another and providing thesaurus elaborations or dictionary definitions with the third, all at the same time."

"They have three mouths?" Sinclair asked.

"No. They use what we call a mouth for eating, not for speaking. Their speech is generated by a series of bladders inside their sonic organ, that big crescent on top of the body."

"Okay, so what does this communing you mentioned mean?" Dev asked. "I don't care how complex the word is, it's got to have meaning, right? What do the experts say?"

Ortiz shook her head. "There are no experts in this business, Captain. Only guessers, and sometimes one guess is as good as another, especially when the, the elaborations by the different voices are contradictory. Or seem contradictory to us.

"Look, the modern approach to human psychology is, what? Three or four centuries old. If you count the half-superstitious speculation that passed for a science before that—and there were some important insights to come out of precephlink research, of course—then it's a lot older than that. Yet we still have trouble understanding why people do what they do, why they think the way they do, today. We've been studying these people for three years, now. How much progress do you suppose we could make in that short a time, given that we knew almost nothing about their ecology, their evolution, their moral and ethical standards, their motivations to begin with. Hell, it took us awhile just to figure out that what we thought of as a DalRiss was really made up of two more or less separate organisms. We're not going to really understand these folks for a long, long time to come!"

The solitary DalRiss was joined by a second being apparently identical to the first, its six-limbed Dal moving with a peculiar grace for such a large creature. A third arrived moments later, joining the first two in a rapid-fire flickering of their tentacles and a piping cacophony of peculiar, fluting sounds. Dev could detect no difference among them as individuals, and even their gestures appeared eerily coordinated. Their movements, lightning quick, possessed a fluidity that belied the ponderous mass of their mounts.

"Are they aware of us?" Dev asked.

"The sim's been set to show them without interaction," Ortiz replied. "So they'll act as though we weren't here. But we can reset if you want to question one. This sim has a fairly extensive data base. Their replies will be pretty close to what the real ones might say."

"I don't think that'll be necessary," Katya said.

"Yeah," Dev added. "I'm not sure at this point if I'd even know what questions to ask."

"The fact that they're blind must make their perception of the world quite different from ours," Sinclair said.

"They're not blind," Ortiz said. "They don't have eyes, but they're not blind. They use sonar, like bats or dolphins, though it seems to provide them with a genuine image of some kind, rather than just an echo. They have other imaging senses, too, apparently overlapping their sonar. They can sense motion, for instance . . . and, at least according to them, they can sense something they call ri, which they equate with some kind of life force. In fact, they visualize their surroundings more in terms of a three-dimensional sea of life through which they move than as empty space that happens to be occupied here and there by other creatures. They, well, they do perceive the world quite differently from the way we do."

"Like the Naga," Dev suggested.

Ortiz laughed. "Maybe not that differently. At least these folks don't see the universe inside out! But a DalRiss can scan you and tell what you ate for lunch, see what you're hiding inside your closed fist, and just by 'looking' at you, can trace your cephlink circuits from your palm implant to the feeds running up your arm to the sockets, cephware, and internal RAM nodes hidden inside your skull. They have trouble discerning human facial features and they don't know what color is, but they have senses that we don't. They see nonliving things—rock, for instance—as a kind of empty void with a definite shape. That difference in the way they perceive things makes aspects of their logic quite different from ours."

"How?" Dev asked.

"Um, well, one of their nonhuman senses is a little like the lateral line in fish. It detects extremely minute variations in air pressure and seems to help them sense the positions of objects around them. See those three on the ridge? Do you see how their heads are all held at the same angle, and how their limb movements are coordinated? It's almost as though they're performing a dance, but with a very precise awareness of each others' attitudes and gestures."

"Group mind?" Sinclair asked.

"We wondered about that for a time, but no. They're still individuals. But they do have much more of a sense of, call it community, than we do. With us, there's a certain amount of social pressure to blend in, to be just like everybody else, right? But that only extends so far. There've always been people who disliked the herd mentality, who struck off and did things on their own and in their own way. We think, think, mind you, that the DalRiss find it easier to come to a group consensus because they're so attuned to one another's attitudes—both physical and mental. There's almost certainly less of a sense of self, compared with more of a sense of the group as a whole. Not a group mind, General Sinclair, but a feeling that the needs of the group come before the needs of the individual."

Dev felt an inner stirring of worry, almost of fear. "You know, Professor, what you've just described is a large part of the difference between Japanese culture and most Frontier societies. The Japanese feel they have a social obligation that should be placed ahead of the needs of any one person."

"Captain, I think even the Japanese would be uncomfortable with what the DalRiss consider to be social obligation."

"Arranged marriages," Katya said, grinning.

"That's one. Mating among the DalRiss is done strictly according to genetic considerations, and mates are frequently changed to ensure the widest possible distribution of certain characteristics within the gene pool. Genetic defectives are killed at birth, that's another. And the old, I gather, are eaten, with great ceremony."

"Arranged marriages, infanticide, and cannibalism have all been practiced by various human cultures, Professor," Sinclair pointed out. "And the acceptance of those practices by the community reflects what the group at large believes in."

"Sure. But human cultures have always had rebels," Dev said. "People who bucked the system because they saw a better way, or because they didn't fit in, or because they wanted to marry for love, or whatever."

"Any of which would be unthinkable among the DalRiss," Ortiz put in. "As near as we can tell, there is no rebellion against the DalRiss group consensus, none, and there has been none for some tens of thousands of years of unbroken cultural history."

"Odd," Katya said. "As fast as the pace of life and metabolism and evolution seems to be, you'd think there'd be social evolution as well."

"Maybe," Dev suggested, "their society is the one stable thing they have to rely on. Unlike us."

They continued climbing the slope, until they came to the sponge-covered crest overlooking the valley beyond. The vegetation in that valley was, if anything, more curiously shaped than anything they'd seen so far on the tour. Spires, domes, and arches of pastel-colored growth crowded one another around tar-black, rippling pools. Hundreds of massive, squashlike structures covered the ground in a complex and interconnected maze of living structures. All of those shapes, the pools included, rippled and throbbed, obviously alive. The tallest spire was topped by something like a jet black rose, slowly twisting open in the harsh sunlight. Most of the growths pulsed in unison, like interconnected hearts. Though the first impression was of a forest moving with the wind, Dev had seen areas like this on both ShraRish and on the dead DalRiss homeworld. It was a DalRiss city.

Beyond the edge of that organic metropolis, a cluster of silvery domes and an unmoving patch of nano-grown pavement grabbed Dev's attention, the first structures he'd seen since entering this simulation that felt like the product of human engineering. That bit of familiarity in the midst of so much strangeness quickly made itself the measure for everything else. A large ascraft on the landing field, a lasercom tower above one of the domes, provided the scale that had been missing before; the city, the valley itself was not so large as he'd thought at first glance, and the air was hazy with a light, golden mist that fooled the eye.

Ortiz seemed to sense Dev's interest in the human-built facility. "That, Captain," she said, "is Dojinko."

"If it's still standing when you get there," Sinclair pointed out, "that will be your principal target on the planet."

"I wonder," Katya said softly, her gaze still fixed on the alien city, "what they did that made the DalRiss attack them?"

"That," Dev replied, "may be the most important question we have to answer."


Chapter 9

No one who, like me, conjures up the most evil of those half-tamed demons that inhabit the human breast, and seeks to wrestle with them, can expect to come through the struggle unscathed.

—Complete Psychological Works

Sigmund Freud

C.E. 1905

They'd found time at last to be alone together, and a place as well—inside the cargo bay of an ascraft slung from Eagle's belly. Technicians and crew members were still swarming through the Eagle, getting her ready for her long flight, but the air/spacecraft, already packed with provisions and secured for the voyage, was deserted. There was room enough, just barely, for the two of them to float together in weightless ecstasy, moving gently to rhythms old long before man had left his homeworld, urged on by drives ancient before life had left the sea.

The cargo bay was crowded, packed with kiloliter canisters of water, for the most part. The Farstar mission was expected to last the better part of a year, and, since there was no guarantee of their welcome in the Alya system, consumables enough for some twelve hundred people for that long a time had to be carried along. Every spare cubic meter of space aboard each of the starships was packed with supplies, especially with Organic Precursors, or OPs, stores of carbon, nitrogen, oxygen, hydrogen, phosphorous, and all of the other elements that would be nanotechnically assembled into food during the voyage. It was often jokingly said that starship crews on long missions had to literally eat their way into their own living spaces. That was exaggeration, perhaps, but there was very little free space left anywhere in the fleet, and the ascraft, which would not be used until they reached their destination, made ideal stores carriers.

Still, a passageway leading aft from the cargo bay's dorsal entryway had been left clear for the loading robots and cargo handlers to come and go, and there was space enough there for the two of them to shed their uniforms and stress and all save that which made them human for a few precious hours. Now, the air around them was aglitter with a few tiny, stray, drifting spheres of perspiration, and it was musky with the mingled odors of their lovemaking. Dev had one hand out grasping a handrail on the bulkhead, bracing the two of them to keep them from bumping randomly into a wall of stacked stores containers.

"That," he said with a deep and long-anticipated contentment, "was wonderful."

"Better than sex-in-a-can?"

"Than what?"

She snuggled closer. "Than mental masturbation in a couple of comm modules."

"Much." It was a small lie. Dev still couldn't tell the difference between real and virtual sex, and sex with a person's analogue didn't leave you so obviously in need of a shower. But as Katya clung to his sweat-slick body, he thought that he might now have at least a small understanding of what it was she sought.

Mostly, he wanted Katya to be happy. He loved her, and he wanted to understand.

"How are you feeling, Dev?" Katya asked him after a long period of comfortable, drifting silence.

"Silly question. . . ."

"About what happened with you and the Naga, I mean. I've been wanting to ask, and others are wondering too."

How did he feel? For a time, while floating in Katya's warm embrace, he'd all but forgotten the sense of otherness that still lay coiled somewhere within the deeps of his own mind.

"Others? You mean Sinclair?"

"And some of the staff people here. Farstar is awfully important to the Confederation—"

"And they wouldn't want a schiz-out or a burn-brain to be dictating policy with the DalRiss. I can understand that." He sighed, then pushed back slightly away from Katya's body. They were joined together at the hips by a tsunagi nawa, a lightweight, elastic tether that allowed them to move together in microgravity without becoming uncoupled. He touched the connector and the harness unsnapped. They drifted apart, and Dev reached for his bodysuit, hanging in the air close by the bulkhead.

"Dev? . . ."

"We really ought to get back. I've got so much admingarbage downloaded onto my sched it's going to take me a year just to—"

"Dev, talk to me." She bumped up against his back, her long legs circling his hips from behind. The movement sent both of them drifting, and Dev had to let go of his clothing to keep from hitting the bulkhead.

"Katya—"

"The last time we talked about it you were still half in shock. Sinclair's giving you command of this squadron. I'd kind of like to know if we've got a psychotechnic problem in our senior staff."

"I've run the diagnostics on myself," he said quietly, disentangling himself and turning in the air to face her. "Several times. Believe me, I wanted to know too."

"And?"

"I'll download them to you if you want. There's been no change. Same TM rating . . . high, higher than the Hegemony Navy would accept, but okay for the likes of us."

"Point four?"

He nodded.

"And no TP or TD?"

"Insignificant. Believe me, I'm not afraid of AIs and they don't depress me."

"Dev, there's something wrong. I can feel it in you."

"Nonsense—"

"Kuso, don't lie to me!"

He frowned. "Katya, I'm not lying. Okay, I wonder about myself sometimes. About my own stability. But the monitor programs check out. I . . . it's hard to put into words. Best I can do is say that there's a, a craving for what I felt when I was Xenolinked. A need for more." He swallowed. "You know, coming in-system, before we dropped into fourspace, I was afraid I was going to have to meet you and Sinclair down in Argosport. I was worried about that, afraid of having to get that close to . . . to . . ."

"To the Naga?"

He nodded. "When I volunteered to take Eagle out raiding, I thought that enough time would pass that I could forget what it was like, linked into the Naga. But I haven't. If anything, the memories have been getting worse. Stronger. And there are dreams . . ." He saw the alarmed look in her eyes and smiled. "No, I'm okay. I can handle it. It's not like I'm a PCS addict or anything like that."

When Katya didn't immediately reply, he went on.

"I do feel . . . changed, Katya. I'm not sure how. It's like, well, it's as though my perceptions of myself were completely rewired while I was Xenolinked. Even now, I can examine my memories of those few moments, and it's like reading about a stranger. I don't recognize myself in what I see." He took a long breath. "If an ant could become a man . . . would it later be able to accept becoming an ant again?"

"Is that the way you feel? A man's mind, trapped in an ant's body?"

"I feel trapped. I'm not sure I can put it into clearer words than that."

"Ever since you were Xenolinked, you've seemed, I don't know. Distant. Isolated, somehow. You were that way right after you broke your link with the Xeno. I was hoping four months would have fixed it, but I, I sense it, that isolation, still in you now." She hugged him closer. "I want to help, Dev."

He clung to her for a long time. He was remembering. . . .

"Katya, can you imagine what it was like, being some kind of super genius, having a sensory network that stretched across half a planet, knowing things, thinking things, that even now I can just dimly recall? It's like having had the most wonderful and lavish meal imaginable . . . then not being able to remember the individual dishes or the people present or the reason for the banquet in the first place, but still being able to savor the memory of the food's smell . . . just the smell. I find myself wanting that, that sense of connectedness, of belonging again. Without it, I feel very . . . lonely."

Katya moved closer, took him again in her arms. "Oh, Dev. It must be awful."

"It isn't, really," he said. "It's not like some pain that won't go away, or anything like that. It's just a very deep sense of, of sadness, I suppose. A sadness that I don't have what I once had. And believe me, despite that, I don't want to go through a Xenolink again. I think that's what has me confused the most. I've lost something, something that I miss very much and that I'd love to have again . . . but I'm terrified that I might find it. That's why I didn't want to go back to the surface of Herakles. I was afraid that I might find it again, and that the temptation there would be too strong."

"You know, Dev, there's a Naga out at Alya."

"Yes. On, or rather, in GhegnuRish. But we're going to ShraRish, the colony world, and the Naga there is dead. We'll be five light-days away from the other one."

"That's not so very far."

"It's a hell of a lot farther than we are from the Heraklean Naga right now," Dev said. "Believe me, Katya. I'll be fine. I just need some time . . . and maybe some human companionship. Some closeness."

She dimpled. "You had plenty of companionship aboard Eagle these past four months. From what I hear, Lisa Canady is quite skilled in such things, and I doubt that she minds sex-in-a-can."

"Kuso. You know what I mean." He reached out and pulled her close. Again, her legs entwined about him and they kissed.

Dev tried hard not to think about the fact that this would be their last time alone together for quite a while. During the long voyage to Alya, Katya would be with her troops aboard one of the transports, while he remained on the Eagle. He would see her again when they reached Alya, but time alone together then would be desperately hard to find.

This time they made love without the tether. It took skill and concentration not to slide apart, and their movements were, of necessity, restrained. If anything, the limits set on their motions by zero-G drove their mutual sensations to an even higher pitch than before. Afterward, adrift together in the warm, narrow volume of the compartment, they slept.

The being that had once been Dev Cameron reared higher on its mountain ledge, scanning sky and horizon with a complex amalgam of senses—human sight and hearing, combined with eighteen external Naga senses ranging from the perception of magnetic fields to the rippling feel of flowing electrons to the dimly sensed mass of bulky objects bending space. . . .

It was the dream again. After the first few terrifying moments, Dev knew he was dreaming, though despite the lucidity imparted by his cephlink control he could not will himself awake. Part of him did not want to wake. The sensation of surging, triumphant power was overwhelming; at the same time, he could sense the Naga supracell embedded within his body, distributing itself throughout his nervous system in a fuzzy cloud of alien nanotechnics and molecule-slender threads, a blending, a union so complete it would have been difficult for any outside observer to tell where Dev's body had stopped and that of the Naga had begun.

Externally, he wore the shimmering black-silver serpent-form of a Naga traveler, rearing high atop the man-made mountain of the pyramidal atmosphere generator on the plains north of New Argos; his mind, while it included all that Dev Cameron once had been, was now far more than human, with a scope and a depth and an unhumanly cold precision that felt more machinelike than anything alive. Effortlessly, he traced the threadlike lines of radio communications webbing the battlefield spread out below him like a cluttered playroom floor, penetrated the artificial intelligences of the Imperial warstriders moving across that floor, reprogramming them, ordering them to shut down.

And in synchronous orbit thirty-two-thousand kilometers overhead, the Imperial fleet hovered like carrion crows. His mind reached . . . stretched . . . focused . . . and found linkage with an Imperial cruiser. Another reprogramming, and the magnetic fields containing the furiously orbiting pair of power-generating microsingularities within the quantum power tap of the cruiser Mogami shut down.

One of the microscopic black holes evaporated in a flood of radiation; the other, loosed like a pebble from a slingshot, tunneled through the ship's length, devouring everything in its path in a frenzy of gravitational feeding. To Dev, it was as though he'd reached out a hand and squeezed . . . feeling the bulk of Mogami crumpling within his grasp. . . .

The Imperial ships shut down their radio communications circuits, cutting his link with them like the snapping of a thread. Around him, meanwhile, the bulk of the Naga was spilling from the mountain, its tar-black surface alive with newly shaped eyeballs . . . a trick learned, he knew, from its first encounter with a human—him.

The thrill of vision was as heady as the sense of uncoiling, unstoppable power. Thrilling, too, was the thundering gallop of thought. Creativity and intuition both were a function of the interconnectivity between the two hemispheres of the human cerebrum, the left and right halves of the brain. Part of the change in himself, Dev could sense, lay in the myriad nanotechnic connections still growing through the corpus callosum that bound the two together. He was thinking faster, and more clearly, despite the bewildering flood of alien thoughts and perceptions.

* I/we see . . .

** You/we can generate powerful magnetic fields.

* Yes. For movement, for . . .

** . . . navigation, for . . .

* . . .for launching the Will-be-Selves into . . .

** . . . the Void, yes. That is what we will do.

* The Will-be-Selves are not . . .

** . . . ready, of course. I have other missiles.

* What?

** These. . . .

* Rock . . .

With a shriek of tortured steel, a chunk of iron and ferrocrete, part of the outer shell of the artificial mountain on which he stood, shuddered, then wrenched free from the framework beneath as the human/Naga symbiont generated a magnetic flux. Lightning flared, as storm winds swirled about Dev's being. Clouds blackened the sky, but Dev could still sense the Imperial ships, fleeing now on searing cones of fusion fire.

With a thought, the chunk of iron and rock flickered into the sky, accelerated in a blink to ten percent of the speed of light. In space, the cruiser Zintu vanished in a flare momentarily brighter than the sun, and over a thousand men died. . . .

He did it again . . . and again . . . and yet again. Ship after ship flared and died.

* Is this what you/we call war?

The godlike feeling of power vanished, wiped away by that single thought. In an instant, Dev—the human part of Dev—became aware of those motes of light in the sky as frail shells enclosing thousands of human beings, and he had been hunting them down, swatting them with a ruthless and appallingly precisionist efficiency.

My God, what am I doing? What have I become?

"Dev! . . ."

** No. This is not war.

"Dev, please! . . ."

** It's slaughter. Useless slaughter.

"Dev, wake up! You're hurting me!"

His eyes snapped open. Katya's eyes stared back into his from centimeters away, wide and terrified, her wide-mouthed scream dwindling to a gurgle as Dev's fingers tightened about her throat, his thumbs pressing home beneath the soft-skinned angle of her jaw. He gasped and released her, and the sudden motion sent the two of them drifting apart. The back of his head impacted sharply on a store's canister, a ringing crack that blurred his vision.

"Oh, kuso! Katya. . . ." Reaching out, he snagged a handhold, arresting his motion.

She braced herself against the canisters at her back with one hand and massaged her throat with the other. "I guess you were dreaming. . . ."

"Kat, I'm so sorry. I . . . I . . ."

"S'okay." She moved her head back and forth experimentally, then managed a smile. "I'm okay, Dev, really. I was just . . . scared. I was afraid if I hit you or anything, you might just fight harder. So I went limp and screamed to wake you up."

"That . . . that was good thinking. Katya, I didn't want to hurt you. . . ." He was trembling now, partly from the fast-evaporating emotions of the nightmare, partly with the terror of what he'd almost done. "God, Kat, I could have killed you! . . ."

"It was just a dream. Really, Dev, it's okay. You told me you'd been having bad dreams. Was it the Xenolink again?"

Jerkily, he nodded. "I've been consulting a monitor, but—"

"Dev, after what you went through, I'm astonished your head's still in one piece. It's going to take you some time, that's all."

"I've had four months. I'm terrified that I'm, I'm changed, somehow. That my mind has changed."

"You're still Dev, the Dev I know. Believe me. It'll just take a little more time."

But it seemed to him that she looked away after that, as though unwilling to meet his gaze. Hastily, she reached out and snagged her uniform slacks out of the air nearby and let them mold themselves to her legs.

For Dev, the nightmare had left him numb with shock. God, what was wrong with him? The encounter with the Heraklean Naga had transformed him into something inhuman. He'd thought, hoped that when the Naga had withdrawn from his body, it had left him as it had found him. No matter how he tried to deny it, though, the experience had altered him in ways that he still couldn't wholly define or measure.

Suppressing a shudder, he reached for his own clothing and began to dress.


Chapter 10

The genius of the ideal subordinate officer in war lies in his ability to receive orders from his superiors and execute them according to his own interpretation of the actual situation and his understanding of his superior's intent and purpose—in short, to read his mind.

       The genius of the ideal superior officer lies in his ability to choose those subordinates who read his mind most clearly.

—Kokorodo: Discipline of Warriors

Ieyasu Sutsumi

C.E. 2529

Hours later, Dev was jacked into Eagle's psych monitor program when Commander Lisa Canady's voice reached him through the ship's ICS. "Sir? General Sinclair is coming aboard."

"Eh? Why wasn't I told he was coming? I should have met him at the lock!"

"Sorry, sir, but no one knew. His ascraft was listed as a scheduled cargo run from Rogue to Eagle, all very mysterious and secret. I had no idea."

"Never mind, Lisa. I'm coming." He began downloading the commands to terminate his link with the ship's AI. "Have him escorted to the main lounge."

In preparation for their departure, Eagle's spin-grav habs had been deployed and set rotating. Most of the living areas—crew quarters, recreation decks, crew's and officers' mess—were located in these pods that had unfolded from Eagle's central core and were now turning with speed enough to create a half G of out-is-down simulated gravity on their outer decks. The main lounge was actually part of Eagle's recreation suite, a place for crew and officers to mingle, with plenty of AI interface screens for access to the ship's library and comm modules lining the bulkheads for those who needed a complete linkage.

Dev was delayed by a junior ship's staff officer who needed a list of consumables checked and palmed for. Dev used the implant in his left hand to download the data, checked it against a master list stored in his RAM, then fed his electronic approval to the lieutenant's compad. By the time he reached the ship's lounge, Sinclair had already arrived. There was an unusual touch in evidence, however—four Confederation soldiers in full armor and carrying PCR-28 high-velocity rifles at port arms standing guard in the passageway outside. The entryway dissolved and the guards ushered him through.

It was not roomy inside; large as a destroyer was, there were few places aboard the ship accessible by humans that were, especially now that she was fully loaded with provisions for the long voyage to Alya. Still, the compartment had comfortable couches and a large viewall set to show a nonrotating scene gazing aft from Eagle at the now-full gold, white, and violet disk of Herakles. The deck was carpeted, and soundproofing panels on bulkheads and overhead muffled the steady throb and murmur of noise from the rest of the ship.

Sinclair was waiting for them, along with Brenda Ortiz. Katya was also present, the accidental attack in the ascraft apparently forgotten, though the memory made Dev inwardly cringe. To his considerable surprise, another man was waiting there as well, the slim, dapper, and silver-haired Grant Morton, the current President of Congress.

Like Sinclair, Morton was one of the original delegates to the Confederation Congress, and like both Sinclair and Katya, he was a native of New America. From what Dev had heard about the man, he was as politically conservative as Sinclair, but more willing to compromise than his more famous compatriot. It was largely due to Morton's influence that the genie slavery issue had not already fragmented the delicate coalition of colony worlds after initially being polarized by Liberty and Rainbow.

"Well, don't stand there like a damned newbie recruit," Sinclair said, rising from the couch he was sharing with Morton. "Come in and drag up a seat for yourself."

"Thank you, sir," Dev said. "Sorry I'm late. I wasn't told either of you was coming."

"You weren't supposed to know, Dev," Sinclair said with a wink. "In fact, as far as you're concerned, neither of us is here."

"If you say so." He turned to face President Morton. "Mr. President, this is an unexpected honor."

"Hardly that," Morton told him. "An honor, that is, though I'll allow you that it's unexpected. Actually, I came over to download some more problems on you."

Dev blinked at that. If the President of Congress had made a special trip across from the Rogue to the Eagle, it could only be because he feared that a ViRcom module communication might be somehow monitored.

"What can we do for you, sir?"

"Palm me."

Puzzled, Dev held out his left hand, palm up, the intricate network of gold and silver wires embedded in the skin winking in the compartment's overhead lighting. The president stepped forward and laid his own palm implant across Dev's, and he felt the tiny thrill of incoming data.

"What's . . . this?" Dev blinked, trying to read the file as it loaded itself into his personal RAM.

"A promotion, of course. We've created a whole new rank for you. Dug it up out of the archives, actually. You're a commodore, now. Basically, that means you're still a taisa, a captain, I mean, but with the authority of a flag officer to command a squadron." He glanced at Katya, then back at Dev. "This expedition needs a single, clear-cut leader. We've decided you're it. You'll notice that the packet I just gave you includes a promotion for your ship's XO. We're giving the Eagle to Captain Canady, to free you up for your duties as commander of this squadron."

"I . . . see." In the flurry of preparations for Farstar, Dev had given little thought to the expedition's command structure. Both he and Katya had held ranks corresponding to the taisa of both Hegemony and Empire. In the Confederation's new rank structure, which had been drawn from that of the Frontier militias, he was a captain, she a colonel, which meant basically that he was in charge of the spacecraft involved, while Katya ran the regiment-sized ground contingent. Morton's promotion took things a step farther, placing him in definite command of the entire expedition. "Sir, I'm not so sure this is a good—"

"Can it. Sinclair and I decided this last night. We don't have time to change things now, especially over an attack of modesty."

Dev could hear the worry in Morton's voice, could read the sense of urgency.

"You're moving the schedule up," Dev said bluntly. "There's a problem. What is it?"

Morton and Sinclair exchanged glances. "Told you he was quick," Sinclair said dryly.

"Commodore, Colonel Alessandro . . . you're not supposed to know this and you didn't hear it from me, but Lauer and his clique have forced a new vote on the agenda tomorrow. That he did so can only mean he thinks he has a chance of winning a two-thirds majority."

"A vote? On what?" Dev was confused. Ronal Lauer, he knew, was a delegate from Rainbow, and a representative of the population of one of the largest of that world's genie farms. As such, he was among the most outspoken of those in Congress supporting the institution of genie slavery. Dev had heard more than one of the man's speeches . . . undeniably brilliant, but how could anyone reasonably claim that gene-tailored workers had any less right to life or liberty than the full humans already fighting for independence from Imperial tyranny?

"About whether or not you, Commodore, should be permitted to go with this expedition."

"Dev not go?" Katya asked. "That's crazy! Why not?"

"It's the Xenolink," Sinclair told her. "There's considerable concern around here that Dev here is the only one with the, ah, experience necessary for linking with the Heraklean Xenophobe. And the Xenophobe . . . or rather, Dev and the Xenophobe together, are all that's keeping the Imperials from moving in and grabbing us all."

"That doesn't make sense," Dev said. "I was just gone for four months. Why didn't they oppose that?"

"Some of them did, at least privately," Sinclair said. "I felt you needed some time away, so I arranged for your raiding expedition without, um, consulting with some members of the War Council. Could be they remember that and are trying to steal a march on me this time."

"And now you're getting ready to go again," Morton added. "When it's almost a sure bet that the Imperials will be attacking soon. Lauer's faction wants to keep you here to link with the Naga again, if it becomes necessary."

"But the Naga hasn't even been seen," Katya protested. "Even if Dev stayed, there's no guarantee that he could link with it again."

"Agreed," Sinclair said. "And we do have volunteers ready to try linking with the Naga again if the Imperials return. When they return, I should say. Dev's description of what happened during his debriefing strongly suggests that it will know how to initiate a full link with a human, even if we don't."

"It must," Dev said. "I sure as hell don't know how to do it. I was unconscious when it happened to me last time."

"Logic doesn't necessarily work with some people," Morton said. "Sometimes I suspect that my distinguished colleague from Rainbow is less susceptible to its lures than others. Even so, I can understand their reluctance to lose you, young man. You saved us, all of us, in your one-man stand atop that terraforming pyramid. Another man might not have done so well."

Dev tried to suppress an inner shudder, and failed. For the briefest of instants, the nightmare was back. He had reached out with his mind, and lightnings had stabbed and crackled in the sky about him, fiery gestures in a cascade of raw, searing power. He caught Katya's hard gaze, and the memory crumbled. He felt embarrassed, even ashamed.

"Sir, I really don't think I'm the one for this job."

"Eh?" Morton snapped. "Nonsense."

"What's the problem, Dev?"

"I . . . I have reason to doubt my, my mental stability. . . ."

"He's had some nightmares," Katya said, quietly interrupting. "Bad ones, just since the Xenolink four months ago. We've talked about it, and he's been using Eagle's psych monitor program. In my opinion, sir, he's fully able to carry out this mission. In fact, I can't think of anyone else in the whole Confederation fleet who could carry it out better than him."

Dev blinked at Katya, trying to see behind the calm of her eyes.

"All the more reason not to stay here and link with the damned Naga," Morton said, trying to make it sound like a joke.

"Dev, I've known you since Eridu," Sinclair said. "I have complete faith in you, in your tactical grasp of things, in your ability to handle yourself and your people. Now, has anything measurable changed in your psych profiles, anything that should disqualify you as a military officer?"

"Nothing . . . measurable. The monitor says I need rest."

Sinclair gave a wry grin. "Unfortunately, I can't let you go on vacation. I need you too much."

"I . . . I kind of assumed that was the case, sir."

"You'll have another three- or four-month trip en route to Alya. Think that'll take care of your problem?"

Dev frowned. The more he thought about it, the sillier disqualifying himself for a tendency to have nightmares seemed. Of course he was fit to command . . . and forcing Sinclair and Morton to rearrange their planning now would prove nothing, would do nothing, for him or for the expedition.

Besides, if he stayed, he would be expected to join with the monster again if the Imperials attacked. To become the monster.

He couldn't face that.

"General Sinclair," Dev said, drawing himself up straighter. "Mr. President. I'm fully ready and able to accept command. Under whatever command structure you care to name."

"That's settled then,". Sinclair said. He smiled. "So. How quickly can you leave?"

Dev turned inward for a moment, consulting records stored within his RAM. "We could leave in twenty hours," he said. "Eagle is about ready for boost now except for loading the last of her OP stores. But none of the other ships have reported readiness for boost yet. As of six hours ago, they had anywhere from ten to another fifty hours' work remaining."

The squadron readying for the Alyan mission was an odd patchwork of a fleet. Eagle would be flagship, of course, while the two twenty-five-thousand–ton Commerce-class freighters Vindemiatrix and Mirach carried the bulk of Katya's 1st Confederation Rangers, complete with warstriders and other heavy equipment. Tarazed had started off as a New American cryo-H tanker, but she'd been converted into a carrier; packed into the hangar deck in what had been the forwardmost of five huge containment spheres were eighty-two warflyers, the equivalent of an entire Imperial dragonship fighter wing. There were also several unarmed merchantmen devoted to carrying military stores and equipment.

Escorting these larger vessels were the light destroyer Constellation, two frigates, the Rebel and the Valiant, and three corvettes. These were six of the eighteen warships Dev had captured in a lightning raid against the Imperial shipyards at Athena months earlier, just before the rebel evacuation from New America. The rest would stay behind to protect the Confederation's government . . . whether here at Herakles, or while moving from system to system as part of Sinclair's plan to avoid confrontation with the Empire.

"That'll be damned tight, Dev," Sinclair told him. "The vote is scheduled in Congress in another twenty-two hours. Make arrangements with your ship captains. If they're not ready to boost at the same time as you, they'll have to follow later and rendezvous with you at Alya."

Dev nodded. "We already have the navigational arrangements and protocols set up," he said, "since we can't keep track of one another in K-T space. If some of us make the K-T transition before others, it won't matter."

"Good."

"Our biggest problem, sir, is the CT. The last I heard they wouldn't be coming aboard until late tomorrow. I was told they were still working on some contact scenarios through the Rogue's AI."

Sinclair looked at Ortiz, who'd been sitting quietly throughout the discussion so far. "Professor?"

Arguably the most important contingent on the expedition was the Contact Team, fifteen men and women with experience dealing with the DalRiss, or who'd extensively studied various aspects of DalRiss culture, science, and language since the return of the Imperial Expeditionary Force three years earlier. Professor Ortiz was the senior contact officer. Technically, Dev and Katya were both members of the Contact Team as well, since both of them had dealt with the DalRiss during that earlier expedition, but since they were likely to be busy dealing with Imperials once planetfall was made, they would join the team only for negotiations with the DalRiss government, or if their particular expertise was needed.

"I'll talk to my people, sir," Ortiz said. "We ought to be able to keep working on those sims aboard Eagle. The less complex ones, anyway."

"That sounds satisfactory," Sinclair said. "See if you can move up the timetable. But don't discuss the change in boost time, please. I'd rather my compatriots in Congress didn't know you'd gone until after the fact."

"Won't this get you into some kind of trouble?" Katya wanted to know.

"I doubt it. Lauer already hates both Grant here and me. He'd love to see supreme command given to someone else . . . preferably a Rainbowman. He'll bluster and fume if he finds out you've already left, but there won't be much he can do about it. The danger is if he gets word you're bolting early and takes it into his head to order troops to stop you from leaving. That could split CONMILCOM and the government wide open. I'd rather not risk that, not now."

"You could keep me here, General," Dev said slowly. "I'm not absolutely necessary to the expedition."

"Maybe. I think you are. Of all the ship captains in the fleet, even those with experience with squadron-level tactics, you're the best we have. You've proved it, at Eridu, at Athena, and at New America." He shrugged. "You know, we have no idea how large the Imperial squadron at Alya is. You might get out there and find a couple of frigates. We hope that's the case, and Intelligence suggests that the Imperial fleet assets at Alya are, in fact, quite small. With the Rebellion spreading through the Frontier, they can't afford to tie down too many ships that far from home.

"But you just might break out of K-T space out there and find a major squadron waiting for you. Cruisers. Even one of their Ryus, though Milliken has personally assured me that all of their dragonships are accounted for." Charles Milliken was the Confederation's head of Military Intelligence.

"Charming thought," Katya said. Dev remained silent, wondering where Sinclair was going.

"Dev, this mission is a long shot. We all know that. Even if the Imperials prove to be no problem at all out there, there's no guarantee that the DalRiss will be willing to cooperate, and we must have their help, or we're going to lose this war."

Dev blinked. "Sir, you can't believe that. Or you wouldn't have brought us to where we are. The whole war can't depend on whether or not a handful of us are able to establish communication with—"

"It can, and I'm afraid it does, son. You know, when this thing started, I wasn't looking for a clean break with the Imperium. I thought maybe we could reach some sort of accommodation, a compromise, but it's gone too far for that, too far by half. When it turned into a military struggle, with the fighting at Eridu, a lot of us thought that simply demonstrating that we were willing to stand up against the Empire would be enough to force them to back down, to say, 'all right, this is getting expensive, let them go.' "

"It didn't happen that way."

"No. It didn't. Because we underestimated just how far some elements of the Imperial and Hegemony governments were willing to go to hang on to the power they had. Or to save face. We also underestimated—I underestimated—the willingness of the Frontier worlds to take a stand. Some of them, Liberty and Rainbow, for instance, are in the thick of it, but a lot more are sitting on the fence, sending delegates to Congress but unwilling to send men, ships, equipment. Our revolution is going to die, Dev, unless we can turn it around with something big.

"That's why I'm investing so much on this mission. You, Katya, with most of your regiment. You, Dev, with a fair-sized percentage of our entire fleet. If anyone can exploit this, this rift between the DalRiss and the Empire, it's the two of you."

"You're leaving a terrible hole in the defenses here, sir," Dev said quietly.

"Not really. Here, Eagle and Tarazed and the other ships in your squadron might delay the inevitable . . . how much? A month? A year, perhaps? But the end would be the same, sooner or later. Mostly, our survival depends on whether or not I can avoid large-scale contact with the enemy, because when that happens, the Confederation Navy is finished, and Eagle's presence won't make that big a difference, one way or the other.

"Out there, though, well, who can say? We have a chance, a small but clean chance, of winning friends powerful enough that we just might end the war. Of convincing the Imperials that it would be cheaper to let us have our freedom than to keep fighting.

"But the key is not going to be how many troops or ships I send to Alya. It's going to be the genius of the people leading them, because, thank God, people still make better decisions than machines, and some people perform far better than others. You two are such people, and the fate of the Rebellion, of this Confederation, might well be riding with the two of you."

"My God," Katya said, her voice so low that Dev barely caught it. "You sure don't believe in putting any pressure on your people, do you?"

If Sinclair heard her words, he ignored them. Dev said nothing, his mind was racing. He ought, he told himself, to tell Morton and Sinclair that he was not the man to lead the Confederation squadron, that it would be better—safer—to assign him to one of the ships remaining at Herakles. There were other senior officers better qualified than he—Admiral Herren, for instance, or Captain Jase Curtis of the Tarazed—people who did not question their own sanity.

As Dev had recently begun questioning his.


Chapter 11

Individuality is alien to Naga thought. With only a single organism occupying a given world, that organism believes itself to be the sole intelligence in its entire universe; indeed, for the Naga, intelligence and self are indistinguishable concepts. In the course of its explorations of its universe, a Naga will "bud" pieces of itself as scouts capable of independent action and thought, scouts that return to the parent body the memory of the scout's wanderings. By building on this experience, planetary Nagas can form conceptual analogue-pictures of separate entities, each with a unique viewpoint and history. This requires considerable flexibility on the Naga's part, however, far more than that required, say, by a member of one human culture attempting to understand the point of view of someone raised with a different cultural world view.

—Intelligent Expectations

Dr. James Phillip Kantor

CE. 2542

Thirty-two thousand kilometers above Herakles, the Imperial fleet decelerated into synchronous orbit. The planet, half-full, gleamed in the warm yellow light of Mu Herculis, its seas blue and violet, its clouds and polar ice caps gleaming white with golden highlights.

The fleet, designated Ohka Squadron, consisted of nineteen warships ranging in size from eight-hundred–ton Hari-class corvettes to the flagship, a Ryu-class carrier, massing two million tons and just short of one thousand meters in length. Nudged by brief flashes from maneuvering jets, the armada deployed, the ships spreading out across six thousand kilometers of empty space. Blocks of data flickered and shifted next to the images of the various ships, information telling of vectors, relative velocities, and combat readiness.

The scene, portrayed through virtual reality, was being experienced by a number of observers, an invisible gallery of onlookers whose vantage point shifted back and forth among three of those orbiting Imperial warships. They included captains and department heads from several vessels; senior was Chujo Takeshi Miyagi, commander in chief of Otori Squadron. Among the watchers was the bright and tactically innovative Shosho Tomiji Kima, commanding officer of the flagship Karyu, the Fire Dragon. Kima had been Karyu's Executive Officer under Miyagi until eight months ago, when Miyagi had been promoted to full admiral and given command of Otori Squadron.

"At this point," a voice was telling the watchers in Nihongo, "the Ryu-class carrier and two of the cruisers have already begun their bombardment of the rebel position on the planet's surface. So far, there is no response from the enemy on the ground."

Kima studied the data displays carefully, encoding ship positions and deployments within his personal RAM for future study on his own. Later, too, he would examine in detail the disposition of the squadron's marine warstriders and infantry on the surface. This ViRsimulation would be restricted to the battle, if such it could be called, fought in orbit over Herakles some four months earlier.

One of the ships, he noticed, one of the four big Kako-class cruisers, was in trouble.

"It was at this point that something went badly wrong," the voice continued. The speaker, Kima knew, was Shosa Chokugen Takaji, the fleet's senior military intelligence specialist. "We believe that the rebels were able somehow to take over Mogami's engineering AIs and instigate a quantum power tap start-up."

"I don't understand, Shosasan," another voice said. "How could turning on a QPT be considered a weapon?"

"Obviously, Imadasan," Admiral Miyagi said, replying for the shosa, "you xenosophontologists are taught nothing about starship engineering or power core operation." A ripple of polite laughter sounded from the other unseen watchers.

"Quite so," the intelligence officer said. "The QPT uses paired, artificially generated microsingularities to extract energy from the quantum plenum. These are molecule-sized black holes orbiting one another at speeds approaching that of light, and with mutual, finely tuned harmonic resonances. They are rarely used in close proximity to a planet, since local gravity fields distort the shape of space and can affect that harmonic tuning. Somehow, we presume through one of our own communications bands, someone on the surface linked with Mogami's AI, started up the power tap, and then ordered the computer to shut down. Without the computer to tune the singularities' harmonics from microsecond to microsecond within a gravitational well, they went random and initiated an uncontrolled power cascade. One evaporated in a burst of energy. Note the readings there on the right. Intense X rays and gamma radiation are flooding Mogami's engineering spaces."

Indeed, the readings taken from a nearby ship had gone off the scale. A schematic diagram drew itself in an empty patch of space nearby, sketching in the interior spaces of the six-hundred-meter cigar that was Mogami. The observers watched as the cruiser's engineering decks began crumpling inward, the pace of the vessel's destruction slowed to a fraction of its realtime pace.

Implacably, the voice continued, describing the cruiser's death. "With the evaporation of one microsingularity, of course, the second was flung clear in a gravitational slingshot effect at relativistic speeds. It was moving more slowly by the time it left the ship. Repeated interactions with Mogami's interior structure slowed it significantly as it passed along the cruiser's length, devouring armor, hull metal, bulkheads, circuitry, crew members, and anything else that happened to lie in its path before emerging . . . there."

Mogami and its transparent cutaway view both were crumpling as the observers watched, the one a mirror to the other. A dazzling point of light emerged from just behind the ship's bow, streaking outward. An instant later it, too, evaporated and vanished into the depths of space in a nova's glare of visible light and hard radiation that silently washed across the hulls of every ship in the Imperial squadron.

"Many of the ships sustained lethal damage at this point," the admiral's voice went on, emotionless. "The micro black hole's explosive evaporation must have been equivalent to the simultaneous detonation of some thousands of nuclear warheads. EMP and radiation damage crippled at least half the ships and inflicted thousands of casualties.

"Admiral Kawashima recognized what was happening, of course, and shut down all external communications links. The rebels were unable to directly influence any more of our shipboard AIs. As a result, they almost immediately changed tactics. Please keep your attention focused on the planet."

The face of the world, half-full, was changing.

The transformation was so rapid that Kima was not at first sure what he was seeing. At a point not far from the equator, clouds were gathering in a great, spiraling whorl, moving so quickly that even from synchorbit their movement could be seen by the naked eye as a slow, writhing crawl. Under extreme magnification and image enhancement, they took on a distinctly three-dimensional aspect, each tiny thunderhead edged by its own shadow. Where seconds before perhaps half of the planet's seas and barren stretches of land and ice cap were visible, new clouds were appearing, puffing up out of nothing, crowding together, deepening, quickening, building a hurricane that spanned a quarter of the planet's visible disk as Kima watched.

At the heart of that eerie, titanic storm, lightnings pulsed and throbbed, like a heartbeat cast in light to make it visible, each silent flicker muffled and diffused by the masking clouds. Near Herakles's north pole, a thin smear of pale, wavering light just visible against that portion of the polar zone in darkness faded, then winked out almost magically. Data flickered and shifted in the overlaid information displays.

Abruptly, something happened . . . a flicker of motion, a flash of light. Those in the audience could not be sure exactly what, if anything, they'd just seen. New blocks of data wrote themselves across parts of the display, registering events invisible to human senses.

"That first shot missed," the admiral said. "I'll have the simulation AI play the next one at a reduced speed. Time factor five to one."

It happened again, but this time slowly enough that the watchers could perceive a thread of intensely brilliant, blue-white light streaking up from the precise center of that whirlpool of clouds, a point marked by a tiny hole, the storm's eye. The thread drew itself skyward, razor crisp, laser-beam straight, detaching itself from the planet slowly at first, then spearing into the midst of the Imperial fleet with an apparent acceleration, an illusion created by perspective.

"Time factor one thousand to one."

The movement slowed again, sharply. The thread became a tiny, fiercely radiating star drifting rapidly upward through empty space, targeted precisely on the heavy cruiser Zintu, sister to Mogami.

The imagery obviously had been captured at the extreme limit of those sensors recording the event, but the resolving power was good enough to record in detail the explosion unfolding like a blossoming flower, a blinding dazzle of actinic violence that briefly outshone the glare of Mu Herculis itself. Zintu simply vanished, her enormous, cylindrical bulk converted in an instant into that glare of raw energy . . . plus a few hurtling scraps of twisted and half-molten debris flung clear by that rapidly expanding wave front. Other ships nearby, a frigate and a small destroyer, were lightly brushed by Zintu's flowering, a caress that boiled away hull metal and armor, turrets and fairings, and left both vessels lifeless, blast-tortured wrecks.

"Kuso," someone in the audience said quietly, almost reverently.

"The missile," the admiral continued as though he'd not heard, "was analyzed spectroscopically. It was nothing more than a block of nanofactured fabricrete and iron massing approximately one metric ton, accelerated to a velocity of over ten percent of the speed of light and glowing partly from the friction of its passage through the Heraklean atmosphere, and partly from the play of incredible energies across its surface. We believe it was part of the outer shell of one of the atmosphere generating units on Herakles's surface. After traversing the thirty thousand kilometers between the ground and Zintu in nine-tenths of one second, it struck the cruiser amidships. We calculate that the transitional kinetic energy liberated by that impact was somewhere between 1019 and 1020 joules, or some one thousand times the yield of a twentymegaton thermonuclear warhead. It appears, gentlemen, that the rebels have found a dramatic means of overcoming their lack of nuclear weaponry."

There was an uncomfortable stir among the watchers, and Kima heard the murmur of urgent, low-voiced exchanges among them. The Imperium had long maintained its military superiority over the Shichiju through the simple expedient of being the only one of the Hegemony's member states permitted through the government's charter to possess nuclear weapons. There were rumors that the rebels were working on developing such weapons for themselves. With this demonstration at Herakles, perhaps they no longer needed them.

The physics of that demonstration bothered Kima, however.

"The energy required to accelerate a one-ton mass to thirty-some thousand kilometers per second," Kima pointed out, "must be nothing less than astronomical. . . ."

"Nothing less, Shoshosan" Miyagi replied, the words dry.

"But where could they get such power? Or . . . have they found a means of creating a quantum power tap on the planet's surface?"

"Unlikely, Shoshosan. Such installations are extremely large and require enormous technical staffs, assets that we do not believe the rebels possess." The admiral gave a command, restoring the normal one-to-one time factor of the scene.

Once again, there was a flicker of motion, a flash of light. This time the target was one of the squadron's outrider ships, a destroyer positioned to intercept fleeing rebel ships some half a million kilometers farther out.

At that distance, the hurtling missile took an agony of time, more than fifteen seconds, to reach the target. The destroyer Urakaze, suddenly aware of its danger, engaged its main drives in a desperate attempt to step aside. Unfortunately, the huge ship was moving tail-first toward the planet, having just completed its deceleration from the outer system; it took precious seconds to bring its fusion drives on line, precious seconds more simply to kill the last of its planetward velocity . . . and whoever was aiming those rocks had clearly anticipated the Imperial warship's attempt at escape.

The missile struck Urakaze's stern directly between its paired, glowing venturis, and the destroyer vanished in a silent nova's flare of light.

"Note the fact," the admiral continued, "that Herakles's magnetic field has vanished. The event registered on our sensors, of course, and in the disappearance of the planet's aurorae. Our scientists are unable to explain the mechanism, though it strongly suggests that the Heraklean Xenophobe is behind the phenomenon. We know Xenophobes make extensive use of magnetic fields. They generate an intense, highly localized field, for example, that actually changes the structure of rock by rearranging its constituent atoms. That's how they're able to tunnel through solid rock at relatively high speeds. Presumably, the Heraklean Xenophobe somehow tapped the planetary magnetic field and used the energy to launch those boulders. Since Xenophobes are thermovores, it undoubtedly also directly utilized the heat of the planet's core, though we had no way of measuring that."

The next shot to come streaking up out of the eye of the storm struck Ohka Squadron's flagship, Donryu. Its kilometer-long, gun-bristling length resisted the inconceivable energies of the high-speed missile no better than had the hull of the far smaller Urakaze.

"Such power," someone in the audience said.

"Such power can be countered," Miyagi said curtly. "Ideally, it can be turned against itself, in the best traditions of the martial arts."

"But how can such a weapon be resisted?" one of the watchers asked. Kima thought that the voice was that of the xenosophontologist who'd asked about QPTs earlier. His name was Imada, and he was a civilian, a scientist attached to the Imperial Sekkodan, or scout service.

"In this case, by making a preemptive strike with irresistible weapons of our own," Miyagi said. "That, however, is not our primary problem. The Emperor, gentlemen, is troubled by reports that the rebels have managed to ally themselves with the Xenophobe. Clearly, the control these creatures have over the physical environment gives them awesome power and makes them a threat wherever they may be encountered. It is the Imperial Staff Command's belief that they will pose a threat only on worlds already occupied by a Xenophobe, worlds such as Mu Herculis, and these, fortunately, are rare.

"Still, the possibility remains that this rebel Confederation will learn how to seed other worlds with Xenophobes, with Xenophobe 'buds,' rather, from organisms that they have communicated with. They might learn how to employ Xenophobe fragments aboard their ships or use them as a kind of infestation introduced onto worlds that we control. At Herakles, we've all seen how deadly this alliance of Man and Xenophobe can be."

"Sir . . ."

"Yes, Taisa Urabe."

Urabe was captain of the cruiser Kuma, a dour and phlegmatic man. "Sir, if the rebels have achieved some sort of alliance with the Xenophobe, isn't, I mean, wouldn't it be better to let the rebels go their way?"

"Neboken-ja nayo?" Miyagi snapped. Literally, the phrase meant "Aren't you half-asleep?" and, depending on the tone, could be humorous or harsh. The admiral used the words like a whiplash, chastising. "Our new Emperor has determined that the rebels must be brought back into the fold," Miyagi continued. "If we fail—and I must stress that the responsibility is upon us, upon the men and ships of this squadron—if we fail, we invite the rule of Earth and the Empire by the half-civilized shiro of the Frontier."

A deathly silence hung among the virtual presences gathered within the electronic conference space. The word shiro meant "white" but could be construed as "white boy," as much an epithet as "nigger" was to a black. Miyagi, Kima knew, was part of the inner circle of high-ranking military officers within the Imperial Staff Command who were determined to eliminate gaijin influence from all levels of the Imperial government and military . . . and from the subsidiary government of the Terran Hegemony as well, if possible. He hated gaijin with a passion, and Kima was pretty sure that that was why the man had been chosen to command this mission.

"I apologize," Urabe said. "It was certainly not my intent to question the Imperial will."

"Of course not," Miyagi said, the words softer now. "And I understand that you all have been under considerable strain, preparing for this mission. Remember, however, that the Emperor and his senior people, including Gensui Munimori and the entire Imperial Staff Command, are watching us with the most exacting scrutiny. We cannot fail. To do so could encourage the rebellion's supporters on fifty worlds and fan the flames of insurrection to a blaze that we could never contain or extinguish. The rebel weapon is a fearsome one, yes, but the mission planners and our colleagues with Imperial Intelligence are certain that this operation, if carried out precisely according to plan, will allow us to avoid the destruction suffered by Ohka Squadron. Instead, the Heraklean Xenophobe will be destroyed, together with the so-called rebel government and whatever scraps of disaffected Hegemony deserters they may have assembled there. We will strike without warning and without mercy. The Rebellion, gentlemen, will be crushed with this single blow, once and for all."

From the way he launched into the speech, Kima wondered if Miyagi might not actually have been waiting for Urabe's statement, and the chance to demonstrate, with his outburst, the importance of victory.

Whether the outburst had been arranged or not, Kima agreed with the reasoning behind it. The rebel challenge to the order and stability of the Hegemony—and behind the Hegemony, of Dai Nihon's Imperium—could not be permitted to stand, not without crippling the government's effectiveness forever. If the rebels won, the future promised to be a howling darkness, as the barbarians assaulted the rational order of the Empire.

As commanding officer of the Karyu, he'd been personally involved in the drafting of the squadron's operational orders, and knew the plan was a good one, with a good chance of success. Still, Kima's military experience had taught him to be cautious about confidence in any venture with as many unknowns as this one, however. No plan survives contact with the enemy. Who had said that? A Western strategist, he was sure. And the Western-descended inhabitants of the Frontier had more than once demonstrated the truth of that axiom.

He would not feel truly confident until the Imperial fleet's first blow had fallen. That blow would be irresistible, deadly . . . and inescapable, no matter how close their alliance with the world's damnable black Xenophobe.

After that blow had fallen, the rebels would have no chance for survival whatsoever.


Chapter 12

The true test of man lies in space travel . . . not in the mastery of the technology that makes it physically possible, but in the mastery of self and mind and imagination that bridges the psychological gulf that for so long isolated Man on the world of his birth. It was this mastery of self that gave us the stars, far more than the mastery of such purely physical systems as the Power Tap and the K-T drive.

—Man and His Works

Karl Gunther Fielding

C.E. 2488

If I'm not careful, Dev thought, late one shipboard evening as he climbed out of a comm module on Eagle's recreation deck after another session with the AI monitor, I'll be interfacing with AI software more than I am with human beings.

Despite the intense crowding aboard any military warship, it was actually difficult to do otherwise. It had always required an effort of will for Dev to communicate with other people on any level deeper than polite greeting or shipboard routine. In fact, Eagle's close quarters tended to increase Dev's isolation, as week followed week in the unending monotony of the K-T Plenum. Most military personnel, through both their Hegemony training and experience, tended to adopt an almost Nihonjin sense of personal space, a privacy of the mind in a place where physical privacy was hard to come by, and Dev was no exception. Imperials referred to it as naibuno sekai, the inner world, and the walls it raised were seemingly as impenetrable as duralloy sheathing. A man and woman could be furiously coupling against a bulkhead in the main passageway and others would pass them by, not staring, not even seeing, a selective blindness that allowed crew personnel to maintain their sanity as day followed day in unending and unchanging routine.

Starships were by their nature crowded. Eagle was a giant, 395 meters long and massing eighty-four thousand tons, but the vast majority of her bulk was taken up by power plant, drives, and reaction mass tankage; four hundred men and women lived in her two rotating habs, in quarters that might have comfortably accommodated fifty.

The best therapy for the pressures induced by a long K-T passage, of course, was the time rationed to each person for access to a ViRcom module. There, for an hour or two every other day, dreams became reality, and the stinking, overheated, overcrowded monotony of shipboard life could be forgotten for a time within the virtual reality of the dreamer's choosing. Dev spent much of his time in multiple linkages with members of his staff, of course, just in pursuit of his day-to-day routine of conferences and planning sessions, but interaction there was impersonal and professional. He could count most of Eagle's officers as friends, including both Lara Anders, her senior pilot, and Lisa Canady, her new skipper, but in an unwritten law extending back to an era when wooden ships sailed liquid seas, no commanding officer could afford friendships, platonic or otherwise, that might hamper his ability to command.

So despite the crowding, Dev felt alone . . . and lonely. His sense of isolation had steadily increased since his hasty departure from Herakles. He was having trouble reading those he talked to, he often missed the undercurrent of emotion and body language that was the foundation for any communication deeper than "hello." Virtual reality linkages made things so easy—remote, detached, and sanitary—that they were infinitely preferable to meetings face-to-face.

He missed Katya, of course, missed her more, if possible, than he had during their last separation, but she was where a regimental commander was supposed to be during a transit, with her troops aboard their ship. She was making the passage aboard the transport Vindemiatrix and would not be shifting to Eagle until after they arrived at their destination.

In any case, after the disastrous nightmare in the cargo bay of the docked shuttle, he scarcely dared to open himself to anyone. Command granted him a privacy that he appreciated now.

The AI continued to give him a technomegalomania rating of point four. He was convinced now that there was something else wrong with him, something stemming from the Xenolink. He felt torn—dreading the power that had been his during the Xenolink on one hand, craving the sense of power and completion and wholeness that was his while linked with a ship's AI on the other. At first, he couldn't relate those two seemingly opposite drives in his mind, not until he began questioning whether or not the comforting embrace of a ship's AI might not be, in some small way, at least, a substitute for the far vaster and more sweeping transformation of mind and body that had been his, briefly, on Herakles.

Was he going mad? Could he know if he was going mad? There were no answers, no promises of answers. All he had was the growing desire, the need to link again with Eagle's AI and take the ship into combat.

Linked, he felt complete. When unjacked, an ordinary man, he tended to avoid the other members of Eagle's crew, withdrawing into the naibuno sekai if he could not withdraw from them in the real world. His status as the commodore in command of Farstar helped maintain that separation, a certain measure of personal isolation that he found he now welcomed.

He did remain available to those who needed to talk, of course. Many of the people aboard Eagle had wives, sweethearts, and family members still living on New America or on other worlds threatened by the Empire, and the enforced separations added to the pressure cooker atmosphere of shipboard life. Occasionally, when the pressure got too much, there would be a fight or some other infraction of the tightly woven web of rules and regulations by which every ship lived and died, and then he would officiate over a punishment mast. Sometimes, punishment consisted of forfeiture of recjacking time in the modules, but as time went on, forcing members of the crew to endure shipboard life without the temporary reprieve of virtual reality became counterproductive. Most often, fights between crew members were themselves resolved through ViRsimulation, with the combatants assuming fighter analogues for themselves or engaging in battle through simulated warstriders or flyers. Therapy, Dev found, could double as training, a means of keeping his people jacked in and hard, ready to meet whatever was waiting for them at Alya.

Through all of this, Dev remained as aloof and as uninvolved as possible. He could not risk showing even a hint of favoritism, needing to be seen by all in the crew as both fair and impartial. At the same time, he found himself erecting higher and higher barriers against the other officers aboard, until by the end of the passage he was taking most of his meals alone in his quarters and talking to others only in the strict line of duty.

Fifteen weeks after their departure from Mu Herculis, Eagle emerged into normal fourspace on the fringes of the Alya A system. Constellation, Rebel, and the corvettes Intrepid and Audacious were already there, having arrived on station several hours earlier. Passive scanning had detected the neutrino emissions of fifteen ships already in-system, twelve of them tucked in tight around Alya A-VI, the other three in transit to or from the planet. So far, there was no sign that the newcomers' arrival had been detected.

The sun Alya A was a tiny, intensely brilliant disk set in a milky glow of zodiacal light, while its distant twin glowed more brightly than Venus seen from Earth. The Alyan suns were young as stars go; less than a billion years had passed since they'd emerged together from the nebula that had given them birth, and both nestled at the centers of vast accretion disks of planetoids, dust, and meteoric debris. Comets, too, were more common in these younger systems, and several glowed with pale, wispy delicacy, their tails aimed outward away from the sun.

Dev, linked into Eagle's sensor suite, considered the vista of light-scattering dust and debris ringing Alya A. The speed with which life had attained intelligence here was astonishing; more astonishing still was the tenacious grip with which life clung to existence in a system where meteor and comet impacts were commonplace. Dev remembered watching the meteors visible as golden flashes against ShraRish's nightside during his previous visit three years before. Brenda Ortiz had told him during the voyage out that dinosaur-killer impacts—strikes as devastating as the one that had driven so many Terran species to extinction sixty-five million years earlier—probably occurred on ShraRish every few tens of thousands of years. Somehow, life on the DalRiss worlds had learned to survive the cosmic bombardment. Current theory suggested that the frequent impacts were partially responsible for the diversity and toughness of Alyan life; if radiation from those young, hot stars drove evolution in the system, the weeding-out of existing life by infalling planetoids and comets contributed to the cold discrimination of natural selection.

The dust had also suggested a strategy, one that Dev had been working on in simulations throughout most of the long passage from Herakles. They had deliberately emerged within the outer fringes of the star's accretion disk, far enough out from ShraRish that the burst of energy released from the K-T plenum by their arrival should have gone unnoticed, as had the steady flux of neutrinos from their fusion power plants. The debris fields sheltered them from radar and ladar detection from the planet, of course, and shielded their own infrared emissions.

There, the tiny fleet waited for the arrival of the rest of the squadron. While fifth-generation K-T drives allowed ships to cross space at the rate of roughly a light year per day, the skill of the jackers, the unpredictable effects of currents within the godsea, or the pure, random bad luck of a malfunction could affect a ship's expected arrival time by days one way or the other—more if a power plant or drive breakdown left the ship helplessly adrift in the deeps between the stars.

They could not afford to wait longer, however, even hidden within the outer edge of Alya A's accretion disk. The neutrinos released by a ship's fusion plant were not masked by interplanetary dust. The fact that the Confederation ships could detect the neutrino emissions of the Imperial ships meant that the Imperials could in turn detect them. Each passing hour increased the chance that the sensor suite aboard one of the Imperial ships in orbit would spot the Confederation vessels . . . or that mistake or bad luck would in some other way reveal their presence.

Dev had wished he could try deception to get close enough to launch an attack but knew that would not be possible here. There was too much chance that the enemy commander had heard of similar deceptions, at Athena and at New America. Besides, the rebels would have to use reconnaissance probes during the approach just to find out what they were up against, and no incoming Imperial squadron would ever do that.

An operational plan for direct attack, then, had been worked out before they'd left Herakles, and polished in sim during the voyage. The squadron would wait, lurking in the dust and maintaining communications silence for fifty hours past the arrival of the Rebel, by chance the first Confederation ship to reach Alya. During that time, all but three of the other vessels arrived—Constellation, the frigate Valiant, the corvettes Intrepid and Audacious, the big ex-tanker Tarazed, four of the five unarmed merchantmen, and, much to Dev's relief, the Vindemiatrix. Still missing were one of the merchants, the corvette Daring, and the armed transport Mirach.

That last absence could mean trouble. Mirach was carrying half of the 1st Confederation Rangers' troops and equipment, and he didn't want to commence the attack without her, but to wait longer exposed the squadron to discovery and attack. Briefly, Vindemiatrix docked directly with Eagle's ventral access hatch, allowing personnel to cross from one ship to the other.

Eagerly, then, Dev waited for Katya in Eagle's lounge.

Katya, too, had been lonely throughout the long passage out from Herakles. Vindemiatrix was roomy as starships went. Less maneuverable and with a lower acceleration than any warship, she required far smaller reserves of reaction mass and could devote a much larger percentage of her onboard space to passengers than could Eagle. But even with half of her huge, rotating cargo bays equipped for passenger accommodations, Trixie was carrying nearly eight hundred troops and maintenance personnel in addition to her crew of forty-five, twice Eagle's complement crammed into vast, open dormitories that allowed no privacy at all save that of the inner world. The transport did have one hundred link modules installed in one of the zero-G bays, which meant that the passengers could enjoy a positively luxurious three hours of recjacking out of every twenty-four. The rest of the time was spent in training, shoulder-to-shoulder calisthenics in the dormitories, and classes in tactics, maintenance, field ops, and planetology delivered the old-fashioned way, by lecture instead of by cephlinkage . . . anything to keep the troops busy.

By the time they'd emerged from K-T space, though, her unit had been ready to face any odds, any enemy, if just to escape the gray-walled prison of the transport.

And Katya, too, for that matter. She was mildly claustrophobic, a hangover from an accident suffered while she'd been jacking a merchantman years before, an AI link failure that had left her awake but blind for long hours before her rescue. Normally, she was able to keep the feelings of dread when faced by small enclosures or pitch-blackness under control, but enduring fifteen weeks locked up in the hot, people-stinking closeness of the transport had taxed her self-control to what she was certain was her limit.

When Katya boarded Eagle, along with her battle ops staff, she half expected herself to fall into Dev's arms in a most unmilitary display the moment she saw him. The incident aboard the ascraft months before was all but forgotten; what remained was her worry for him, and her need. But when the lounge door dissolved and she stepped into the compartment and actually saw him standing before the viewall, she found herself behind that long-held wall of her inner world, unable to bridge the gap between them.

"Welcome aboard, Katya," he said. He was smiling, but Katya could sense the distance in him as well as in herself. Behind him, the viewall showed the Trixie backing off from the Eagle, taking up station a safe distance from the destroyer in preparation for the final jump into the inner system of Alya A. In the passageway outside, booted feet rattled across ferroplas deck plating; battle stations had been sounded, and Eagle's crew was still responding.

"Thank you, Dev," she said, almost shyly. "It's . . . good to see you again."

"We seem to be spending most of our time apart these days. I'm beginning to think we should see about getting ourselves assigned to the same ship . . . preferably a two-man scout."

"I've had the same thoughts myself. Only if we did that, we might not get much work done."

"True. And speaking of work, how would you like to link with me for the final approach?"

She nodded. "That would be good. I'll especially want to see what you pick up on the Imperial dispositions on ShraRish when you get close enough to send in the probes."

"Right. We don't have anything yet, of course, but we'll be launching the RD-40s as soon as we emerge from the next K-T hop. That ought to give us a pretty good look at what we're up against."

More than anything else, the Farstar squadron needed up-to-date intelligence. Exactly what kinds of Imperial ships were in orbit, and what was their operational status? How many troops were still on the surface? What kind of orbital defenses had they built? Had their defensive status changed since the DalRiss attack?

To find the answers to these and other, related questions, they'd planned to launch over one hundred RD-40 remotelinked scouts, a small cloud of teleoperated eyes and other senses that would provide a detailed, composite view of everything on and near ShraRish. Each scout was a small spacecraft, a thick-bodied saucer shape five meters across with almost all of its interior space devoted to reaction mass tankage. Its flattened ventral surface and stubby wings allowed the craft to operate within a planetary atmosphere. A compact Mitsubishi PV-1220 fusor unit provided thrust and shipboard power; a rather small-brained AI allowed the vehicle to be remote-jacked from one of the fleet's larger ships. Capable of pulling 50 Gs of acceleration—Gs unfelt by their pilots, who remained safe aboard the ship that launched and directed them—the RD-40s were far faster and more maneuverable than any human-occupied fighter or warflyer, and since they were expendable, they did not need to reserve reaction mass for a return trip. They were unarmed, but a command from the craft's pilot could switch off the fusorpack's containment field, causing a plasma detonation almost as powerful as a small, low-yield thermonuclear explosion. The single major disadvantage of remote scouts lay in the difficulties of teleoperating such craft over distances of more than a small fraction of a light second. Time delays while radio or lasercom signals crawled back and forth at the sluggardly speed of light made any maneuvers at long range dangerous and rendered atmospheric maneuvering all but impossible.

As part of going to battle stations, Eagle was shifting from normal flight mode to combat mode. The rotation of her hab modules was slowed, then stopped, and the modules slowly hauled back into recesses within the ship's armored hull. In zero-G, then, Katya and her ops staff followed Dev down a connector corridor from Eagle's Number Two Hab to the main ship's access passageway running along her spine. An enclosed transport pod whisked them aft to Eagle's bridge, a chamber buried deep within the destroyer's hull. There, crew members waiting in the disorienting bob and drift of zero-G helped Katya and Dev slide into the padded embrace of the ViRcom modules that lined the ship's bridge and jack connectors into their C- and T-sockets. The module's hatch became solid, and Katya nervously braced herself against a darkness relieved only by the wink of system status lights. Her left palm searched for the interface panel. When she found it, she downloaded the necessary link codes . . .

 . . . and she was in space, staring into a light-frosted blackness given depth and volume by scattered stars, the glare of Alya A, and the soft-haired wisps of comets.

"Linked in?" Dev asked her, a voice in the emptiness beside her.

"All set."

"Hey, Katya," Lara Anders said over the pilot's linkage. "Saw you come aboard but didn't get to say howdy. How's it feel to be aboard a real ship again?"

"As opposed to a cattle transport? Pretty good, Lara."

"Here's the feed on the Impie ships in-system," Dev told her.

Data scrolled past her awareness, partly overlaying her view of space as graphic symbols marked targets and projected courses. Except for one far-distant reading that was probably a supply ship of some kind, all of the fusion-driven targets in the system save those of the Farstar squadron itself were still tightly clustered about Alya A-VI. Cross hairs were now centered over the pinpoint of light representing the planet. There was still no sign that Farstar had been detected, but she reminded herself that the radiations she was sensing now had begun their journey from the target world hours before.

In the background, Katya heard the commanders of other ships in the squadron reporting readiness for K-T space. Only the eight warships would be making this final translation; the four merchantmen would stay behind, to stay clear of the battle and to await the arrival of the three missing ships.

"Hang on, then," Dev said. She heard the excitement building in his voice. "Things are going to be happening fast."

"That's affirmative," Lara said. "K-T translation in five . . . four . . . three . . . two . . . one . . . mark!"

Around her, space blazed into blue-white glory.

Eagle leaped toward ShraRish at over three hundred times the speed of light.


Chapter 13

 . . . Axial tilt: 3° 05' 12"; Temperature range (equatorial): 40°C to 50°C; Atmospheric pressure (arbitrary sea level): .75 bar; Atmospheric composition: N2 83.7%, O2 8.7%, O3 3.6%, SO2 2.4%, Ar 1.2%, H2O (mean) .2%, H2SO4 (mean) 850 ppm, CO2 540 ppm . . .

—Shipboard ephemeris data

Extract on Alya A-VI

C.S. Eagle

C.E. 2544

Their final immersion in the godsea lasted for less than one second, a burst of blue-white light exploding past Eagle in a shuddering surge of cold flame. The light faded again to black and the more familiar scatterings of the stars of normal fourspace as they emerged, close enough to Alya A-VI now that the planet showed a perceptible disk, close enough that there was no longer any question of masking their arrival from the enemy's sensors. All eight Confederation warships emerged together, six hundred thousand kilometers out from the planet and still tightly clustered. With so short a jump, there was little difficulty keeping the squadron in close formation.

Dev rode the cascade of raw data surging through his mind and exulted. Targets that had been indistinguishable point sources of neutrinos a moment before could be resolved now in detail. Two of the ships in close planetary orbit were light destroyers, almost certainly Yari-class like the Constellation, and they were the heaviest ships the Imperials had on station. Most of the rest were transports and supply ships, guarded by two frigates and a pair of corvettes.

"Release probes!" Dev snapped over the squadron's tactical frequency, and from each of the warships tumbled sticks of jet black projectiles, the layer of programmed nano coating their hulls drinking light and rendering them nearly invisible.

One after another, then in twos and threes and fives, the remotes accelerated, the drive venturis tucked into the stern of each scout silently flaring as brightly as the surface of a sun. Balancing on slender cones of star-hot plasma, each scout saucer arrowed toward ShraRish, accelerating at 50 Gs until it was traveling at better than two hundred kilometers per second.

"Looks like we're in luck," Dev told Katya as they watched the constellation of drive flares dwindling into the distance. "For a change we actually outnumber and out-mass the bad guys, and that's with three of our ships still missing."

"For how long?" Katya wondered. "Their relief fleet can't be very far behind us, can it?"

They'd discussed that aspect of the problem at considerable length before leaving Herakles. No matter how weak or strong the enemy's strength in the Alyan system, it was a sure bet that the Imperials would be sending reinforcements, and soon. By acting immediately, as soon as they'd heard about the DalRiss attack on the Imperial base, Farstar had bought itself a small bit of time . . . but only as much as the Imperial Staff Command allowed them as it considered the problem at ShraRish. Imperial military reactions tended to be a long time in coming, slowed by their sheer size and ponderousness. CONMILCOM felt that this time the Imperials would move with particular deliberation, for they would be reluctant to get involved in a full-scale war with the enigmatic DalRiss, especially when the DalRiss motives for their original attack were still unclear.

Still, some response must already be en route from Sol, one powerful enough to meet any threat—including that presented by the Confederation force. CONMILCOM had ViRsimmed the possibilities endlessly and felt that the relief force would at the very least include four or more Amatukaze-class destroyers, like Eagle, and might very well include one of the big Ryu carriers, together with a suitable escort. Once a force that large and powerful dropped out of K-T space, the only course of action left open to the rebels would be headlong flight.

There was a moral dilemma inherent in the situation, one that had been nagging at Katya throughout the weeks since they'd left Herakles. If the DalRiss had attacked the Imperial forces on ShraRish, logically it could only be because they felt they were strong enough to throw the Imperials out and keep them out, no matter what they sent as reinforcements. The question was, however, whether the DalRiss had a realistic understanding of just how powerful the Imperial Navy actually was. They'd seen only those Imperial vessels that had come and gone in the Alyan system over the past three years, and no one knew how good their information on Hegemony and Imperial strengths might be, or how much of that information they might understand. Chances were, they understood humans about as well as humans understood them . . . which meant not very well at all.

Now the Confederation Expeditionary Force had arrived, hoping to establish a military alliance with the DalRiss, encouraging the Alyans to join in the fight against the Imperials.

And the moment a major Imperial flight entered fourspace near Alya, the rebels would be forced to flee or be destroyed.

The DalRiss, however, would have to stay and take whatever punishment the Empire decided to deliver against their worlds. The situation was damned near intolerable for Katya, who still chafed at Sinclair's decision to abandon New America to the enemy. When Farstar had first been proposed, when Sinclair had first suggested that she might serve as liaison to the DalRiss, in fact, she'd thought alliance with the DalRiss might well be the one hope the Confederation had for survival.

Now, though, she wasn't so sure. What good would alliance with the Alyans be if all it served to do was bring them under the Emperor's guns too? Their biologically based combat technology had lost the fight against the Xenophobe on GhegnuRish and had been losing the one on ShraRish; a relatively brief campaign by the Imperial Expeditionary Force in 2541 had destroyed the ShraRish Xeno in short order, and the IEF would have taken on the one occupying the DalRiss homeworld as well had Dev not managed to establish contact with it. Clearly, human military technology was far tougher—faster, meaner, and lugging heavier firepower—than the equivalent DalRiss biotech.

How long could the DalRiss possibly hope to survive a full-scale war with the Empire?

"Damn it, Dev," Katya said, her mental voice low. "The Confederation is going to carry the guilt of their destruction for a long time to come."

"Sorry?" She could hear his puzzlement and knew he'd misunderstood her. "Kat, this is war. Civil war, and those are the bloodiest of all."

"No, I mean the DalRiss. It'll be our fault if the Imperials come back in and raze their whole planet. They won't have a chance."

"Well, I might point out that we're here because they started shooting at the Imperials, so if they're in a war now, it's because they started it. That's part of what we're going to have to talk with them about, isn't it?" He sounded casual, almost uncaring. "The DalRiss strike me as bright folks. Whatever their reasons for hitting the Impies, they must've been good ones."

"Kuso, Dev. How can you be so cold about it?"

"Not cold at all. Just practical. Besides, we're talking about an entire planetary population. If they do help us, it'll be with . . . what? The secret of their magic space drive. Maybe some of their living warstriders if they really want an active part in this war, though I wouldn't recommend putting one of those things up against a KY-1001 Katana. The Empire'll take note, sure, and they might hit back, but they're not going to destroy the whole DalRiss planet, any more than they'd destroy New America just to take out the few thousand people there who happen to be New Constitutionalist rebels. Hell, Katya, they couldn't. They know Herakles is one hundred percent rebel, and the worst they might try would be saturation bombing from orbit with nukes. They can't destroy an entire planet."

"A saturation nuclear bombardment could render the place uninhabitable," Katya pointed out, "and that's the same thing. I damn sure wouldn't put it past them, some of them, at any rate."

"The Kansei," Dev said. "Yeah. Some of them would at least give the idea serious thought. If it meant a quick, cheap end to the rebellion, well . . ."

The Kansei no Otoko, the self-styled "Men of Completion," were a faction within the highest levels of the Imperial military and government. Confederation intelligence knew little about them, save that they were dedicated to cleansing the upper ranks of both the military and civilian Imperial governments of all gaijin influence. It was strongly suspected that the previous emperor, a man known for his desire to integrate Japanese and non-Japanese leadership at all levels throughout both the Hegemony and the Empire, had been assassinated by the Kansei faction. The new Tenrai Emperor—his nengo, or era-name, meant Heavenly Thunder—was a weakling propped up on his throne by Kansei officers.

"I don't know about you," Katya continued, "but I wouldn't put anything past Munimori."

She meant, of course, Gensui Yasuhiro Munimori, commander of the First Fleet and a senior admiral on the Imperial Military Staff. It was he who'd issued the notorious Edict of 2543, expelling all gaijin from senior line naval posts.

"Maybe not," Dev agreed, somewhat grudgingly. "Still, even Munimori's not crazy. Human-habitable planets are rare. That's why we invest so much in terraforming the prebiotics. Even he won't turn a world like Herakles into a radioactive desert just for the thrill of killing a few thousand rebels, right? And he wouldn't risk genocide because a few DalRiss decided to side with us. If they side with us. We still don't know that they will, or can."

"I wish," Katya said quietly, "that I could feel as sure of that as you are."

It was the nature of space combat that events either dragged across vast distances, or passed so swiftly that they were beyond the reach of purely human intervention. Even accelerating at 50 Gs, it would take the teleoperated drones over eighteen minutes to cross six hundred thousand kilometers.

Rather than wait impatiently in the primary tactical linkage, Dev chose instead to enter the computer-generated alternate reality being grown from the data transmitted back from the probes and correlated through Eagle's AI. When he linked with the new sim, the display field was black emptiness occupied solely by the bare globe of ShraRish, so far an empty, translucent sphere.

"Commodore Cameron," the simulation's director said in greeting. Commander Paul Duryea was Eagle's senior sensor imaging specialist. "It's too early to tell much as yet."

"That's okay, Commander," Dev replied. "I want to be here as it starts coming in."

"Help yourself, then. There won't be much to look at until we're considerably closer."

A close inspection of the blank globe revealed the faint outlines of known planetary landmarks. ShraRish had no oceans or separate continents; instead, its single, globe-spanning land mass was broken here and there by large, landlocked seas, enormous bodies of water first mapped by the Imperial Expeditionary Force three years before. Still, Dev was unwilling to rely too heavily on data about the world that had come through Imperial sources. More than once, he'd seen clear evidence of Imperial attempts to alter or suppress information about the Alyan systems.

The local atmosphere, for instance. There was no denying the fact that the ShraRish atmosphere was poisonous to humans, partly because the CO2 level of about five hundredths of one percent was dangerously high, partly because the partial pressure of oxygen was far too low. There were also significant levels of sulfuric acid on the planet, both as a vapor in the air and as a liquid component of both rain and the seas.

Frequently in the last three years, however, information about the Alyan worlds disseminated by the Imperials had made their surface environments seem far worse than they were. The atmosphere favored by the DalRiss was described as being like that of Venus, albeit without the crushing pressures and molten metal temperatures; during one of Dev's first ViRsimulations of a DalRiss environment, in fact, the atmospheric CO2 had been described to him as "over eighty-three percent," which was actually the percentage of nitrogen in the planet's air. As for the sulfuric acid, it was usually described as "dangerously corrosive." That was true enough perhaps for unprotected metal or fabricated building materials left to face the elements for weeks at a time, and prolonged exposure by unprotected human skin was certainly not advised . . . but the truth of the matter was that humans could survive on the surface of either Shra- or GhegnuRish wearing nothing more than ordinary clothing, goggles to protect their eyes from the acid in the air and the ultraviolet in the sunlight, and a breathing mask to concentrate the oxygen to breathable levels and filter out about half of the CO2.

Dev knew; he'd been there, as had Katya and Brenda Ortiz and quite a few of the other scientists, troops, and shipjackers with Farstar. It was damned hot on the surface, uncomfortably so, but he'd needed to have one arm bare at least to accept a translator comel; and during his final confrontation with the Naga beneath the surface of GhegnuRish, he'd actually left the environmentally controlled safety of his warstrider in order to be able to touch the alien creature directly, wearing nothing more than a shipsuit and a mask.

He was pretty sure that the data was being deliberately manipulated by the Imperial and Hegemony authorities to make communication with the DalRiss seem even more difficult and dangerous than it actually was. That was one reason why he'd insisted on such a large complement of teleoperated scouts. He wanted to enter the Alyan system with the assumption that he knew nothing, taking nothing for granted, and build up a data base independent of anything that had reached the Confederation by way of Imperial data bases, simulations, or scientists.

He was beginning to suspect that the most devastating weapon either side could wield in war was not thermonuclear warheads or kilometer-long dragonships or new and more powerful warstriders. No, the key weapon in any war was information, and Dev intended to gather as much of the precious commodity as he could before the shifting tactical situation forced him into combat.

Time passed, and the RD-40 scouts closed the dwindling gap between themselves and the alien world, fanning out from a straight-line course to make their final approach from several directions. Halfway to the target they separated into two groups, one of which continued accelerating all the way while the other flipped end over end and began coasting, ready to decelerate at the same rate. After pushing 50 Gs for over eighteen minutes, the first group was hurtling in at nearly six hundred kilometers per second, flashing through and past the Imperial squadron so quickly that only weapons directed by high-speed machines could have any chance of hitting them.

Even at that speed, however, the probes' AI-directed sensors gathered enormous volumes of data in flickering instants of time, relaying it all back down the lasercom links to the Confederation ships. Soon, the Imperial vessels were known in enough detail to assign them names from Eagle's warbook. The two Yari-class destroyers were the Asagiri and the Naginata; the frigates were Hayate and Reppu, both of the big, twenty-four-thousand–ton Arashi-class. The two smallest were twelve-hundred–ton Tidori-class corvettes, Sagi and Hatukari.

Rippling flashes marked missile launches from the Imperial warships. By absorbing all light and radar energies that struck their nano-camouflaged hulls, the probes were nearly invisible both optically and to radar and ladar detectors. Such invisibility was never purchased without a price, however. Energy absorbed had to be balanced by energy given off; the remote probes were fairly bright infrared targets, and the plasma trails from their drives were easily tracked when the craft were under full thrust.

The Imperial missiles were set for IR homing, and they had accelerations at least as high as those of the RD-40s, or better. And the problem was complicated now by time lag. At a range of six hundred thousand kilometers, the speed-of-light gap between the Confederation squadron and the scouts was four seconds; it took two seconds for imagery and sensory data gathered by one of the scouts to travel by comm laser back to the linked brain of the man piloting it, and two seconds more for his steering and thrust commands to return to the craft's tiny onboard AI . . . by which time the high-velocity probe had moved almost twenty-four hundred kilometers.

Four seconds matters little when dealing with tens of thousands of kilometers of empty space; in close combat with enemy warships, however, four seconds becomes an eternity, a fatal eternity when fractions of a single second measure the difference between a successful maneuver and the impact of an IR-homing missile. As the RD-40s neared ShraRish, the Imperial forces in orbit began responding, sluggishly at first, then with a fast-growing firestorm of missiles and energy beams.

In rapid succession, the teleoperated probes began dying in flares of dazzling light, as IR-homing missiles slammed into their targets in direct, head-on impact, or detonated at a distance in shotgun sprays of pellets that shredded the scouts' thin hulls and transformed them into hurtling clouds of white-hot scrap.

The battle for Alyan space had begun. So far, the exchange was bloodless, the only casualties creatures of plastic, duralloy, and electronic circuits.

But with such energies involved, and so many people, it could not remain bloodless for long.
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"Necessity," runs the old proverb, "is the mother of invention." Nowhere is this more evident than in the history of modern warfare. From the very first use of the tank in warfare, developed as a means of breaching the barriers of barbed wire, trenches, and interlocking fields of machine-gun fire on the Western Front in the First World War, to the introduction of beam and missile weaponry on orbital constructors and tugs, humans have used remarkable ingenuity both to kill and to survive.

—Juggernaut: A Brief History of Armored Combat

Chujo Aiko Hayashiya

C.E. 2525

Dev remained linked with the data simulation from the probes, listening in as Commander Duryea coordinated the far-flung network of teleoperated scout craft and operators. The voices of the linked operators formed a soft background murmur to the scene, punctuated by Duryea's terse and number-heavy orders and demands for more data.

"Seven-two, Seven-five, Eight-one, this is Thunderhead," Duryea's voice said. "Divert to three-one-five at plus zero-one-one. Give us a close-up on target Tango-one-niner."

"Roger that, Thunderhead. Seven-two breaking left and high. I've got Tango-one-niner locked in and on approach."

"Nest, this is Eight-one. I copy. Locked in and on approach."

"Probe Seven-five, Seven-five, this is Thunderhead. Do you copy?"

"Nest, Seven-five! I've got three India-Romeos vectoring in! Don't know if I can dodge 'em!"

"Seven-five, Thunderhead, we copy. Maintain full Gs and pitch right to zero-five-one at plus zero-seven-three."

"Nest, Seven-five! I can't get clear! They're on me! I can't! . . ."

"Probe Seven-five destroyed," the sonorous and unhurried voice of Eagle's AI announced. Two light seconds away, one of the probes had just been smashed from the sky, while somewhere aboard one of the Confederation ships, a probe jacker, severed from his mount, was blinking awake inside a ViRcom module. Dev checked the tally list and saw that twenty-eight of the remote probes had already been lost.

But the Battle Ops rundown on the Imperial fleet was complete. In another fifteen minutes, the second group of probes, decelerating now to velocities of only a few kilometers per second, would reach ShraRish and begin mapping that world in exacting detail. The rest had either sailed past ShraRish and the Imperial squadron and were already out of the battle, or they were attempting to change their combat roles, from surveillance drones to antiship missiles.

The chances of one of the remote drones scoring a hit were slender. At the RD-40s' incredible closing velocities, their pilots could do little more than point their steeds in the general direction of an enemy target and hope for the best. They had little in the way of lateral maneuverability, and the four-second reaction time between the moment a probe's scanners detected something in its path and the instant its pilot's commands reached it made fine course adjustments or complex maneuvers useless. After boosting across over half a million kilometers at 50 Gs they were low on reaction mass as well, which meant that when their containment fields collapsed, the resultant plasma detonation delivered little more than the kick of a fair-sized warhead of conventional high explosives.

Despite all of that, Probe Three-three managed to close with the Asagiri, coming in on the light destroyer nearly broadside-on. Listening to the symphony of mathematics and intercept plots singing in his brain, the jacker waited until the probe was some twelve hundred kilometers from the target before triggering the craft's drive; two seconds later and six hundred thousand kilometers away, Probe Three-three flashed into plasma as hot as the core of a small sun.

The strike was, as it turned out, a near miss, the explosion flaring briefly against the blackness of space twelve kilometers short of the destroyer's hull. Considering the distances and speeds involved, that was pinpoint accuracy indeed. The expanding plasma cloud and a clutter of molten debris slammed into Asagiri's ventral side starboard a fraction of a second later.

Any kind of debris moving at a relative velocity of better than six hundred kilometers per second is a terrifying weapon in space. Fortunately for Asagiri, the debris cloud was expanding; much of it missed entirely, most of the surviving bits were wiped from existence by the flash of automated point defense lasers, and only a few grams of solid material actually struck home. Still, the kinetic energy of those flecks of debris was great enough that the destroyer's hull was breached. Atmosphere spilled into space, along with some furniture and several charred bodies from her crew's mess, but the leak was swiftly sealed off by automatics, and, in any case, the shipjackers aboard were securely enclosed within their pressurized link modules, safe from all but a direct hit on Asagiri's heavily armored core stations. The damage was not severe enough to cripple her. A power conduit was broken, a control circuit melted, but redundant backup systems kicked in and, for the moment at least, no serious damage registered within the damage control subroutine of Asagiri's onboard AI.

Lagging behind the faster ships of the Confederation squadron, the converted hydrogen tanker Tarazed could only manage 2 Gs, and so she maintained station with the equally slow transport Vindemiatrix, well astern of Eagle and the more powerful, more maneuverable warships.

Tarazed was constructed as five huge spheres strung together like pearls in a necklace between a tiny command module and the boxlike complexity of her fusion drive. The lead sphere had been remodeled to carry cargo and passengers; specifically, it housed the hangar decks and maintenance bays of the 1st Confederation Air/Space Wing, recently nicknamed the Bluestars.

Though acceleration dragged at him, making his lean, seventy kilos' mass feel like a leaden one-sixty, Sublieutenant Nevin Vandis—Van to his friends—took a final walk-around, giving his warflyer a final exterior inspection. He wasn't entirely sure what he would do if he found something that would warrant a downgrudge on the ugly little ship; he was sure he wouldn't report it. A story popular with members of his squadron was that of Lieutenant Ben Skarbeck, an ascraft fighter pilot who, during the defense of New America, had found his number one cryo-H tank holed by a bit of shrapnel just as the alert sounded for another incoming wave of Imperial fighters. According to the story, which had already assumed mythic proportions, Skarbeck had plugged the hole with the wad of chewing gum that always seemed to be working its way around between his cheek and his gums, fueled up his ship, and launched in time to down two Imperial Ko-125 Akuma attack craft and one Se-280 interceptor.

Van chewed gum as well—it seemed to be part of the persona of front line fighterjacks when they weren't linked to their steeds—but he wasn't convinced that the Skarbeck story was true and didn't really want to test the idea in combat. Most substances became uncompromisingly brittle when subjected to the temperatures and pressures required to store cryogenic slush hydrogen, and he frankly doubted that a mix of chewing gum and saliva had the chemical or physical properties of, say, the nanolayered polyduraplas sheathing the inside of his flyer's cryo-H tanks.

Vandis was typical of the fleet's small contingent of fighter pilots, which meant he knew he was the best of the best, the top of the link-jacked military hierarchy that ran from space fighterjacks like himself down to the mud-slogging leggers at the bottom. He'd started out five years earlier as a warstrider with the Newamie militia; his skill with finely detailed linking had qualified him as an ascraft fighter pilot, and he'd flown both I-20 Shorishahs and I-32 Sensokanazuchis for New America's Hegemony government until the rebellion had forced him to choose between the rule of distant Earth or the more immediate and representative government of rebel New America. In point of fact, he cared little about politics one way or the other, though he was well aware that the war had already had one profound impact on his life. More than anything else he loved to fly, and since he'd been assigned to the Bluestars' 3rd Squadron, he'd done very little else. Even during the long periods when Tarazed was isolated in K-T space, Van and his yujos in the squadron flew endlessly in simulations, jacked into their fighters and living the fantasies fed to their brains by the ship's combat AI.

"Hey, Lieutenant!" a voice called from behind. "You really gonna wire that piece of hardware to your brain?"

Van turned, grinning. "You know a better way to get a fast jackin'jolt, Chief?" Van replied, grinning. "Anyway, she would never do anything to hurt me."

Julio Cordova was Van's crew chief, a short, stocky man with a heavy mustache and ebony skin who thought of the ugly little fighter as his personal property, something to be loaned out to Van with some concern about whether or not it would be returned in one piece.

"Wasn't worried about you." He reached up and laid a proprietary hand on the vehicle's starboard weapons sponson. "I'm more concerned about what your impure thoughts'll do to her once you launch."

"Ah, you never see the parties I take her to soon as we clear the chute." He shook his head in mock dismay. "Dancing naked on the bar . . . it's shocking, Chief. You wouldn't recognize her. How was the diagnostic?"

"Well, we had her guts out all day yesterday, Lieutenant, tryin' to find a short in her nav system interlock."

"You find it?"

"Nope, but the diagnostics stopped showing a downgrudge when we swapped out the EL-30 module. Could've been a programming glitch. Then again, maybe we bumped a loose wire back into place when we slammed the access shut."

"Yeah, well, if I lose track of Tarazed while I'm out there, Chief," Van said slowly, "I'll be sure to let you know the thing's not fixed."

"Just so you bring her back, Lieu. Otherwise, she comes out of your pay. And your bar tab."

"Confederation credit?"

"Gok, Lieu! That scuttin' kuso's not worth a nullhead's download. Make it Hegemony yen."

"Christ, Chief, just whose side are you on, anyway?" Van continued his walk-around beneath the hanging bulk of the ship, scanning the cryo-H tanks carefully for any ice, for any telltale wisp of vapor that might indicate a containment breach. The craft's belly checked, he grabbed hold of a levitator strap, slipped his left boot into the stirrup, and rode up the support gantry. Careful where he placed hands and feet—a two-point-five-meter drop under two Gs killed you as dead as a five-meter fall under one—he stepped off onto the catwalk that gave access to the vehicle's dorsal side.

At least it looked as though he wasn't going to have to put the chewing gum idea to the test. His warfiyer, an aging DR-80, was battered and chipped and scoured, with mismatched patches showing a long history of past field-expedient repairs, but its pressure hull was tight, its circuits checked out operational—with the possible exception of that glitchy nav interlock—and the RM tanks were holding pressure. Van'sGuard was ready for launch.

Warflyers were themselves the product of field expediency. Though they'd been designed originally as tugs and high-mass manipulators for construction jobs in orbit, local planetary militias had found them useful as space-maneuverable weapons platforms . . . a fancy term for cheap space fighters. The young Rebellion, with access to few modern air/space fighter craft, had seized on warflyers as a means of addressing the Imperium's superiority in both technology and numbers. They were slow, they could neither operate within a planetary atmosphere nor achieve escape velocity, and many were so old that their pilots proudly claimed that stranger things than chewing gum maintained pressure and hull integrity.

Van'sGuard was a prime example of the type. She was a Mitsubishi DR-80, originally an orbital constructor modified for a military role under the name Tenrai, the "Heavenly Thunder." With the new Emperor taking Tenrai as his Nengo era-name, however, Confederation pilots had taken to calling the DR-80 other things, few of them complimentary.

"Warhawk" was perhaps the most consistent name out of many, though, one without obscene or scatological implications and bearing a long tradition in the history of military aviation. A propeller-driven fighter called the Warhawk had fought with distinction in the Second World War; a nuclear-powered transatmospheric craft had been dubbed Warhawk during the Third American Civil War.

This Warhawk was an inelegant contraption, a squat cylinder three meters long stacked atop a pair of cryo-H storage tanks and a massive fusorpack and thruster. Bulky, round-ended sponsons mounted port and starboard housed weapons systems, maneuvering jets, and manipulators. The ungainly craft was, in fact, little more than a conventional warstrider with the leg assembly replaced by a thruster and six tons of reaction mass. Nose art graced the craft's stubby and debris-scarred prow, a naked woman flying above the script-written name Van'sGuard, her back arched and her head back, her arms outstretched like wings and her prominent breasts thrust forward in blatant mimicry of the Warhawk's paired weapons sponsons.

The warflyer, massing eighteen tons fully fueled and loaded, was suspended from an overhead rack in Bay Seven of Hangar Deck One aboard the Confederation carrier Tarazed. The former hydrogen tanker had been converted years before into a carrier; her complement of eighty-two warflyers—six squadrons of twelve plus ten in reserve—was roughly equivalent to an Imperial air-space wing aboard one of the big dragon-carriers. Most were converted constructors like the DR-80. A few were genuine ascraft fighters, sleek darts that were all wing surface and streamlining, but even the best of those were obsolete compared to the Imperium's faster and more maneuverable Se-280s. Van had been flying the Warhawk exclusively now for over a year, and with good-natured scorn grudgingly preferred it to anything else in the rebels' flight-capable inventory.

The hangar deck was a clashing, clattering, deafening place, a steel-walled cavern in which several hundred men were hard at work on dozens of warflyers of different types. Battle stations had sounded before Tarazed had come out of K-T space the first time, but the activity in the fighter bays, though chaotically loud, was smooth and purposeful. A tractor growled past below the catwalk, towing a DY-64 on a wheeled cart. Julio called something to him just then, but the words were lost in the shrilling of the tractor's horn.

He leaned against the catwalk's railing, taking some of the weight off his aching feet. "What'd you say?" he shouted back.

"I said, have you heard the who-was about Deadly Dev?"

"I make it a point never to listen to gossip about my superior officers. What'd you hear?"

"Word is he's already made contact with the Alyans through that mess of RD-40s." He pronounced the name "aliens," as did most of the Confederation's Inglic-speaking rank and file. "The whole gokin' Alyan fleet's comin' out to take the Impies in the rear."

"I'll believe that one when I've got 'em pegged and IDed in my primary scan," Van called back. Who-was and rumor defined military shipboard life as much as overcrowded quarters and monotonous food. There were always a dozen prime bits of who-was floating around, and both the number and what Van liked to call the disbelief factor tended to shoot up astronomically just before an action.

Julio rode a levitator strap up to the catwalk. "Maybe you're right, Lieu," he said cheerfully. "Just the same, be damned sure of what you're shootin' at out there. I'd hate you to take out one of our new allies by mistake!"

A touch of his palm to an interface panel opened the Warhawk's command slot, a padded, coffin-shaped recess buried within the warflyer's main hull. With Julio's help, Van lowered himself in, careful not to let himself drop and injure a tailbone or an elbow. He was already wearing a shipsuit, a gray, skintight garment that covered everything but his hands and his head. Gloves and helmet were waiting for him inside the command slot. The gloves sealed over his cuffs, and the left one possessed circuitry that matched the cross hatching of gold and silver threads embedded at the base of his thumb, allowing him to touch an AI interface panel even with his shipsuit sealed.

The helmet possessed three internal jacks on short leads. Again with Julio's help, he snicked the jacks into his cervical and temporal sockets, then carefully seated the helmet on his suit's self-sealing collar. Life-support feeds snapped home in connectors on his right chest and side. Data feedback from the suit's intelligent circuitry projected a status report against the upper left corner of his vision. Air . . . pressure . . . gas mix . . . physiology . . . all within normal parameters.

Carefully, Van lay down in the slot, stretched out full length on the padding. He could hear Julio's harsh breathing as the crew chief leaned over him, jacking the data feed cables inside the slot home in the receptacles in Van's helmet.

"Luck, sir!" Julio shouted, raising his voice unnecessarily. Despite the racket in the hangar bay, the pickups in Van's suit were working fine, but even people familiar with the technology tended to assume that someone swaddled head to toe in a sealed shipsuit was cut off from the rest of the world. "You bring my baby home, y'hear?"

Van touched his right forefinger to his visor in ironic salute, as Julio gave him a cocky thumbs-up, then thumbed the control that closed the Warhawk's pilot slot. There was nothing so fancy—or as expensively complex—as a nanotechnic dissolving accessway. The hatch slid shut with a squeak and a bang, sealing Van in a stifling, close-in darkness.

He brought his left palm down against the interface panel positioned close by his hip. There was a flash of static . . .

 . . . and suddenly, again, Van remembered just how cut off from the rest of the world he had been. Walking around in your skin you tended to forget how sharp your senses could be, how clear your vision, how complete the array of data available through a full-socket feed in your cephlink. From his point of view, Van now was the DR-80, hanging from its cradle above Tarazed's hangar deck. He could see now in a three-sixty arc all the way around and top and bottom as well, though he tended to focus in one direction at a time, just as if he were still seeing with human eyes. His view in one direction—directly aft—was blocked by the slush hydrogen tanks and fusion thruster, but he could see the other warflyers of his squadron—Third Squadron, the Gold Eagles—resting in their cradles around him, could see the vehicles and individual maintenance personnel and pilots by their ships, could see Julio riding a strap back down toward the deck.

"Gold Eagle Lead, this is Three-five," he announced over the tactical circuit. "Logging on."

"Copy, Three-five," a woman's voice replied. Lieutenant Commander Jena Cole was the Gold Eagle squadron CO. "Welcome aboard. Ready for tacfeed?"

"Hit me."

Data sluiced through the cephlinkage as a new window snapped open, covering half of Van's view of the hangar bay. Readouts showed the readiness of each of the ascraft and warflyers of the wing, four squadrons readying for launch, with the other two as backup on a five-minute hold. A 3-D, over all tactical view showed Tarazed and the transport Vindemiatrix running side by side, with Eagle and the smaller ships of the squadron spreading out in a broad, arrowhead shape ahead. The Imperial squadron, each ship neatly tagged with an identifying code and block of data, was coming to meet them, accelerating out from ShraRish at 3 Gs.

"Looks like the welcoming committee's on its way to meet us," Van said. He looked, but he saw nothing that might have been Alyan starships maneuvering behind the enemy ships.

"You've got that right, Three-five," Cole replied. "Current plan calls for a four-squadron release in . . . one hundred thirty-two minutes. In the meantime—"

"We're gonna run sims," he interrupted.

"How'd you guess?" That was Sublieutenant Gerard Marlo, Three-seven.

"Hey, if we have time to kill, let's do some flying."

"Yeah, we're hot," Sublieutenant Lynn Kosta, Van's wingman, chimed in. "Let's burn some mass!!"

"Here comes the feed," Cole told them. "We'll start with polishing our close-assault SCM."

And he was in space, bearing down on an Imperial light destroyer.


Chapter 15

Though the term "military intelligence" has been considered an oxymoron ever since it was first coined, the fact remains that the gathering of intelligence—about terrain, climate, enemy strengths and dispositions, and anything else of either strategic or tactical value—remains the most important facet of military planning. Without solid intelligence, the best generals keenest evaluations remain guesswork, his shrewdest guesses little more than wishful thinking.

—Juggernaut: A Brief History of Armored Combat

Chujo Aiko Hayashiya

C.E. 2525

Still linked with Commander Duryea and the probes' data simulation, Dev watched as the globe of ShraRish expanded in his vision, as complete and as gloriously complex in the details of cloud patterns and mountains and rugged, islandedged coastline as it would have been had Eagle already entered low orbit. The tracks of a number of probes showed as green lines curving in toward the cloud-wreathed sphere. Special targets were known DalRiss cities, as well as any clusters of buildings, nuclear power plants, grounded ascraft, or other anomalous structures that would indicate the presence of humans on the planet's surface.

The lead group of probes, the ones that had slammed through the Imperial fleet, were all destroyed now, or else they'd long since passed the Imperial squadron and were headed now into deep space, out of fuel and beyond the range of their jacker links. The second group, however, had been decelerating for some time now, until their speed was measured in only kilometers per second . . . instead of hundreds of kilometers per second.

As the second wave of RD-40s neared ShraRish, the almost featureless globe in the data simulation began to take on more and more detail—a rugged band of upthrusting mountains stretching along the equator between two golden seas, a vast expanse of red-ocher desert near the south pole, gleaming pinpoints that might be DalRiss cities, the precise positions—and, moments later, as their movements were assessed, the precise orbits—of all of the Imperial ships. The remote probes were programmed to assimilate a wide range of data, including scans of every available electromagnetic wavelength, of neutrino flux, and of mass and gravitational anomalies such as those linked to QPT plants. RF leakage from communications systems and computers gave hints regarding the Imperial commander's tactical frequencies, his weapons status as lasers powered up and missile batteries were readied for firing, and his ships' engineering status as fusion power plants were brought to full output. Both of the Yari-class destroyers were tracked as they broke orbit, and the telltale gravitational ripples emanating from them indicated that they were bringing their power taps on line.

Faster and faster, the probe data rippled through the simulation's framework, expanding, adding detail, revealing new targets of opportunity. The globe representing ShraRish grew from empty translucence to a globe as clear and as detailed and as beautiful as any visual image of the real thing seen from orbit, complete with swirling clouds and the eye-aching glare of sunglint off the surface of a gold-brown sea.

"We're starting to get some good feeds from inside the atmosphere, Commodore," Duryea told Dev.

"How many do you have targeted on the main Imperial base?"

"We had three, but only one's made it through. Five-nine."

"We're going to need that download, top priority."

"Yes, sir. Ah! Looks like the Dojinko feed's coming through now. Pull down a window and enjoy the show."

Dojinko . . . the DalRiss city where the primary Imperial surface base had been attacked. The scurrilous name grated at him, but he uplinked the appropriate codes, then watched as a secondary ViRsim display opened inside his mind, overlaying his view of ShraRish. This new scene was a feed from Probe Five-nine, now at an altitude of less than fifty kilometers and angling steeply down toward Dojinko.

The image was trembling violently despite the system's valiant attempts to hold it steady. Warning discretes flashed and scrolled at the edges of Dev's vision. Despite the deceleration, the probe still had tremendous velocity, was still traveling so fast that the outer layers of its duralloy hull were vaporizing, creating an ionization trail that made holding even a lasercom lock with the craft difficult.

Too, the high speed of approach guaranteed that its initial transmissions would mean little to human viewers. To Dev, the probe's motion rendered the view little more than a confused and vibrating blur of color, the white of clouds, the gold and russet and ocher of what might have been vegetation or simply desert sand . . . and then the picture tilted wildly and vanished in a burst of static.

"Probe Five-nine destroyed," Eagle's AI reported. "Probe Seven-eight destroyed. Probe One-two destroyed. . . ." The list was growing longer, the reports of destruction coming in now faster and faster. According to the tally board, fewer than two dozen of the RD-40s were still transmitting.

"That went by too fast for me to make anything of it," Dev admitted. "Can I have a playback?"

"Absolutely. Set time factor at fifty to one."

This time, Dev could see the clouds and the wrinkled expanse of golden ground clearly, surrounded by the glowing haze of the probe's reentry trail. As the probe plummeted toward the ground, he became aware of terrain features spread out below him like a map, while the horizon curved gently away beneath a gold-and-violet haze. The AI added graphics to orient him. There was the Imperial base, a tiny, quadrangular gray scar against the golds and browns of the surrounding landscape. A pair of brackets winking just to one side of the quadrangle marked where the DalRiss city ought to be.

"Enhance," Dev said, staring hard at the brackets to tell the AI what he was interested in seeing. "Max resolution." The quadrangle seemed to rush toward him, expanding to fill half the display, edges blurred by distance and atmosphere suddenly sharpening into computer-drawn crispness of line and detail.

The terrain within the brackets was pockmarked and broken, but otherwise empty. Abruptly, the scene rolled away to port, was replaced by a brief flash of sky, and then the display filled with static. According to the transmission data, Five-nine had not been hit by enemy fire but had simply broken up in the atmosphere during the final, fiery instant of reentry.

"Odd," Dev said. The DalRiss city wasn't there anymore. He ordered a repeat of the imaging sequence, shifting his attention this time to the Imperial base.

The facility looked fairly typical and had probably been grown on the site from standard nanofabrication programs. The pavement had most likely been laid down with Rogan molds, while the gun turrets perched on their ten-meter towers looked like ordinary ship weapons installed in standardized hardpoint mounts. Two big transport ascraft were parked on the black surface of the landing field that roofed over the large, central structure. A perimeter fence—a high-voltage, high-amp barrier fence to judge from the design of the support struts—surrounded the entire facility.

No . . . that wasn't quite accurate. The fence encircled the base perhaps halfway, but as Dev froze the display in place and again enhanced the resolution, he could see that the entire eastern and southern sides of that barrier had been knocked down. Checking the data readouts, he noted that the probe had detected no power flow through the barrier; the thing was dead. Mixed in with the wreckage were a number of bulky, gray-white, and wrinkled objects that he couldn't resolve well enough to identify. DalRiss buildings? Plant life of some kind? Vehicles?

Interesting. Some of those objects had obviously broken through into the perimeter, and they'd brought some of the gold-brown-ocher ground cover with them. The vegetation had spilled through the wreckage and taken root on the pavement inside, giving the facility the look of age-old ruins abandoned by its builders long before. Some of those buildings, he saw now, showed extensive damage. A lasercom mast leaned at a drunken angle, and a gun tower had been snapped off near its base and now lay full length on the pavement where it had fallen, the quad barrels of its 80mm lasers pointed uselessly at the sky. Nearby, an outlying dome had been torn open and its contents scattered. Dev couldn't get resolution enough out of the system to make out what those contents might be, but they looked like crumpled paper or rags. Bodies? He couldn't tell. Probably not . . . unless fighting had been going on recently. He had to remind himself that the original reports of fighting on this world were now eight months old.

Eight months, and the Imperials had not rebuilt the fence or repaired the damage to the outlying buildings. Dev searched the image for signs of recent repairs or building but found nothing obvious.

He did see four warstriders, two Katanas and two smaller Tachis standing in what might be guard positions close by the central structure's surface access lock. He saw no other sign of life, no workers in E-suits repairing exterior damage, no legger infantry on patrol, nothing but gray buildings, gray pavement, and the four jet black combat machines standing guard.

Dev emerged from the secondary imaging window. "I'll want everything you have on that base," he told Duryea. "I'm probably not picking up on more than a fraction of what there is to see here, and I'll need time to study it in detail. Have you picked up any other Imperial facilities on the planet?"

"No, sir," Duryea replied. "Not operational, anyway. There are some structures about five thousand kilometers to the northwest that were erected three years ago by the Imperial Expeditionary Force, but they definitely look abandoned."

"And the base they call Dojinko? It looks pretty badly used."

"It's still operational, though. No power to the perimeter fence, but we've got power usage inside the main building and the weapons are charged and ready. IR plumes from their heat vents show their air conditioning is running full blast, and their nuclear reactor is at about fifty percent of max output. Two of their lasercomm towers at least are operational, and there was a fair amount of radio traffic. No, sir, I'd say that, whatever happened down there, Dojinko is still very much alive and operational."

Dev was going to need to go over the scene with Katya. If there were intact Imperial units on the ground, her people would have to go down and root them out. He wished, though, that Probe Five-nine had revealed more of the current status between the Imperials and the DalRiss. Except for those enigmatic gray lumps scattered about the base perimeter, which might or might not be DalRiss vehicles or structures of some kind, there was no sign of the aliens. Hell, their entire city was simply missing. He knew individual DalRiss buildings could move . . . but a whole city? Or had the Imperials destroyed the city, or tried to, and thereby instigated the attack?

"Commodore?" a woman's voice through the link interrupted his thoughts. "This is Canady."

"I'm here, Commander. Go ahead."

"The Impie fleet is definitely deploying to meet us. Looks like they want a fight. If we hold to four Gs' acceleration, our projected intercept will bring us within maximum missile range in another forty minutes. Thought you'd want to know."

"Thank you, Commander. I'll shift over to Battle Ops in a minute."

"Yes, sir."

"Have your people start analyzing the data in ViRsim," he told Duryea. "If you find anything more of tactical significance, patch through to me in Ops and download it, fast."

"Absolutely, sir." He sensed the man's grin. "That includes any DalRiss stuff we find?"

"Especially any DalRiss stuff," Dev replied. That, he realized, was partly what was nagging at him. The DalRiss had enormous cities, vast living structures of unknown purpose . . . hell, they had starships, weirdly shaped hulks a kilometer or more long. Where were they?

So far, there was nothing to indicate that there were any DalRiss left on the planet at all.

The Imperial squadron was clearly in serious trouble from the start, if only because the Confederation's Eagle was half again larger and carried more than twice the mass of either Asagiri or Naginata. Eagle's laser and particle accelerator batteries were more powerful and had greater range, and the big Confederation destroyer's fire control systems allowed her to remote link with many more teleoperated missiles at a time. Since space combat was basically a matter of overwhelming the enemy's defenses with sheer, raw firepower, the Confederation force possessed an enormous initial advantage.

On the other hand, advantage in space combat could be fleeting. Eagle was certain to be identified as the most dangerous of the Confederation warships approaching ShraRish, and she would be targeted accordingly. The Imperials could afford to ignore the frigates, corvettes, and converted freighters for a time in an all-or-nothing attempt to knock Eagle out of the fight. Constellation would be targeted next, but if the Asagiri and the Naginata could destroy or cripple Eagle without suffering critical damage themselves, they would have the Confederation light destroyer at a two-to-one advantage in mass and firepower; the rest of the rebel fleet could be mopped up more or less at the Japanese squadron commander's leisure.

He was Shosho Kenji Hattori, a thirty-eight–year Imperial Navy veteran in command of His Majesty's Alyan Contingent. He was kokkyojin, a "Frontier-person," meaning he was Japanese, but born and raised off Earth. Originally from the Nihonjin colony world of Ebisu, he tended to be direct and less than subtle, with a bluntness that frequently bordered on rudeness. His Frontier manners had won him few friends within the Imperial nobility, and he was proud that he'd earned his present rank—the equivalent of rear admiral—through merit and sheer bullheaded tenacity. His family had been ocean nomads; Ebisu, named for the ancient Japanese god of fisherfolk, was largely ocean, with scatterings of islands and island continents and the floating city-ships of its colonists. When, at age twenty, Hattori had been sent to Japan to complete his education, it was only natural that the seafaring tradition in his blood find outlet with the Imperial Navy, navigating the seas of space and the K-T Plenum instead of the immense, hurricane-scoured oceans of Ebisu.

From his vantage point within the Battle Ops simulation aboard the light destroyer Naginata, Hattori had watched the rebels' approach with interest. Some of those ships matched the description of vessels reported to have attacked the Imperial shipyards at Daikoku; if they were the same, that one that looked like a tanker would actually be a carrier, with several squadrons of warflyers loaded aboard. The armed transport would be carrying the rebel ground troops.

The transport. Kill it, and the whole point of the rebel attack would collapse.

The rebels could have no reason for being here other than a landing. Presumably, they'd somehow learned of the trouble at ShraRish and had come hoping to exploit it. Hattori smiled to himself at the thought. Knowing what the enemy wanted in a battle was more than half of his defeat. It gave the planning of this battle a Zen-like simplicity and economy of purpose. That big Amatukaze-class destroyer—he thought it must be the Tokitukaze, the ship captured by the rebels at the Battle of Eridu. She was the key to the rebel formation. The light destroyer, corvettes, and frigates were no match for the Imperial squadron without the Amatukaze destroyer backing them up; the space wing aboard that converted carrier would be warflyers for the most part, and no match for the advanced interceptors carried by Naginata and Asagiri.

So, destroy the large rebel destroyer while using fighters to fend off harrying attacks by enemy warflyers, and then go for the transport.

That was Hattori's preferred approach in all things . . . simple, blunt, and brutally direct.

"All ships!" he commanded, speaking over the Japanese squadron's primary tactical channel. "This is Hattori. Take formation One! Target on the big Amatukaze. Susume!"

The two battlefleets closed rapidly.


Chapter 16

Modern space combat can be broken into three major phases, the approach, the long-range battle, and the close-range battle.

       The approach: the two respective forces are too distant to affect one another save by extremely long-ranged teleoperated missiles. The time is spent arranging the formation for maximum effect, to circumvent expected enemy strategies through tactical deployment, cloudscreens, and last-minute maneuver.

       The long-range battle: at ranges of between one hundred thousand and one thousand kilometers, high-G missiles are the only effective weapon, though these can be countered by the point defense lasers (PDL) of target ships. The emphasis here is to overwhelm the targets' defenses with saturation bombardment. . . .

—Strategy and Tactics of Space Warfare

Imperial Naval War College

Kyoto, Nihon

C.E. 2530

Dev knew that the Imperial commander would have to take out Eagle before attempting anything else. She was too big to ignore, too powerful to pin or block with anything less than his entire squadron. Once Eagle was crippled, he would almost certainly attack Vindemiatrix. Since Mirach hadn't yet arrived in-system, the Trixie would be the only ship capable of carrying large numbers of troops. Her destruction wouldn't necessarily protect Imperial troops on the surface of ShraRish—a prolonged and pinpoint bombardment from orbit would wipe them out sooner or later without ever needing to land troops—but if the rebels wanted anything in this system more than simply annihilating the Imperial forces, they would need troops.

He'd strongly considered leaving the Trixie at the outer fringes of the system with the unarmed freighters. His decision to bring her along had been almost instinctive, born partly of the knowledge that he would need every ship-mounted weapon available in this fight, but more of the knowledge that her presence would give a shape and a form to the coming battle that it wouldn't otherwise have had. Including her in his line of battle was equivalent to a warstrider commander choosing the ground for a battle; it gave him the considerable advantage of knowing where the enemy had to attack and how he would have to maneuver to get there. For the opening few moves of the contest, Dev would know what his opponent was thinking.

With the familiar gallop of combat linkage drumming through his awareness, Dev felt nothing for the men and women waiting out the battle, helpless within the Trixie's thin-skinned hull.

The tactics needed to crush the Imperial force spread themselves out in his mind with crystalline clarity. To counter the expected Japanese strategy, the Confederation squadron would go in head-on in a spear-shaped formation. The first shock would be taken by the point, a three-sided pyramid, with Constellation at the apex and Valiant, Audacious, and Rebel at the three corners of the base. A thousand kilometers behind them would be four of Tarazed's six warflyer squadrons, followed by Tarazed herself. Eagle would be the spear's shaft, hanging well back, using her longer-ranged weapons to strike the enemy at a distance, while Vindemiatrix took up station even farther astern, but positioned so that she could move up and tuck herself in close to Eagle for protection if any Imperial leakers broke through.

And they would break through. The key to this type of space naval battle, with the opposing forces on opposing courses and closing head-on was to do as much damage when the two forces interpenetrated as possible.

With six ships in his command, the Imperial CO had chosen an octahedral formation, placing his two destroyers in line ahead, positioning the four smaller ships at the remaining four corners halfway between them. It was, Dev had to admit as he studied the approaching formation through the tactical sim, a good choice, probably the best possible given the Imperials' disadvantage in numbers. It concentrated his strongest units along the axis of the Confederation squadron and ensured that the smaller ships were well placed for maximum mutual support.

And after that there was nothing to do but wait.

It was a fact of modern combat that the troops—whether fighter pilots like Vandis, or striderjacks, or even legger infantry in combat armor—had at their command far more information about what was actually going on around them than had their predecessors throughout history. Direct data feeds and downloads gave them up-to-the-second information on the positions of friendly and hostile forces, gave them superbly detailed views of the fighting, allowed officers to see what their troops were seeing, permitted frontline troops to request artillery or air support and have it delivered with an accuracy that would have seemed magical to soldiers of even just a few centuries before.

The problem—one that had plagued all of humankind since the beginnings of the Information Age five centuries before—was that often there was simply too much available information. A general in command of an army, or an admiral commanding a fleet, was expected to see the big picture without becoming entangled in the fussy detail of managing the battle at the level of individual squads, platoons, or ships. A single striderjack, on the other hand, or the pilot jacked into a warflyer or the legger crouched in a trench, didn't need to know how his decisions and actions fit into an entire, sprawling battle involving tens or hundreds of thousands of other people; indeed, it was usually desirable that he not be aware of more than his immediate responsibilities. More than once in the past, democratically run armies had faced disaster when the soldiers decided to vote on whether or not a suicide attack or a last-ditch defense or even participation in a war was really necessary.

How much to tell the troops about a given tactical or strategic situation was one of the great ethical dilemmas of modern warfare. The technology was such that individuals like Sublieutenant Vandis could watch the entire battle unfold within their cephlinked reality. In general, and within the limits imposed by the need for security, the Confederation military was more liberal with the information it allowed its troops to have than was the Imperium, which preferred to ration battle management information to its troops with rigid and miserly precision. Often, this had worked to the Confederation's advantage—as when Dev Cameron had for purposes of propaganda and disinformation bluffed a Japanese escort captain into believing that he was a UV Cetan.

For the moment, at least, Sublieutenant Vandis had access to very nearly as much information as had Commodore Cameron. He lay within the padded coffin of his Warhawk's slot, watching the battle unfold with the superbly sharp and crisp detail of a full cephlinked download in his mind. Acceleration had ceased some time ago and Tarazed was in free-fall, but Van felt the weightlessness no more than he'd noticed the 2 Gs after jacking in.

Van'sGuard had been lowered into a launch tube and locked in, chambered like an eighteen-ton shell in the breech of some gigantic cannon. Though he could have maintained the feed from the probe data simulation, he'd chosen to switch that channel off in order to concentrate on more immediate problems. He was surrounded by pitch-blackness now, but he wasn't aware of the monotony of the view. He concentrated instead on the squadron's prelaunch checklist, which flickered through his mind as Commander Cole ran through the entries, a litany of ship systems answered by "go" or "no go."

"Power systems," Commander Cole's voice announced.

"Go," Van replied, his attention focused on the constellation of tiny green lights aglow in his mind next to scrolling blocks of data.

"Port attitude thrusters."

"Go."

"Starboard thrusters."

"Go."

"Dorsal thrusters."

"Go."

"Ventral thrusters."

"Go."

"Thruster interlock and system program."

"Go. And go."

"Navigational systems."

He checked that readout with particular care, searching for signs of the short that had been plaguing the maintenance crew, switching it on and off several times through his link. "Zeroed," he said at last. "Set and go."

"Weapons."

"Lasers charged to one hundred percent. Missiles loaded and safed."

Some part of his awareness, though, was still focused on the unfolding battle ahead. Both fleets had ceased acceleration; if no further burns were made by either side, their respective lead elements would pass through one another in thirty-five minutes. The waiting, Van decided, was going to kill him long before any Imperial missile even had the chance.

It was always this way before a launch, whether he was doing it in sim or for real. The pressure built, he felt impatient, even angry, willing the time to pass and the action to start. Later, he knew from experience, he would go iceworld, cold and hard as water ice on an outer system world at fifty Kelvin. For now, it was all he could do to focus on the simple checklist.

"Targeting systems."

"Checking . . . go."

"Life support."

"Go."

"Communications. Switch off ship internal circuits. Go to squadron tactical."

"Switching to squadron taccom, and testing: alfa, bravo, charlie, delta . . ."

"Read you on taccom, Three-five. Comtest go." There was a pause as Commander Cole checked the communications frequencies of each of the other warflyers in the squadron one by one.

"Okay, children," Cole finally announced. "That's twelve for twelve, checked and go. The Gold Eagles are ready to fly."

Chatter from the various members of the squadron cut across Van's comm channel. "So what the hell is an eagle, anyway?"

"A mean-ass aviform, Carey. Like a grimmoth, but bigger."

"And extinct."

"If they were so mean, why are they extinct?" Van wanted to know.

"Hey, mean isn't all there is to survival, Van," Sublieutenant Carey Graham told him. "Ask T-rex or the slashertooth grynx."

"That's right," Lynn Kosta added. "Takes smarts, too."

"Okay, okay, listen up, people," Commander Cole announced, breaking in. "We're getting a feed from the Fleet CO."

"Whoa, there," Gerard Marlo said. "Deadly Dev on line, folks."

"Here it comes."

An instant later, it seemed to Van as though he were standing in the large compartment aboard Tarazed that served as the wing's lounge. The place wasn't large enough for the entire wing to gather at once; to Van, it looked as though only the members of his own squadron—twelve pilots plus perhaps thirty maintenance personnel and technical staff—were present, though Cameron's audience must in fact include everyone in the 1st Wing, nearly five hundred men and women all together. The viewall on one bulkhead showed space and graphic simulations both of the deployed squadron and of the approaching Japanese formation. Dev Cameron, wearing the two-tone grays of the new Confederation Navy and with a captain's insignia gleaming at his throat, stood before the 3-D display. He looked, Van thought, terribly young. What was he . . . twenty-eight, twenty-nine standard, maybe?

But then they were all young.

"Within the next fifteen minutes," Cameron said, starting off without preamble, "we are going to pull a type-one fleet encounter with six Imperial ships. The first shots have already been fired, the first maneuvers already implemented. I don't expect that the other fellow has any nasty surprises waiting for us, not when you remember that we are the nasty surprise for him. After all, he hasn't had time to organize anything special for us." A polite ripple of laughter ran through the lounge. Van felt a surge of impatience, though. He was ready to go, go . . . and he damn sure didn't need the pep talk that the high command always felt obligated to deliver.

"You people don't need a speech from me," Cameron went on, almost as though he'd read Van's mind. "You know your jobs and you're the best there are at what you do. Your squadron COs'll already have downloaded the basic op orders to you, so you know as much as I do about what we're trying to accomplish.

"What I do want to say, though, is that this one has to be one hundred percent. We must achieve total control of near-Alyan space so that we can land the Rangers and protect them. And if we don't destroy, cripple, or drive off all six Imperial ships, then they're going to be between us and our freighters back at our first entry point. If they want to, they could defeat us simply by slipping one corvette past us, heading out there and knocking off our stores ships. We'd be stuck, then, with nothing to do but turn around and go back to where we started. With rationing, we just might have enough stores left on board to make it back to Herakles, if we left right away.

"But I'm not going back to Herakles, not until I've carried out the orders General Sinclair gave us. We came here to enlist the help of the DalRiss in the cause we're fighting for. I don't intend to go back until we have it."

The other pilots and technicians in the simulated lounge were cheering now, and Van joined in, yelling as loud as he could. The excitement was contagious. On some quieter, deeper level, he was able to analyze Cameron's words and see them for what they were—just words, delivered without flourish or even emotion.

But the warflyer pilots were ready to die for the man. Van wasn't sure he understood the phenomenon; all he knew was that there was something in Cameron's openness and directness, in his trust of the people under his command, that Van would have followed anywhere, even to jigoku, the icy Japanese hell.

"We'll do our best to cripple those ships for you," Cameron continued, reaching out to point at the graphic display of the Imperial squadron on the viewall. "But we won't have the time to carve them up or deliver a killing blow. That will be your job, and I'm counting on you, on all of you, to make sure those people don't get through!

"Good luck! Let's show the DalRiss what Confederation warflyers can do!"

The lounge scene faded, replaced by the darkness of the warflyer launch tube. Green lights showed readiness for launch. Julio's voice called softly over a private channel. "Luck to you, Lieu. Take out one of them destroyers for me, eh?"

"You got it, Julio."

"And bring my girl back in one piece, or you 'n' me'll have words!"

Van laughed. "Yes, sir!"

"Gold Eagle clear for launch," Cole announced on the primary tac channel. "Primary sequence. Thrusters to stand by."

And then Tarazed's launch officer was counting down the final seconds in Van's ear. "And four and three and two and one and launch!"

There was a blur of motion, and Van'sGuard was flung outward by a powerful, surging magnetic flux. Stars, and the dazzling glare of Alya A, exploded against Van's awareness, with Alya A-VI a brilliant star almost dead ahead.

An ice-cold calm descended on Van, clamping down over his emotions, over his impatience and the surging exultation of being in free flight once again. He gave the mental command to fire his primary thruster, and white light exploded behind his head, driving his ship forward. Astern, the five-pearls-on-a-string bulk of the Tarazed dwindled rapidly until it was nothing more than a bright star. Van countered a slight roll to starboard, then fired his ventral and port thrusters to align himself on the rest of the squadron, arrowing now straight down the axis of the Confederation fleet's course. His Warhawk's AI painted new stars of red and green on his view of space, showing the positions of the other ships ahead. A silent flare of light there marked the detonation of an Imperial missile.

The battle proper for Alyan space had begun.

Dev relaxed into the tactical command sim, watching the battle unfold. He'd done all that he could at this point, from double-checking the position of each ship in the deployment to that final pep talk to the pilots of the 1 st Wing. He hoped the speech had not been too transparent, too obvious in its inspirational flag-waving psychology. More than anything else, he felt that he'd had to say something, to acknowledge the bravery and loyalty of those people who were about to take eighteen-ton singleships up against Yari-class destroyers.

Much was riding on them, and on what they would be able to accomplish against very long odds indeed.

Flashes of light were flaring across his tactical display now. Eagle's AI identified the flashes as a barrage of EWC-167 nanomunitions, each detonation expanding rapidly into merging, mirror silver clouds composed of trillions of microscopic flecks of crystal.

Cloudscreens, designed to reflect or scatter laser light. The Imperial fleet had ceased acceleration some time ago, so they remained behind the drifting clouds, which would render laser fire useless until they dispersed, or until the combatants were much closer than they were now.

More time passed, the range closed. The Imperials were first to fire, loosing a cloud of teleoperated missiles. At Dev's command, countermissile fire began picking off the incoming warheads. Then the surviving missiles were close enough that point defense lasers could lock on and fire, vaporizing the swiftly accelerating missiles in soundless blossoms of light.

Computer graphics continued to update the formations arrayed beneath his gaze. Constellation was nearing the closest of the vast, shimmering cloudscreens, traveling stern-first.

"Now!" he ordered, and Constellation's drive venturis flared white-hot. Seconds later, their invisible exhaust of high-energy plasma seared into the approaching cloudscreen. The frigate and the two corvettes, meanwhile, accelerated sharply, rapidly overtaking the destroyer. Portions of the screen blackened or wisped away into transparency as Constellation plunged through the cloud, closely followed by Rebel, Valiant, and Audacious.

Dev suspected that the Imperials planned to hit Constellation as soon as she emerged from the cloudscreen; he'd timed it so that all four of the ships in the Confederation vanguard would emerge at once, and at different speeds, a maneuver designed to confound the Japanese fire control AIs.

"Dev?"

Lasers fired, a crisscross of invisible beams of energy made tangible by Eagle's AI, threads of green and red that instantly identified shooter and target.

"Dev, are you there?"

That was Katya, seeking a conference channel, but Dev ignored her. His worry about how his speech had been received was gone. In its place thundered the familiar, surging exultation of raw power, a victorious affirmation of triumph. He had brought this entire fleet to this, a frenzied few moments of largely automated maneuver and countermaneuver that would in scant seconds decide the winner.

He watched, emotion shaking him like a storm, as Katya continued to try to break in.


Chapter 17

The close-range battle: takes place at ranges less than one thousand kilometers, the maximum effective reach of beam weapons—lasers, charged particle guns (CPG), and similar exotic weaponry. Also effective at short range are high-speed gunfire, "dumb" rocket barrage, and various forms of nano weaponry.

       Due to the typical high velocities of approach, this final phase of battle will last for only a few seconds at most.

—Strategy and Tactics of Space Warfare

Imperial Naval War College

Kyoto, Nihon

C.E. 2530

"Dev! Do you copy?" Still there was no response, and Katya drew back. She could sense Dev above her in the tactical net, a massive, dark, and self-confident presence within the complex web of communications and data feeds channeling through his link.

Bad timing, she thought. She knew he could hear her, but he was obviously focused so completely on the battle that he couldn't break away. No, wouldn't break away. It wasn't as though a squadron commander was so busy he had no time to spare at a moment like this. It was more like . . . like he didn't care.

That couldn't be the case, not if Dev truly hadn't changed. In all the time she'd known Dev, she'd not known another man who cared more, who worried more about the men and women under his command.

She decided to back off. A battle was no time to discuss personal frettings. Her news—that Mirach had just been picked up coming out of K-T space at the edge of the system—was available to him from other sources, and there was no reason for her to force an on-link interrupt.

Katya was pretty sure that the change she'd perceived in Dev since his encounter with the Xenolink was deepening, an isolation and a remoteness that enclosed him like a wall. What can I do? she wondered. What should I do? Has he just grown so much that we no longer have anything in common? Or is the change something worse, something dangerous?

And how do I tell the difference?

With black concern, she slipped out of the tactical simulation and into a new display of her own, one through which she could watch the head-on clash of the squadrons.

Things were happening very quickly now, and she tried to tell herself that Dev's indifference had simply been his need to follow the quickening pace of the battle.

The close-range portion of the exchange, when it came, was so brief that only later, through replayed simulations at reduced time factors, could the humans who survived it perceive exactly what had happened. With a high relative closing velocity, the two squadrons were within range of one another's lasers and other beam weapons for scant seconds. Asagiri, at the head of the Japanese formation, fired first, targeting the Constellation. Constellation replied an instant later and, to the Imperials' surprise, her first salvo was augmented by a barrage from Valiant, Audacious, and Rebel as they emerged unexpectedly from the tattering remnants of the Japanese cloudscreen. Concentrating their fire inward, they bathed Asagiri in burning, coherent light. Portions of Asagiri turned a brilliant silver as the programmed nano coating most of her outer hull flashed over to reflective mode, scattering laser light like the rainbow glint from a faceted diamond.

High-velocity rotary cannons in snubbed, dome turrets fired streams of depleted uranium slugs, ten or twelve per second. The massive deplur rounds gave an action-reaction deceleration to the firing ships that slowed them somewhat; the projectiles' speed, combined with the high velocity of approach, sent them slamming into the target with an explosive, buzz-sawing effect, tearing out huge sections of hull plate, gouging and cratering armor, snapping off antennas and PDL turrets, crumpling sponsons and wheel habitat mechanisms in a firestorm of destructive fury. Silvered nano could not resist that sleeting assault, and lasers seared and burned where the protective film had been scraped away. Asagiri staggered beneath the combined assault; her return fire concentrated first on Constellation, then shifted to the nearer Valiant. The Confederation frigate yawed suddenly to port, her primary cryo-H storage tank slit open from fore to aft, spilling reaction mass in a gleaming, frost-silvered cloud.

Then the Confederation ships were well past the damaged Asagiri and they shifted aim, targeting the four smaller ships at the corners of the Imperial octahedron. Reppu and Audacious exchanged repeated salvos; a lucky burst of deplur rounds slashed through Reppu's ventral hull, savaging her fusion plant and knocking both her primary and secondary power systems off-line. Instantly, Audacious shifted her targeting to the much smaller corvette Sagi. A volley of rockets—so-called "dumb rockets" because they had no AI guidance—caught the Imperial corvette along her starboard side, badly cratering her lateral weapons sponson. A particle beam from the Constellation detonated her number two hydrogen tank a half second later; the glare of the explosion illuminated the warring ships like a searchlight, casting sharp-edged shadows through a volume of space grown misty from the intermingling clouds of debris, scoured-off flecks of nano, and crystallized droplets of cryo-H and freezing atmosphere.

Sagi's sister ship Hatukari exploded two seconds later, a victim to concentrated fire from the Rebel and from the surviving laser and cannon turrets aboard the shattered Valiant. The Imperial frigate Hayate concentrated her fire on Constellation, scoring several critical hits.

Then the first fighter wave burst from behind the cloudscreen, descending on the Imperial squadron like a swarm of angry wasps.

"Targeting!" Sublieutenant Vandis yelled into his link. The lead Imperial destroyer was still only a tiny graphic symbol in his display as he focused on it, bringing together the two halves of the targeting cursor and giving the download command to lock on. Other targets appeared, sleek, delta-winged Se-280 interceptors spilled from the destroyer's cargo bays, but he ignored them, knowing that at this speed of approach, they might hit him or not but that there was precious little he could do to affect their aim, one way or the other. Instead, he concentrated on the much larger and richer target ahead, a Yari-class destroyer IDed by his warbook as the Asagiri.

Then the target was swelling huge in his vision. There was no time for anything fancy, no time for anything but the near-automatic response of intuition and training. His Warhawk mounted four MDA-74 infrared-homing missiles; a thought sent all four slashing into the target at a range of scant kilometers. Laser fire slashed at his warflyer in the same moment, the destroyer's PDLs. He felt the jolt as hull metal boiled off into space.

Then he was past, hurtling into darkness before the detonating warheads registered in his optics. An old, old aphorism of space fighter combat held that a fighter really required a minimum crew of three: one to see the target's approach, one to watch it pass, the third to see it vanish astern. An AI worked better; for now, Van had to content himself with the words TARGET HIT that flashed four times in his vision.

"Hit!" he called over the squadron tactical channel. "I nailed the goker!"

Then his threat alarm went off, an insistent bleeping cutting through the background chatter of the squadron. Data on the new contact scrolled across his vision. It was a small missile, probably loosed by one of the interceptors moments earlier, but fired aft as the bad guy passed to counteract its speed. With an acceleration of 50 Gs, it had quickly killed its velocity in one direction and begun accumulating speed in the other. Now it was gaining slowly on Van's warflyer from behind.

Van cut acceleration, then spun his warflyer end over end, seeking the oncoming missile. With a cold prickle at the back of his thoughts, he realized that his targeting system was dead. That PDL strike by the destroyer must have wiped his targeting optics . . . that or it had bored through and killed his tracking processor. He'd need to run a diagnostic . . . but he didn't have time and, more to the point, knowing what was wrong was not going to get him out of this one.

"This is Three-five!" he yelled over the tac channel. "This is Three-five! I need assistance here!" At the same time, he spun the Warhawk again and kicked in the thruster. Perhaps he could outrun the goker. . . .

No, that wouldn't work. The missile was gaining, and damned fast.

"This is Three-five! Three-five! I've got an India-Romeo on my tail and I can't shake it! I need some help, somebody!"

"Hang on, Van!" Gerard Marlo's voice rang across the taclink. "I'm on it!"

His wingman had been following a thousand kilometers astern; when the Imperial missile locked on, he'd cut in his port thrusters and slipped neatly into its plasma wake. In his mind, Van twisted, peering back over his shoulder. Though no physical movement was involved in the linkage, the thought let him peer aft, past the plasma flare of his own thruster. He saw the missile, a graphic point of light ten kilometers astern. Then he saw Marlo's warflyer and the pulsing gleam of his laser, followed instantly by a silent flash that wiped the warhead away in a shower of molten fragments. Tiny shards of metal pinged off Van'sGuard's aft hull, but none was traveling more than a few hundred meters per second or so faster than the Warhawk and no damage was done. Van directed a relieved thought at Marlo. "Thanks, Ger! That was gokin' close!"

"Easy feed, yujo! Where next?"

Van returned his focus forward again. In the several seconds since the missile had picked him up, both he and Gerard had hurtled past the rest of the Imperial squadron. ShraRish hung before them, a golden sphere three-quarters full.

"It's going to take us awhile to reverse course," he told Marlo. "And more reaction mass than I have left in my tanks right now. How 'bout we check out that planet?"

"I'm reading ships in orbit, Van. Big ones."

"Freighters," Van agreed. "Probably the Impie logistics ships. Let's take 'em!"

"My mouth's watering already, yujo. Lead on!"

Van did a quick series of calculations through the AI link. "Okay. A one-eighty flip and decelerate at five Gs for twelve minutes, with a midpoint course correction. That'll drop us behind ShraRish with just a little more than orbital velocity. Enough that we can come up over the horizon and nail those freighters from below."

"Got it. Let's hit it!"

Together, the two fighters flipped end over end, then cut in their thrusters.

They would be the first Confederation ships to reach ShraRish.

When Asagiri was damaged by the exploding probe, some time earlier, her captain had ordered that the ship be oriented in space to turn the damaged portion of its hull away from the oncoming Confederation light destroyer. Unfortunately, that meant that when the Warhawk had broken through the cloudscreen, dead on course for the Asagiri, the plasma-scorched breach in her hull happened to be facing the oncoming fighter.

Point defenses had killed two of the four missiles scant meters from the hull, so close that the fighter's AI registered their detonations as hits. The remaining two missiles struck the light destroyer squarely, gouging deep holes in her armor, severing the main power leads, cutting primary weapons control. As power failed to the forward half of the ship, Asagiri's AI rerouted the feed through the secondary backup.

A circuit board damaged by the earlier near miss of the detonated probe overloaded, then failed in a spectacular eruption of molten plastic and nanofilament. A relay failed to close, current arced to a fusion initiator, and the entire alfa sequencing chain went off-line and took the primary fusion containment field with it.

For the briefest of instants, a tiny sun blossomed where an instant before there'd been a three-hundred–meter starship.

Shosho Kenji Hattori watched a glowing number dwindle in his linked mind and knew that the battle was lost. The Imperial Navy had long taught its leaders to honor the cold, hard logic of numbers, which so often described life and death against the unyielding harshness of space. If there were six hours of air left for four men aboard an escape pod, say, then there was air for twelve hours if the number of men was reduced to two, and twenty-four if the number was only one. A radiation count of six-hundred rads in the habitat module of a stricken ship meant that nine out of ten of the unprotected crewmen there were going to die, with no right of appeal against the grim mathematics of death.

The number Hattori was watching was the probability of success as calculated by Naginata's AI, a complex percentage drawn from such varied factors as the mass of the surviving combatants, the number of weapons remaining in action, and the amount of reaction mass necessary for the maneuvers the various ships would have to employ in order to keep fighting. At the moment, the number read twenty-three percent—less than one chance in four that the Emperor's Alyan contingent would be able to stop the rebels from achieving local space superiority.

The situation wasn't good. Two Confederation fighters had already slipped past the battle zone and appeared to be making for ShraRish; other fighters were following, a ragged cloud of warflyers too fast and too scattered to stop. The Imperial squadron itself had lost four out of six ships; the spectacular destruction of the Asagiri alone had dropped the success probability from forty-five percent to its present level. Not counting some fourteen warflyers slapped down by the Imperials' antimissile defenses, the Confederation had lost only two ships in exchange, plus the damage wreaked against the Yari-class destroyer. The Imperial squadron had not done well this day . . . not done well at all.

"Chikusho!" he snapped, the curse hard and violent. Savagely, he opened a tactical link to the Imperial freighters still in orbit around ShraRish. "Blue Peacocks! Blue Peacocks. This is Red Sword. The battle here is lost. Save yourselves, any way you can. I suggest you break orbit at once, get to a safe distance, then return to Earth orbit and rendezvous with the First Fleet. Hattori out!"

He didn't bother waiting for a reply. Instead, he shifted channels to Naginata's internal communications and ordered the destroyer's captain to engage full acceleration.

Naginata's drive plumes exploded astern, dazzling suns driving the destroyer forward under a full 6 Gs. Bits and pieces of debris—fragments of exploded missiles or the blast-shredded remnants of hull armor torn from starships—thumped and clattered along her slender, heavily armored prow. The Confederation carrier flashed past fifteen thousand kilometers to starboard, but Hattori ordered the Naginata's weapons officer to ignore it. The destroyer had already expended over three quarters of the missiles aboard, and he wanted to preserve them against the possibility of ambush later. Eagle passed seconds later, close by the Confederation transport.

Then they were safely out of range, heading for deep space. At Hattori's command, the ship's quantum power tap was engaged, then the ship was translated into the blue flame of K-T space.

He would decide just where it was they were fleeing to later.

Within the victorious Confederation squadron, damage control measures were under way as personnel fought to save the damaged ships. Constellation had taken some serious hits but was not in immediate danger. Valiant was in a much more serious way; her exchange with the Asagiri had savaged her RM storage tanks and forced an automatic scram on both her fusion plants and her QPT, leaving her powerless, a drifting hulk.

Corvettes and frigates, the low end of the mass-ordered hierarchy of starfaring warships, were hybrids. Originally designed as small, in-system escorts and patrol craft, they massed from one to five thousand tons and were powered solely by the compact fusion plants that converted slush hydrogen to plasma—simple fusion rockets incapable of traveling from one star system to another in anything less than decades.

As Hegemony and Empire had spread through the nearer stars, however, it had been discovered that small warships, massing a thousand tons or so and with crews of 150 or less, were far more efficient at patrol duties than the light destroyers, the smallest of which were 250 meters long and massed over forty thousand tons. The reason for their enormous size, of course, was the quantum power tap arrays necessary both for channeling energy from the Quantum Sea and for prying open the fabric of normal fourspace that let the starship slip into the Kamisama no Taiyo, the "Ocean of God" where jacker-oriented maneuvers allowed the ship to bypass space, effectively traveling three to four hundred times faster than light. The smallest power tap, complete with the field generators and shielding needed to call two mutually orbiting microsingularities into existence, hold them in finely focused harmonic tuning, and channel the cascade of energy they released across the quantum barrier, required a structure the size of a skyscraper and massing forty thousand tons or more.

The answer was to build drive modules—more popularly called skip riders—forty- to fifty-thousand–ton constructs that housed QPT and drive arrays, fusion plants, plasma thrusters, and reaction mass tankage enough to fuel the thing. The relatively tiny corvette or frigate rode perched atop the whole assembly like the upper stage of one of the clumsy, multistage rockets of the pre–fusion era of spaceflight. Using the skip rider, a frigate could make the K-T passage to another star. Once there, it could park its drive module in some convenient orbit and carry out its assigned deployment, a shark instead of a whale.

Asagiri's barrage had gutted Valiant's drive module, leaving it a twisted tower of wreckage, half-melted and dangerously radioactive. Her crew was now hard at work attempting to release the frigate from the deadweight of its skip rider. Unfortunately, the magnetic clamps that secured the ship to the drive module had been frozen shut by the module's power failure. Rebel, braving the radiation leaking from Valiant's dangerously hot carcass, was rendering assistance, but it was too early yet to tell whether Valiant could be freed from the deadly embrace.

The rest of the Confederation ships had begun decelerating toward ShraRish orbit.

Slowly, slowly, Dev came down from the high-tide storm of emotion that had burst through him during the battle. God . . . he was shaking, or he would be, as soon as he broke his linkage and stepped out of the ViRcom module. He could feel that telltale tremulousness, the weakness that made him wonder whether he would even be able to stand once he was out of linkage.

The battle was over. One of the Imperial destroyers, by accelerating right through the Confederation deployment, had put itself out of reach and minutes later had translated into K-T space. At ShraRish, the freighters were scattering like sheep as the warflyer wolves descended on them. Most would probably escape; with luck, the fighters might cripple one or two. Their cargoes would be welcome additions to Farstar's inventory of expendables.

Carefully, Dev downloaded the command that would break him out of linkage, then executed the withdrawal.

Nothing happened.

Startled, Dev stared at his surroundings . . . still the tactical simulation showing the Confederation fleet and, ahead, the tiny gold orb of ShraRish. Something had gone wrong; he'd tried to disconnect and failed. There was no way that could have happened. The AI feed, his own cephlink, and the programs that ran the simulation, all were designed to boot him clear of the hookup should there be a major failure in any system.

What had gone wrong?

Again, with an almost exaggerated deliberation, he downloaded the disconnect codes, then initiated the withdrawal sequence. There was a terrifying moment of emptiness . . .

 . . . and then he was back in his physical body, lying inside the ViRcom module. Quickly, he slapped the release that freed the life-support tubes from his shipsuit and thumbed the control that dissolved an accessway through the module's side. Light spilled in from outside and he blinked; tears blurred his eyes.

Oh, God! What happened there? He took a moment to pull a diagnostic log on his cephlink's processor. Yes . . . the correct command had been issued. A fault in Eagle's AI, or in the module hardware? The gleaming constellation of green lights on the module's panel said all was well on that end. He reran the diagnostic, tracing the scrolling lines of data flickering through his awareness farther. There! A subroutine in his own link hardware had blocked the link termination protocol before transmission to the module. He froze the mental display and stared at the data accusingly. That should not, could not have happened. He had, in effect, unconsciously stopped his own coded order to Eagle's AI to disconnect.

Clearing the display from his mind, he opened his eyes, unjacked his helmet feeds, then slipped off his helmet and stowed it in its recess. Stepping out of the module, he found the deck with his feet. He felt . . . strange, light-headed, a little dizzy.

Nausea rose up unexpectedly, gagging him, taking him by surprise. He vomited onto the deck, then nearly fell as the weakness swept through his body.

Unaccountably, he found himself wanting to crawl back inside the module, to jack in and lose himself again in the glorious emptiness of space. He hurt . . . and he felt so weak he could scarcely stand.

Supporting himself with one hand against the module, he looked up. Katya was there, looking at him with mingled fear and concern. He remembered her trying to get through to him, remembered ignoring her. There'd been nothing deliberate in that, he recalled. She simply hadn't mattered.

He swallowed, the taste acid-hot and bitter.

Something was very seriously wrong with him, and he had to find out what it was.


Chapter 18

Where earlier advances in communications and electronics represented obvious progress in Man's technical evolution, the development of cephlink technology represented a leap greater than those earlier developments by many orders of magnitude. Where earlier advances might be compared to the biological evolution of the eye, say, or of chordate anatomy, the cephlink could be compared to one of those unforeseen shifts in evolutionary direction that created whole new universes for life to exploit—comparable, say, to the colonization of the land, or the invention of sex. Many today accept human-cephlink cyborgs as an entirely new order of creature, as distinct from homo sapiens as the amphibian is from the fish and with the same, greater evolutionary promise.

—The Rise of Technic Man

Fujiwara Naramoro

C.E. 2535

Seen from orbit, ShraRish was exactly as Katya remembered it. Like Dev, she'd last orbited the world aboard the transport Yuduki, one of the armada of Hegemony and Imperial ships that had visited the twin Alyan system back in 2541. Its small oceans and landlocked seas gleamed purple beneath the blaze of Alya A, while the land was covered in vegetation that overall looked gold, but which when examined closely showed a beautiful mottling of orange, brown, ocher, yellow, red, and pink.

And the mountains. She'd forgotten the mountains. Three billion years younger than Earth, ShraRish was more tectonically active by far than that relatively placid and middle-aged world. From orbit, the largest ranges looked like wrinklings in the skin of overripe fruit; active volcanos were marked by thousand-kilometer plumes of gray-brown smoke and ash, while on the planet's night hemisphere the eruptions showed as sullen red pinpoints wreathed in the silent throb and pulse of lightning storms. The nightside, too, was brought alive by the planet's auroral displays and meteor falls. With a more active, energetic sun than Earth, the darkness-shrouded portions of the polar areas of this world were always crowned by pale, shifting circlets of light, while a sharp eye could discern the steady flicker and streak of meteors vaporizing as they struck atmosphere.

Two hours earlier, Eagle had entered low orbit around ShraRish and her hab modules had been set to rotating, providing a half G of spin-gravity. Valiant and Rebel were still enroute; the frigate had finally been freed from the wreckage of her drive module by surgically directed laser bursts from the corvette and was now being brought in under tow. The rest of the squadron was with Eagle in orbit, as the widely scattered fighters of the 1st Wing continued to straggle in. Mirach and the Confederation freighters were inbound from their vantage point at the frontiers of the Alyan system.

The entire squadron was still on full alert, but unless the enemy had more ships hidden somewhere with reactors scrammed and power sources shut down, it looked as though the Confederation now controlled near-ShraRish space. Two Imperial freighters had been caught by Tarazed's warflyers before they could break orbit. The others, together with the lone surviving Imperial destroyer, had made the translation to K-T space and were long gone, almost certainly on their way back to the Shichiju.

There'd been no response, so far, from the Imperial forces on the surface of ShraRish.

Katya had joined Dev in Eagle's lounge, where he'd taken a seat on a low sofa bordering a sunken area in the middle of the room, while she stood before him, hands on hips. She was furious at him, more angry, if that was possible, than she'd been when Sinclair had given her the order to leave New America.

"Just what the hell is the matter with you, Dev?" she demanded, ignoring the white, gold, and violet panorama on the lounge viewall behind the sofa. Set to display the planet's surface as seen from a camera mounted on Eagle's bow, the screen revealed no movement save the steady, silent glide of clouds, seas and mountains over the curve of the planet.

"Nothing," Dev replied. "I told you, nothing! I'm fine!"

"You get sick all over the deck coming out of link, you can hardly stand up, and you tell me you're fine?"

He looked a little better now than when she'd met him by the link module. She'd slap-injected him with medical nano, then helped him back into the module, jacked him in, and summoned a med-psych monitor on the link.

"It's okay, Kat. I'm okay. Don't make more of it than it is."

"That, Dev, sounds like a classic case of denial. I don't want to hear what you think. What did the monitor program say? Or do I have to haul you down and let the nanosomatic engineers take you apart?"

"My physiodiagnostics still check okay," he told her. "I'm a little . . . depressed, is all."

"Depressed? Depressed? Depression doesn't make people vomit. And it doesn't turn people as close as we've been into strangers."

He sighed. "Hate to tell you, Kat, but you're wrong. It does all that, and more."

"Did the monitor suggest treatment?"

He nodded. "It prescribed a series of sex and relaxation ViRsims, and a daily, five-minute series of in-link alpha modulations. Tranquilizers, in other words."

"Okay. Fine. Are you doing it?"

He gave a half smile. "I've hardly had time to, have I? Anyway, I . . . I don't think I really want to."

"Why the hell not?"

"Because I'm more than halfway convinced that linking is my problem."

Katya felt herself go cold. "What, you think you're going null? That's ridiculous, Dev, and you know it."

Nulls were those people who, for physiological, psychological, religious, or ethical reasons could not accept the nano-grown cephlink hardware that allowed them to interact with technic society. They formed a substantial, if largely invisible, minority throughout both the Core and Frontier of the Shichiju.

"No, I'm not going null. Quite the opposite, in fact. I . . . think I'm in some kind of withdrawal."

Katya looked for the right words to say, then failed. Withdrawal? She knew whatever Dev was going through had to be wrapped up in his experience with the Xenolink, since he'd never had any real trouble with linkage one way or the other before. He'd always shown a slight tendency toward technomegalomania, enough, she remembered, to get him disqualified for the Hegemony Navy, but except for an occasional touch of recklessness, it had never seemed to affect him.

What had changed?

At that moment, several off-duty engineers entered the lounge. Katya didn't want to discuss something so personal as this in public, especially something that could erode the confidence the squadron's personnel felt in their military CO if it got around.

Dev was obviously thinking the same thing. "Well, Katya," he said rising from the sofa, "I'd better get back to work. Want to be linked in when Rebel hauls the Valiant into orbit. I'll talk to you more about it later, if you want. I assure you, though, that there's nothing wrong. Later?"

"At dinner," she told him. "Officers' mess."

"At dinner." He walked out, leaving her alone by the viewall.

But he wasn't at dinner. When she inquired through Eagle's AI network, she learned he was in a tactical sim, overseeing the beginnings of the repair work to both Constellation and Valiant. She left word for Dev that she would be in the lounge, then returned there to find a seat in front of the viewall.

The compartment was fairly crowded when she got there. Brenda Ortiz was there, along with several of the scientists and programmer techs from the expedition's contact team.

She stood before the viewall for a time, watching the drift of ShraRish's seas and clouds. In the distance, an odd assembly of bulky, angular shapes gleamed in the sunlight. Frigates were, by ship-class definition, larger than corvettes, but Rebel was still wearing her skip rider, and the dismounted Valiant looked like a toy clutched tightly against the other ship's belly.

Was Dev really addicted to linkage? She'd heard of such things happening, of course, though usually it involved some poor guy—or gal—wiring into a continuous orgasm loop and burning out the pleasure centers. Such people weren't good for much after that, not without a massive neural rewrite, a reprogramming of memory and personality that amounted to wiping the brain clean and starting over.

She shuddered, preferring not to think about that. Whatever was haunting Dev was nothing so obvious as sex addiction. He'd mentioned being depressed, but this was more subtle than TDS, or technodepressive syndrome. He could still function and didn't seem impaired in any way.

But how would it affect his performance as the squadron's commanding officer? If he had to be relieved, Lisa Canady would replace him, and while Katya had nothing specific against her, the woman was still something of an unknown quantity.

Maybe, she told herself, it's none of your business. Go back to the Trixie, see to your troops, and get ready for the landings. You're going to have enough to worry about without wondering what's going on in Dev's scrambled brains.

But she couldn't just walk away from him. She had to help. But how?

"It's beautiful, isn't it?"

Katya started. Brenda Ortiz stood at her side, a glass of caff in her hand. She was staring at the viewall display, where the curved horizon of ShraRish bowed against the tiny, blazing disk of Alya A. Eagle was past the planet's terminator and falling into night.

"It makes you wonder," Brenda continued, "just how accurate our notions of our own planet's history really are."

"What do you mean?"

Brenda nodded toward the planet below. "Everything we've learned about that ecosystem has been teaching us more about our own. And about life in general. It turns out that the evolution of life isn't quite so unlikely as we always thought."

"Oh, I don't know," Katya said. She welcomed the distraction, needing to think about something else for a while, before her software burned itself into a loop. "Living ecologies are still scattered pretty thinly. Otherwise, we wouldn't have to do as much terraforming as we do, right?"

"Oh, ecologies where we can live comfortably are rare enough, all right. But everything we learn about life, about how it works as a system, how it spreads, how it evolves, everything everything demonstrates that life is a part of the natural order of things. It's as though the universe was designed specifically to produce life. It's not an accident."

"You're starting to sound like a Determinist," Katya said, grinning to disarm what could have sounded like a challenge of Brenda's intelligence. Determinism was one of the host of more or less fuzzy-minded religions that had appeared among the worlds of the Shichiju, a tenet that, like predestination before it, held that everything that happened in the universe was preordained and beyond the reach of human will.

"The first great revolution of biology," Ortiz said, with the air of a classroom lecturer, "was the theory of evolution. The second was genetics, and the understanding that life was an elaborate means of preserving and transmitting DNA.

"The third began when we realized that the beginnings of life on Earth stretched back a lot farther into the past than we'd imagined at first. Fossil evidence showed that there was life on the planet within half a billion years after a solid crust formed. Right?"

"I'm linked."

"Okay. That early appearance of life on Earth demonstrates that wherever you have CHON—carbon, hydrogen, oxygen, and nitrogen—plus assorted seasonings and a mean temperature range between zero and one hundred Celsius, sooner or later—and probably sooner—life is going to appear."

"Wait, that's what I don't understand. Most of the worlds of the Shichiju were prebiotics. No life . . . just the building blocks life needed to get started. I thought the idea was that life was limited to worlds that had something like a large, close moon to stir things up on a regular cycle."

Brenda nodded. "Ah, yes. The old Tidal Theory."

"Right. Worlds that had their own native ecologies before humans showed up are rare. Earth. New America and New Earth. Eridu. Maia. Six or eight others in a volume of space a hundred light years across. And the Alyan worlds, of course, and even there ShraRish started off lifeless."

"Exactly. Out of the eighty-some worlds we know with the prerequisite conditions for life, fifteen developed their own ecosystems. Almost twenty percent. And life was deliberately introduced on the rest."

"Well, yes, but those others were terraformed. Humans deliberately creating a new ecosystem where there was none before. It wasn't . . ."

"Natural?"

"Right. It wasn't natural."

"How do you distinguish natural from artificial?"

"Easy. We planted life on places like Liberty and Herakles by using technology, and lots of it. Sky-els and atmosphere generators as big as mountains, just for a start. Now that's artificial."

"How life does what it does is beside the point, Katya. Look at the Nagas. They spread from world to world too, but not by what we would call intelligent volition. They're undeniably intelligent, yes, but their world view and their version of technology are so different from what we know that the actual process, blindly firing capsules containing nanotechnic matter programmed with the template of a new Naga, really isn't any more reasoned than when two people have sex and conceive a child. The mechanics of the process aren't conscious and they aren't planned, at least not by us. Another way of looking at it is that life planned it that way, through biodiversity and natural selection. I've heard it said that we are DNA's way of making more DNA."

Katya laughed. "I see your point. Still, it's hard to see life as an automatic process when eighty percent of the worlds we've found that could have had life, didn't."

"Ah, but how many of those worlds might have developed their own ecosystems, given another billion years or two?"

"Well, as I understand it," Katya said, "that Tidal Theory you mentioned a minute ago says that strong tides are necessary for the appearance of life. That the constant mixing of CHON soup in the twice-daily rise and fall of the tides, coupled with the appropriate thermal and ultraviolet input, gives a regularity to hot and cold, light and dark, wet and dry that encourages the appearance of long-chain molecules that are both strong enough to survive the cycles and complex enough to self-replicate. That sure seems to explain the native life on New America, at any rate." Katya's homeworld possessed a single huge, close satellite, Columbia, that raised gentle but enormous tides across the world's oceans twice in each long day.

"Maybe the moonless worlds are just slow," Brenda said with a smile. "They still have the tides generated by the local sun, those that rotate, anyway. And maybe there are other ways of doing things that we don't understand yet."

"Like the way life got started originally on GhegnuRish?"

"Especially how it got started on GhegnuRish so early in the planet's history, and how it developed so quickly. It's almost as though life knows it doesn't have much time before a star like Alya leaves the main sequence and makes the planet uninhabitable.

"That's why I was wondering about whether we know all there is to know about our own planet's history." She gestured at the golden globe of ShraRish, a glorious splash of color hiding sulfurous volcanoes and sulfuric acid rain. "Looking at that, it makes me wonder. Those earliest fossils we've found on Earth, the ones going back to the first billion years or so of Earth's evolution, they're obviously simple things, but they don't tell us much about the actual conditions, save that there was liquid water present. We can guess about the actual composition of the atmosphere, of course. CO2. Sulfur compounds in the air."

"You're saying conditions on the early Earth were like those on the DalRiss worlds." Katya wondered where she was going with this.

"Not really," Brenda said. "The modern Alyan atmosphere isn't any more similar to what it evolved from than Earth's atmosphere today is to its atmosphere three billion years ago. Environmental conditions are changed and regulated by life. But conditions on the early Earth and on the early GhegnuRish must have been similar. A lot more similar than they are today. Probably the main difference was in how much energy the system received from its sun.

"It got me wondering if maybe there'd been a time, early in our planet's history, when life was basically, uh, DalRissan. Breathing CO2 and giving off oxygen, utilizing sulfur compounds for energy-transfer molecules, the way we use phosphates. Maybe there was a whole, entire alternate biology on Earth that we don't know about today, one that was wiped out when too much oxygen was dumped into the atmosphere or that couldn't compete with our kind of life when it wiggled along or, well, whatever. You've heard of the Burgess Shale?"

Katya shook her head.

"One of the great paleontological discoveries of history. A group of fossils from five hundred fifty million years ago that included types of animal completely unrelated to modern life. Things so bizarre that, well, the name given to one species was Hallucigenia."

Katya laughed. "Evidence of an alien invasion of Earth?"

"Not quite. Evidence that the course life takes as it evolves is subject to abrupt and unexpected twists and changes. But for an accident that we can't even guess at today, intelligence on Earth could have evolved from one of those Burgess monsters, maybe something like Opabina, with five stalked, compound eyes and a long, flexible trunk equipped with pincers on the end."

"Are you saying those Burgess creatures had a DalRissan chemistry?"

"Not at all. They didn't. But, well, look at it this way. There's life on Earth today living in the deep ocean next to volcanic vents, called 'smokers.' Life based on photosynthesis—and that includes us, of course—can't exploit those hot, mineral-rich, energy-rich resources next to deep thermal vents, because there's no light down there at all. Instead, life next to the smokers is chemosynthetic, with an ecology based on bacteria that metabolize sulfur released by the vents. Maybe once, during Earth's first billion years or so, a sulfur-based, DalRissan type of life evolved, only to be replaced later. Maybe sulfur-based life requires a lot more incident energy than is available anywhere on Earth except near those volcanic vents, which is why it thrives on worlds like ShraRish.

"I'm not really saying anything except that, given half a chance, life will appear, sooner or later, and it will adapt and evolve and diversify to fill every available niche, including some that staid and boring, carbon-based, oxygen-metabolizing, phosphate-transferring, old stick-in-the-muds like us can't even imagine. Life has a will to be that just can't be stopped."

Katya was silent for a long time, staring at the panorama of ShraRish. Alya A had vanished behind the planet's curved horizon in a final flash of blue-gold fire. They were in night now, though the world's horizon still showed a curved smear of clouds, bloodstained red and scarlet. Below, the mysterious fires of lightning storms and volcanoes silently glared and pulsed, together with the intermittent flash of meteors. Aurorae illuminated the poles with ghost-pale blue-and-green radiance.

"I hope you're right, Brenda," Katya said after awhile. "Sometimes it feels as though the end purpose of evolution is us . . . and all we're good for is killing one another. It would be kind of ironic if the final scene of a five-billion–year play was nothing but ruined cities and radioactive deserts and the dead hulks of derelict starships."

Brenda shook her head. "Well, I suppose we might possibly exterminate ourselves . . . but life will continue, one way or another. A billion years from now Earth will be populated by somebody, maybe descended from us, and maybe not. Whatever it is, it'll probably be something that makes Hallucigenia look like a close relative. I guarantee that it won't look like us, though, because change is one of the foundations of all living systems. It might not even be that old standby, 'life as we know it.' "

Katya reached up and tapped the side of her head, indicating the hardware nesting within her brain. "Maybe the machine component will get the upper hand. Lots of us are already hybrids of human and machine. Maybe someday the machine part of ourselves will just decide to discard whatever fragments of the animal are left."

"That's been suggested before. But saying that we're going to change into machines is missing the point. Whether life is based on carbon and subunits called cells, or on silicon and subunits called switches is immaterial. Cells are small machines. Nanomachines act like cells. Where's the difference? It's all life, of one kind or another, and it will ultimately fill the universe."

"I wonder," Katya said after a long silence, "if when it reaches that point, it will think the journey was worthwhile?"


Chapter 19

Our contacts with alien species thus far, with the Xenophobes and with the DalRiss, strongly suggest that the logic of nonhuman intelligence does not necessarily conform to human logic. This bit of tautology masks a deeper truth: if we have difficulty accepting the logic—the worldview, the point of view, the view of self—of other human cultures, then we may never be able to communicate on any but the most fundamental level with those other minds that we must someday meet among the stars. Somehow, somehow, we must transcend our ego-delineated limitations, must give ourselves a godlike view that incorporates the human sense of independence, the Xeno concept of Self, and the DalRiss view of life.

—Alien Minds: A Human Perspective

Dr. Paul Hernandez

C.E. 2543

The Imperial forces on the surface of ShraRish continued to ignore the presence of the Confederation ships in orbit, despite repeated attempts to raise them on all space-to-ground laser, radio, and ViRcommunications channels. Scans both from orbit and by ascraft dipping into the upper levels of the atmosphere detected only the one Imperial facility at Dojinko.

The close-range survey also began to positively identify concentrations of DalRiss, which had gone unnoticed for the most part during the initial probe flybys. DalRiss cities were hard to pick out from orbit in any case, for their buildings and other structures were themselves living organisms, seemingly designed to blend into the background of ordinary forest growth. It was, one New American computer technician informed Dev, unnervingly like searching not for a needle in a haystack, but for one particular strand of hay.

Dev, raised on Earth instead of an agricultural world like New America, wasn't sure what a haystack was . . . or a needle either, for that matter, but he could appreciate the tech's frustration. Life of one sort or another blanketed the surface of ShraRish in a bewildering profusion of growths, most with metabolic processes more energetic than those of typical plant life Dev was familiar with. The only areas on the surface not covered with living material were the most rugged portions of the highest mountains and the surfaces of the seas, and even there Eagle's scanners detected tangled mats of growth thousands of kilometers square, floating on the waves and soaking up the high-energy sunlight.

Despite the background noise, as the scanner techs charged with searching for signs of intelligent life called the planet's living blanket, DalRiss cities were spotted. By far the largest concentration of DalRiss-related organisms, meaning their buildings and the various gene-tailored creatures they used as mounts or for other purposes, appeared to be in a single area perhaps a thousand kilometers southwest of Dojinko, close by the shore of a large, landlocked sea.

An interesting point observed by the orbital scanning teams was made evident through contrast photography and computer enhancement. Most of the mobile dwelling-creatures concentrated at that site, soon dubbed "the Migrant Camp" by human observers, had recently arrived there from elsewhere on the planet's surface. The marks and trails left by the passage of tens of thousands of huge, slow-crawling creatures remained visible in the bruised ground vegetation and in the barren stretches of rock, soil, or gravel scoured clean by their passage. The vanished DalRiss city that had existed just to the east of the Imperial base had apparently taken a straight-line trek across one thousand kilometers of low, rolling hills, a prairie, and a major river . . . not to mention one corner of the human base facility. Other city groups had evidently crossed much vaster distances, circumnavigating seas and crossing or bypassing entire mountain ranges to reach the new site.

The Migrant Camp was enormous. Conservative estimates suggested that twenty million DalRiss might be living there, an enormous number by their standards, at least as humans understood them. Most of their buildings were relatively small, a few tens of meters long, perhaps, and half that in height. Some retained their sluglike traveling shape; many more had adopted the more characteristic mushroom shape of most personal DalRiss structures.

There were plenty of other structures as well, though, including huge domes, spires, towers, and structures for which there was simply no apt and easy description. What, for example, was to be made of the single largest structure in the entire city, one that appeared to be the focal point of all DalRiss activity in the area? Shaped like a huge, seven-armed starfish, it sprawled near the shores of the sea. So thick at its center that it rose like a hill in the middle of the city, and with a diameter of over two kilometers from arm to opposite arm, it rested on the ground surrounded by living DalRiss structures pressing so close to one another that there was scarcely room at all between any one building and its neighbor. The starfish shape appeared to be connected to the water by a vast tangle of what might have been pipes or tubes, or possibly they were clumps of roots each as thick as the trunk of a good-size tree. Like all DalRiss structures, it was obviously alive, grown in place, but what its purpose might be was unguessable.

Adding to the mystery were indications that numerous other DalRiss concentrations had abruptly decided to pack up and move elsewhere. Dozens of sites were identified and catalogued that were identical to the barren area near Dojinko, areas several hectares in extent possessing little or no vegetation, with craters and scars showing in the bare earth or rock, and with pathways trampled through the surrounding forest suggesting that the town's buildings had simply decided to walk away. Many of those trails led to the Migrant Camp. Others led to other villages, or else dwindled away and were lost in the forest. There were even a few sites, relatively fresh-looking ones, that showed starfish-shaped markings in the ground reminiscent of the big, central creature at the Migrant Camp. Smaller versions of that creature, with numbers of arms ranging from four to nine, had rested in those towns for considerable periods of time, then vanished, complete with the DalRiss that had tended them. Why? And where had they gone?

In a simulation compiled from hundreds of accumulated hours of orbital observation and unmanned probes, Dev studied the three-dimensional image of the Migrant Camp and its mysterious center, hoping to stumble across some clue to DalRiss behavior. With him were his battle staff, including Captain Canady, and Katya and her senior staff, flown over from the Mirach and the Trixie. Also present were Brenda Ortiz and her Contact Team people, experts on the DalRiss who more and more frequently were answering questions with frank we-don't-knows.

"Might it have a military function?" Vic Hagan asked, referring to the creature that by now was known as "the giant starfish." Hagan, an old comrade of Katya's who'd only recently received his new rank of lieutenant colonel in the Confederation ground forces, was her current number two in the 1st Confederation Rangers. During the trip from Herakles, he'd been CO of the 3rd Battalion troops aboard Mirach, while Katya had remained with the 1st and 2nd Battalions on Vindemiatrix.

"What . . . like a fortress?" Katya asked.

"Maybe it's mobile," Lisa suggested. "The Dal part of the DalRiss symbionts, they're kind of starfish-shaped, aren't they? Maybe this is just a very large Dal."

"I doubt that," Brenda said. "It's two kilometers across and must weigh a hundred million tons at least. I don't care what kind of metabolism it has, it wouldn't be able to generate enough energy to move. My guess is that it's some kind of large building."

"Yes? How do we tell?" Sergei Androyev replied, clearly frustrated. The bushy-haired linguist from New America's Ukrainian colony was one of Ortiz's best people. "If it has weapons, we can't see them. It's clearly hollow because the DalRiss appear to be moving inside, but there is quite frankly no way of determining its function."

"Not from up here, at any rate," Brenda said. "It's a strange idea for a bunch of xenolinguists, I know, but we could go down and ask them."

"Do they know we're here, do you think?" Dev asked.

"Almost certainly," Androyev replied. "We know the DalRiss have radio. In fact, they appear to be quite sensitive to radio emissions, the way we are to light."

"That's right. They have some kind of radio-sensitive organs, don't they?" Lieutenant Commander Fletcher said.

"According to our interviews with them," Brenda said, "going back to First Contact, they first became aware of Hegemony civilization through our radio emissions. We know they can understand our language now, and we've been beaming messages at them over several radio frequencies, both in Inglic and in Nihongo. They know we're here and they know we're fighting against the Empire. They just haven't answered us as yet."

"Maybe broadcasting radio at them isn't such a good idea," Lisa Canady suggested. "For them it might be like a bright light in the eyes would be for us."

"Anything's possible," Ortiz admitted. "But they seemed to respond well to radio dialogues beamed at them by 1-IEF three years ago. And presumably, that's how the Imperials have been talking with them lately. The Japanese don't much enjoy communication through the comels, I gather."

"The ones in the Expeditionary Force certainly didn't like getting their hands dirty," a senior programmer tech pointed out. "It had to do with actually wearing a living creature, I think. They tended to be pretty fastidious about sticking bare skin into anything that looks as nasty as a comel."

Several people in the linkage chuckled at that, including Dev, who'd worn the DalRiss translators on numerous occasions. Comels, the living creatures designed by the DalRiss to facilitate direct emotional communication between wildly divergent species, were disconcerting to people who hadn't used them before. Many refused point-blank to touch the things, which resembled nothing so much as soft, black or gray pools of tar or thick jelly imbued with a quivering, greasy-slick life of their own.

No one was sure where the name "comel" had come from originally. Some thought it sounded like the DalRiss word for them, though the DalRiss spoken language was so complex, involving parallel sounds and voices, that it was difficult to isolate individual chains of sounds from any single spoken phrase. Others preferred the more mundane suggestion that the genegineered organisms had originally been designated "Communicators, Living" by Imperial military scientists who studied them, a term that in Inglic readily shortened to "com-L." Whatever the origin of the name, however, they'd proven invaluable, not so much for bridging the language gap between humans and the DalRiss, which the DalRiss themselves didn't seem to regard as much of a problem, but for allowing communication between humans and the utterly inhuman Nagas.

"I certainly think our best chances lie with using the comel," Ortiz said. "It was their invention, after all."

"And if the Imperials haven't been using them," Katya pointed out, "that's an important distinction between us and them. It might make the DalRiss more sympathetic to us."

"Okay," Dev said. "Face-to-face contact is always best, I'd agree to that. Whatever we decide to do, though, whatever approach we use to make contact, I suggest we do it fast. We only have a limited amount of time to try to communicate with these people, remember."

"How long?" Ortiz asked.

Dev shrugged, then remembered that his analogue was not visible in the simulation, that the others could hear but not see him.

"At the very best, six to eight months," he told her. "That's how long it will take that destroyer and the freighters that escaped after the battle to get back to Shichiju space and tell the Imperial Staff Command that we're out here. The Imperials can't afford to let us have exclusive communications with the DalRiss. Even if we haven't figured out how to go about doing it yet.

"At the worst, well, they could be breaking out of K-T space at the edge of the ShraRish system right this moment. The Imperials in the Shichiju would've learned about Dojinko, about the problems with the DalRiss, before we did. They'll have been taking their time about assembling a relief fleet, but that fleet will be here, and I'd be willing to bet it'll be here damned soon. We'll have to be ready to up stakes and clear out just as quick as it takes to load our people aboard an ascraft and get them up to orbit."

"And abandon the DalRiss?" Katya said, anger flaring. "When are we going to stand and fight for a change?"

"When we have a chance of winning," Dev told her bluntly. He'd heard the pain of the unhealed wound in her voice but ignored it. This wasn't the time or place to discuss the ethics of war.

"We should probably go straight for comel communications," Hagan suggested, verbally insinuating himself between Dev and Katya. "At least that will show them that we want to communicate. They might not recognize our current radio broadcasts as anything more than 'hello, how are you.' "

"Commander Hagan has a good point," Androyev said. "We know that the DalRiss understand our language, the actual words, but we're still not sure how much of the meaning they attach to those words corresponds with the meaning we attach to them."

"You're saying 'Hello, how are you' could be a ritual death threat for them?" Katya asked.

"Maybe not that, exactly, but that's the idea. Most human greetings convey certain social postures and attitudes. 'I am friendly. I have no weapon in my hand. I care about your well-being.' Such sentiments tend to lose their meaning over a long period of time and become little more than a social ritual. But we have no idea what they would mean to a DalRiss."

"Ah," Dev said. "Maybe for them 'I have no weapon' means 'Hi there, I'm your breakfast.' Or, 'I care about your welfare' means 'Hey, how would you like to mate?' "

Most of the others laughed. "That," Androyev said, a little stuffily, "is perhaps the general idea."

"The next question we have," Dev said, "is where do we make contact?

"We seem to have a choice there," Katya pointed out. "The original plan called for going in and taking down the Imperials at their surface base first, then talking to the DalRiss who were on the site. That might not be practical at this point, though, since all the DalRiss at Dojinko appear to have uprooted, literally, and moved elsewhere. Alternatively, we could ignore the Imperials—they don't seem to be much of a threat now—and try a landing close to Migrant Camp. At least we know we'll find the DalRiss there."

"I think," Dev said slowly, "that our best course of action will be to stick to the plan as written. We could be violating some taboo or law by showing up uninvited at Migrant Camp, and if that starfish in the middle of town is some sort of military structure, our arrival could be seen as a threat. We'd be better off, I think, grounding near the Impie base. If the DalRiss are feuding with the Japanese, it won't hurt to show the natives that we are too. And I think it'll be important to try talking to them at the same place where the Imperials have been working with them. We still don't know how unified DalRiss society is, or if it even corresponds well to what humans think of as a social structure. If we land at Migrant Camp, we might discover that none of the locals know about humans."

"Unlikely, that last," Ortiz said. "Considering the fact that humans are responsible for ending the long DalRiss war with the Nagas, I doubt very much that there's a Riss on the whole planet who doesn't know about us in one way or another. Still, I think you're right about the need to take up communications with the DalRiss at the same place the Imperials evidently left off. There could be symbolic value in that . . . and we'll be facing fewer unknowns."

"Then we're agreed," Dev said. "Katya? The sooner we get your people down there, the better. How soon can you go?"

"We just need as long as it takes to file One-slash-one aboard an ascraft and deorbit," she said, referring to the 1st Rangers' First Company. "Say two hours."

"We're coming up on ship's night," Dev said. "Why don't we give your people a last, good night's sleep? God knows how long it'll be before they have someplace to rack out besides the link modules of their warstriders. Muster aboard your ascraft at 0800 hours tomorrow."

"Zero-eight hundred it will be, Commodore."

"You'll be pretty much under your own discretion, Katya, though I'll want to maintain full linkage with you all the way. Your overall directives will be first to assess and eliminate the Imperial threat—and I'll rely on your judgment as to just how you carry that out—and then to attempt to make contact with the DalRiss. Again, your judgment."

"Wait," Ortiz said. "Shouldn't the Contact Team be along for that, Commodore?"

"Negative, Professor. Not this time, not with this many unknowns. We'll have you packed aboard an ascraft though and ready to deorbit just as soon as Colonel Alessandro gives the word. Once the Impies are cleaned up, once we have at least some acknowledgment that the DalRiss are willing to talk to us, then we'll send you down."

"I think you're making a mistake there," Ortiz said, the frown showing in her voice.

"Maybe. But until we've sized up the political situation down there, this is still a military mission, with military objectives and prerogatives. I promise you, the colonel won't go in shooting. Not at the DalRiss, anyway."

The discussion turned next to the mechanics of contact and to what the Confederation Expeditionary Force hoped to accomplish, assuming, of course, that the Empire gave them time.

Dev was feeling noticeably better now that the mission was properly under way. He'd given in to the monitor's suggested regime of recreational linking and alpha wave control, and possibly that was helping as well. He'd noticed in any case that he felt worst when he wasn't jacked in, best when he was enjoying a full, three-jack download. He no longer dreamed as much about what had happened on Herakles. His earlier depression was largely gone, too, though there was a lurking nostalgia for the far vaster sweep of experience and knowledge and being that had been his during the Xenolink. The longing for that vaster, inner world was controllable when he was linked, with immediate access to literally any knowledge and experience he wished to have. Only when he was out of link, with nothing to rely on but his own native abilities and the few gigs of implanted RAM in his brain, did he really feel the impact of his loss.

If only he could just somehow manage to stay linked all the time. . . .


Chapter 20

Warstriders found their first military application in the Manchurio-Japanese War of 2207. It was that conflict, incidentally, that demonstrated once and for all Imperial Nihon's technological lead over the other nations of Earth, a clear result of her having seized the high ground of space during the previous two hundred years.

       Significantly, though, there were relatively few new developments in warstrider technology during the next three centuries. There were experiments, of course, with changes in size, in numbers and types of weapons, in control systems, sensor packages, and armor, but the basic idea—an armored combat machine controlled by the directly channeled neural impulses of a cephlinked pilot has remained virtually unchanged since its inception.

—Modern Military Hardware

HEMILCOM Military Documentary

C.E. 2537

The ascraft, a VK-141 Stormwind, slanted in from the southwest nose high, kicking up a swirl of dust and fragments of vegetation as the ventral thrusters cut in. Four bulky, roughly egg-shaped packages disengaged two at a time from slots beneath the ascraft's down-canted wings, tumbled free, then steadied in bursts of hot plasma. As each touched down on howling, twin jets, side and bottom panels swung open, articulated joints unfolded, legs and arms and weapons pods deployed in smooth-moving parodies of the motions of a living creature. One after another, the machines went into full combat mode, rising on jointed digitigrade legs, weapons and sensors alike extended and scanning their surroundings. Their armored hulls shimmered as the nanoflage coating them adjusted to the new surroundings, taking on the mottled, gold-orange hues of the vegetation in the area. They didn't vanish—quite—but when the machines froze in place, their outlines all but disappeared, making a firm ID difficult. When they moved, their outlines blurred, while the color patterns twisted and moved as though the strider's entire outer surface was paneled with mirrors.

The first four warstriders were down unopposed. As the Stormwind's thrusters shrieked and the bulky craft pivoted in place, then rose once more into the sky, a second ascraft drifted in out of the southwest, followed by a third and a fourth, each stooping to disgorge its own complement of warstriders in a ragged line to either side of the first team. There were sixteen in all, a full platoon consisting of a mix of light and medium machines: RLN-90 Scoutstriders, Ares-12 Swiftstriders, and LaG-42 Ghostriders.

The largest was an RS-64GC Warlord, with the legend Assassin's Blade picked out in white script on its armored prow, and as the machine swung about, the warm, background colors reflected by its nanoflage surged and rippled behind the letters. Tucked away within its three jackerslots, Katya, Sublieutenant Ryan Green, and Warrant Tech Kurt Allen were linked to the Warlord's systems. Green was piloting, Allen was jacked to the primary weapons, while Katya concentrated on running the platoon.

"Skyfall, Skyfall," she announced over the ground-to-orbit frequency. "Dagger is down."

"Dagger, Skyfall, we copy that," the voice of Eagle's Battle Ops officer replied in her head. "We've got you pegged at the primary LZ, with no hostiles or unknowns in your immediate area. Your objective is at zero-three-five, range five point two kilometers. You should have Point Alfa in sight to your northeast."

Checkpoint Alfa was a low, bare-topped ridge three kilometers from the landing zone, easily recognizable from the simulated runs Katya had worked on aboard the Eagle. "Roger that. I see it."

"Your objective should be in sight from there. How's the weather down there?"

"Hot," she replied, glancing at her met readouts. "And muggy. With a chance of acid rain. But no bandits. None that've shown themselves, anyway. Plenty of background noise, though. There could be an army out there, and if they weren't powered up, we'd never see them."

They'd landed in a broad clearing extending west from the ridge and almost encircled by forest. Their surroundings felt distinctly alive, with rustlings and subtle shiftings among the vegetation. The tallest were slender with fernlike or spearlike tips thirty meters or more above the ground, and some had a feathery look almost reminiscent of the virgin native forests back on New America. Most were rounder and squatter, though, like huge mushrooms or bloated puffballs or stacked layers of shelf fungus, while others possessed surreal clumps of light-gathering foliage that resembled huge, ragged natural sponges, all holes and pits and tatters with lots of interconnecting branches like jackstraws. Some of the vegetation exuded a thick orange or pink foam that dripped from the canopy and covered the ground, soaking up sunlight and somehow transferring it to the parent organism.

There was no sign of animal life on any of Katya's scanners, though many of the plants, including the spongy, sheetlike growths the striders were trampling underfoot, were in constant rippling or pulsing motion. Overhead, the sky was violet-blue, with scattered clouds tinged with sulfurous yellow.

"That way," she told her pilot, indicating the ridge to the northeast. "Low and fast."

"Right, Skipper."

"Dagger, Dagger One. Deploy and move out!"

The Warlord lurched forward, then shifted into a sprint, the easy, scissoring movements of its birdlike legs providing a relatively smooth ride, though each long step caused the fuselage to swoop in what a newbie could find to be a disorienting fashion. It was an old machine, one handed down from unit to unit with patches and replacement parts to show its checkered history. Blade's main fuselage, Katya knew, had been cast in 2489, and it had seen service with a Hegemony line unit for eighteen years before it was sold to a New American militia unit. The body of her warstrider was damn near twice Katya's age, older by nine years than the Xenophobe War.

Older machines like this one had been the mainstay of the various Hegemony and local militia units fighting the Xenos, and they'd given a good account of themselves. This time, though, the enemy wasn't Xenophobes. The black hull armor of those Tachis and the Katana glimpsed by the remote probe earlier suggested that the Dojinko defenders were Imperial Marines, with few exceptions the best troops and machines Dai Nihon possessed.

They reached the base of the ridge without incident and started to climb, the other warstriders of the platoon stretching out in a line to either side, each close enough to its neighbors to keep them in sight. Katya didn't need to give more than an absolute minimum of orders. The veterans in her team knew what they were doing and knew what she expected of them; the newbies had had plenty of training and drill back on New America, and the majority of them were veteran warstriders from various Hegemony units. The true test of any military formation was how well it stood up under battle, of course, and that had yet to be tested, but Katya had been careful to select her best people for this mission. She was confident that they'd be able to face anything the Imperials threw at them, and win.

But it would help a lot if she knew just what the Imperials had prepared for her. They couldn't be unaware of the Confederation landings. Imperial sensors would have picked up the heat signatures and radar traces of the Stormwinds coming in; there would have been plenty of time to deploy an ambush.

The question was . . . where?

The warstrider line neared the top of the ridge labeled Point Alfa but remained in body-down position behind the crest. Extending a sensor arm above the rise, Katya could see the Imperial base, a cluster of gray towers and domes huddled against the yellows and ochers of the encroaching forest. It looked much as it had when she'd seen it last as a simulation compiled from flyby data, save that the four Japanese warstriders parked in front of the central structure were not in evidence. Four gun towers were very much in evidence, however, with heat signatures that suggested they were powered up and operational.

The absence of enemy warstriders was disturbing. Not that she'd been expecting them to make this easy, but Katya much preferred the enemy you could see to the one you couldn't.

"Skyfall, this is Dagger One," Katya called over the ground-to-orbit channel. "How about patching through an orbital feed? Let's see where the bad guys are hiding."

"Dagger One, Skyfall. We copy. We don't see anything from up here, but here's the feed."

A window opened against her awareness, small enough not to obscure her view forward, large enough to give considerable detail to an elaborate, three-dimensional map of the Dojinko region. Compiled from data picked up both in orbit and from high-flying, teleoperated drones, the image gave her an eye-in-the-sky false-color view of the landscape that included land forms and vegetation, artificial structures, and the heat and neutrino sources that might be enemy vehicles. She could clearly see the eight Confederation warstriders like tiny, glowing toys spread out along the crest of the ridge, could see the individual buildings of the base nestled into the valley two kilometers away. There was no sign, however, of hidden or camouflaged warstriders in the forest nearby.

"Maybe they all went inside," Captain Kilroy suggested. "Their neutrino emissions would be masked by the reactor leakage."

"That's a thought, Frank," Katya said. As she shifted her attention back and forth between the map and the actual layout of the terrain around her, she began to think that turning the base into a fortress might have been the Imperials' best tactical choice after all. In the same situation, she would have much preferred leaving a back door for herself, an escape route through difficult terrain, rather than letting herself get shut in within a wall-encircled trap. But if the Imperials were suspicious of the forest, possibly afraid of DalRiss that might still be in the area, and knowing that there was no escape for them into orbit until a relief force showed up . . . yes, they might very well be prepared to hold out for as long as possible inside their base.

"Kilroy's right," she told the others. "Unless they've pulled out and headed for the hills in the last few hours, which I doubt, they're waiting for us inside."

"The base is surrounded by a kill zone," Virginia Halliwell pointed out. "We won't get halfway across before they drop us."

"What do you think, Skipper?" Captain Ward asked. "Maybe we call in a bombardment from orbit?"

"No," Katya said after considering the thought for a moment. "Not when we don't know what's going on in there, or with the DalRiss."

Arguably, that was the worst aspect of this mission. Any combat deployment becomes more and more difficult—and risky—as additional requirements, objectives, and restrictions are added onto the original operational orders. Farstar had the dual objective of neutralizing the Imperial presence on ShraRish and of making peaceful contact with the locals. Since they had no way of knowing how the DalRiss were going to react to a pitched battle right in their own backyard, they would have to proceed carefully, and that would put some fairly serious constraints on what they could and could not do. An assault by warstriders represented one level of threat, while laser bombardment from space represented quite another.

"Well, the first thing to try is to tell them to surrender," Katya said. "Who knows? Maybe we'll get lucky."

"Colonel," Captain Kilroy said. "I'm picking up an accelerated power flow through that nearest gun tower. I think—"

There was a flash on Katya's tactical display as her AI painted the laser pulse in brilliant green light, and vegetation on the hillside thirty meters to Katya's left erupted in a geyser of smoke, steam, and organic debris. Lieutenant Halliwell's Ghostrider, caught at the fringe of the blast, staggered on the uneven ground, desperately attempting to remain standing.

No luck today. "Skyfall, Dagger, we're taking fire from the gun towers!" Shift to tactical. "Dagger, Dagger One, commence fire!"

The thin, white contrails of antiarmor missiles scratched their way into the sky above the base. All along the ridgetop, Confederation warstriders opened fire, loosing volleys of laser and particle beam fire, missiles, and unguided flights of rockets. Within seconds, the entire base was masked behind a thundering, flashing wall of high-flung dirt and smoke. A one-hundred–meter length of the fence disintegrated under that onslaught, as the nearest gun tower took half a dozen direct hits within the space of two seconds. Chunks of fabricrete rained across half a square kilometer; part of the turret, with the twisted barrel of a 103-mm laser still extending from its mount glacis, spun end over end, trailing a long streamer of black smoke. Smoke and nanoaerosol shells burst between the base and the ridge, adding to the impenetrable murk.

The missiles already launched from the base began arching over, seeking targets. Katya sensed the dome of the hivel cannon mounted on her Warlord's back swivel, then fire with a buzz saw rasp of sound, but she kept her attention focused on her tactical deployment display, where the warstriders of First Platoon were picked out in clean, graphic symbols representing the various types of machines in her command. A game . . . a low-res vidsim empty of the emotion of blood and death.

"Laser fire on target sighting only," she ordered. At the moment, there were no ground targets visible, and random laser bursts would be swallowed in the black pall of dirt and smoke screening the base.

But that screening effect worked two ways, which had been part of Katya's plan from the start.

"Section Two, cover us," she ordered. "Section One, with me!"

Breaking from cover, the big command Warlord crested the ridge, then crashed through the ground cover on the opposite slope. Dirt slid and crumbled from beneath the Warlord's broad, duralloy-flanged feet, and Katya could feel Ryan Green struggling to maintain the machine's balance on the uncertain ground. Warheads from the base exploded blindly around her; rockets and missiles that her AI decided were on an intercept course were clawed from the sky by the Warlord's hivel cannon or by bursts of laser fire precisely aimed by Warrant Tech Allen. She felt the Warlord stagger as it hit the bottom of the slope, then recover. More explosions, softer ones, this time, bumped and thudded in front of her, erupting in clouds of dense, low-lying smoke.

"Nano-D!" Green snapped. "Point three-oh and rising!"

"Push through! Kurt! Stand by with the AND dispensers!"

Nano-D, short for nanotech disassemblers, was a relatively new weapon, one suggested by combat with the Xenophobes. Shells and rocket warheads were loaded with nanotech molecules that, when activated by the breaching of the container, were programmed to seek out certain materials, such as the layered duralloy or nanoflage coatings of a warstrider's outer hull, and begin taking it apart, literally atom by atom. As with radiation, exposure was cumulative; concentrations of nano-D higher than .85 or so could strip the outer armor from an undamaged warstrider in five minutes or less.

Anti–nano-D was the logical counterweapon, nanotechnic particles dispensed as a fog over the surface of the warstrider or from shells or battlefield area sprays, programmed to hunt down and neutralize free–floating nano-D.

"AND units charged and ready to go," Allen told her. "I don't want to use it while we're moving."

"Agreed."

"Nano-D at point five-five," Green announced.

Radar showed the buildings of the Imperial base looming close ahead, still masked by the smoke and dust. Allen triggered a salvo of M-21 rockets, firing blindly at the largest radar shadows. Imperial radar painted the Confederation striders in return, then dissolved in the hissing static of broad-band jamming. Visibility on any wavelength was virtually nonexistent. Explosions mingled with the shouts of Katya's striderjacks over the tactical channel and the shrill blasts of radio noise generated by the fringe effect of particle beams. Lieutenant Hari Sebree's Scoutstrider took a missile hit on its right side, which spun the machine back and gouged a spray of hot shrapnel from its side. Katya's Warlord halted once, swinging out the big left and right arms mounting their ponderous proton accelerators, charged particle guns that could call down a devastating lightning on targets regardless of screening smoke.

The CPGs fired, twin bolts of man-made lightning searing into the smoky gloom. Then the Warlord was advancing again. In another moment the ground beneath Katya's feet was suddenly empty of vegetation . . . and she was smashing her way past a fallen tangle of fence. Dirt and tangled conductor filament gave way to fabricrete pavement, once smooth, now pitted and cratered both by years of acid rain and by the bombardment. They were on the base now; the main building rose three stories tall less than fifty meters ahead.

"Dagger, this is Dagger One! I'm on the objective! Cease fire!"

Did the bombardment slacken a bit? She couldn't tell, and savage detonations continued to slam at her through the boiling murk, most of it friendly fire from Section Two back at Point Alfa. Unfortunately, here inside the smoke, laser communications were useless, save for talking to warstriders a few meters away, and the electromagnetic spectrum was a shrill hiss of static as each side aggressively jammed the other's EM emissions.

Then the bombardment dwindled away to almost nothing. Good. Captain Manton Crane, heading up Section Two, must have called off the bombardment when he'd seen the First Section striders vanishing into the smoke.

"Nano-D's up to point seven-one," Green called.

"Bring her to full stop. Kurt! Let's hose down the outer hull!"

"You got it, Colonel!"

White fog gushed across the warstrider's hull from nozzles embedded in the armor. The nano count fell swiftly.

Peering as far into the screening smoke as her sensors could reach, she recognized where she was . . . just opposite the main entrance to the Imperial base's vehicle bays. The enemy striders might—

Yes! The outer door of the vehicle air lock was sliding open. Black shadows, long-legged and ominous, moved against the blaze of light inside.

"I've got targets!" Katya yelled over the general frequency. A shrill rasp drowned out her voice as Allen discharged the Warlord's two proton cannons. Lightning flared behind the opening door. "Main building! Two . . . make that three Impie striders, coming out now!"

Cannon shells slammed against the hull, and Katya heard metal tearing beneath the crash of the explosions. The Warlord was going down. . . .


Chapter 21

Ten thousand highly trained fighting men are but a milling mob when they're not organized. Proper organization should result in the transmission of the commander's will to each and every person in his command, both by indoctrination and by communication. So organized, a thousand men can conquer the unorganized ten thousand.

—General Holland "Howling Mad" Smith, USMC

During the American landings on Kiska

C.E. 1943

The Kawasaki KY-1001 Katana was one of the best Imperial warstrider designs. Trading speed and maneuverability for armor and firepower, it was a two-slotter massing thirty tons and possessing multiple arms, hull turrets, and hardpoints, deploying a bristling array of rapid-fire cannon, lasers, and missile pods. Though it only weighed half what the RS-64 Warlord did, it was somewhat slower but packed a more impressive punch. As it strutted out of the Imperial base garage, the 50-mm hivel cannon mounted atop its hull continued to slam high-explosive rounds into Katya's warstrider even as the Warlord crashed into the pavement in showering sparks.

Warning discretes flashed across her visual display, and a small, 3-D, wireframe model of the RS-64 showed a brightly winking chain of lights marking primary and secondary damage. More cannon shells tore into the Warlord, exploding along the left arm in a hail of near-point-blank impacts. The big accelerator coils for the left-arm proton gun shredded; then the ball joint for the entire assembly exploded and the arm was torn away. Katya felt it as a hard jolt on her left side.

"Kurt! Hit him, Kurt!"

No response . . . and one of the warning discretes showed a pressure loss to the weapons tech's module. Kuso!

Downloading a rapid-fire sequence of commands, Katya shifted full fire control to her own system, then struggled to bring weapons to bear. The Warlord was on its right side, its remaining particle cannon trapped beneath the hull. One of the paired 50-MW lasers extending from the strider's prow like the pincers of some huge insect would bear, however, and she triggered a pulse of coherent light that scraped across the Katana's fuselage in a dazzling sunburst.

The Katana was definitely Imperial Marine; Katya recognized the hull markings and the overall layer of nanoflage that normally showed jet black rather than reflect the surroundings, but which flashed to mirror-bright silver at the touch of a laser. As Katya's beam struck it, it paused in midstride, dipping slightly on its back-canted legs, and pivoted with the suppleness of a living animal to deliver another salvo into her machine. Smoke steamed from a ragged scar across its hull; Katya's laser shot had at least seared some of the nano from its armor, leaving a charred furrow in its wake.

The Katana's primary weapon was a monster 150-MW laser jutting from beneath its hull in a deliberately suggestive mockery of sexual aggressiveness, while two 88-MW lasers were mounted to either side of its hull. All three guns would be ponderously difficult to aim at such close range, but a hit by any of them from ten meters would punch through Katya's armor like a knife through cardboard. The Warlord lurched to the left just as the big laser winked on. Her vision blanked out for a second as secondary sensors went dead and a filter overloaded, but Ryan had the Warlord moving before the enemy gunner could achieve a solid target lock. Katya compensated for the movement of her machine with intuitive grace, then triggered both bow lasers a second time, aiming for the damaged patch. Metal flared a dazzling white, then boiled away, leaving a gaping crater and an exposed tangle of dripping, sparking wires and power cables.

The Katana staggered and nearly fell, the main laser comically drooping as its hydraulics failed. A triplet of laser beams from Halliwell's Scoutstrider flashed across the Japanese machine, adding to the destruction. As the Warlord rose to its feet, the aim point of the Mark III weapons pod slung from its belly dropped across the target. Katya adjusted the aim, targeting the smoldering scar on the Katana's hull, then triggered a full, rapid-fire salvo of M-21 rockets.

At a range of less than ten meters, the rockets hammered into the Katana, one on the fiery tail of the next. The chain of detonations tore out the Imperial strider's exposed electronics, disemboweling the machine, then opening the fuselage from front to rear like the action of an enormous zipper. A lesser explosion barked, followed by the flutter of a hull panel blown away. One of the Katana's two crewmen had just ejected—the pilot, she thought—an instant ahead of a triple pulse of savage, internal explosions that blew the machine's fuselage apart.

There wasn't enough oxygen in the ShraRish atmosphere to support more than a smoldering fire, but the blast-savaged hull slumped between the still-upright legs, smoking furiously. Katya pulled a swift check of her Warlord's systems. Power was down by thirty-one percent, all left-arm systems were out—no surprises there—and one of her three pairs of gyros was threatening failure. ICS with Kurt Allen was down and she couldn't tell whether the weapons tech was alive or dead. Her ICS linkage with Ryan Green was also out, but the pilot appeared to be alive still, his life support intact. To simplify controlling the Warlord, Katya switched all command and control functions to her own system. That would isolate Allen, now a helpless observer, but she couldn't afford the confusion that would be raised with trying to move and fight the big Warlord without full internal communications.

Assassin's Blade was hurt, but things weren't as bad as they could easily have been; the Warlord had been hit hard but was still in action. The same, apparently, could be said of both Halliwell's and Sebree's machines.

Other warstriders from Katya's section were passing her now to left and right. She'd been so focused on the immediate threat of the advancing Katana, she'd lost track of the other Imperial machines, but one of them, a KY-1180 Tachi, had been caught in a cross fire from Kilroy's Manta and Sublieutenant Jesse Callahan's little Ares-12 Swiftstrider. The Tachi's low, dorsal turret mounting twin 88-MW lasers was carried away in a storm of high explosives; one of the Mark III weapons packs mounted above its shoulders rapped out a stutter of machine-gun fire before it, too, was shredded in the high-intensity fire.

A second Tachi tested the waters outside the protective shelter of the base garage, then ducked back as a storm of shells and laser fire snapped and crackled through the air. It looked to Katya as though the Imperials had deliberately opened the large, interior maintenance bay to the outside air. The main doors were doubled, providing an air lock large enough to pass one or two warstriders through to the outside at a time without contaminating the bay area, but someone had thrown open both sets of doors at once, either by mistake or because they'd wanted to get more striders through the door at once. Possibly her CPG shot had taken down a smaller strider. The lights were out inside now, and smoke was boiling out of the darkened entrance.

Outside, laser fire burned and hissed across the pavement from the remaining gun towers, but the rush by the Confederation warstriders had carried them inside the reach of most of the base defenses. Scanning a full three-sixty, Katya could see battle-armored troops scattering this way and that, some carrying weapons, others apparently unarmed. A third Tachi sprinted across the pavement, heading away from the battle in what looked like a blind attempt at escape . . . only to be hit repeatedly by fire from one of the laser towers.

At that moment, Katya knew that there was no carefully prepared Imperial trap, that the enemy was in fact little more than an armed mob. That mob was still dangerous—the damage to her own Warlord certainly attested to that—but the defense was poorly organized and weak enough that one hard push had all but toppled it completely.

The fleeing Tachi exploded; seconds later, a pair of Confederation missiles slammed into the laser tower, setting off a cascade of savage explosions that burned through the swirling smoke like minor suns in darkness. Another explosion shook the ground, and a communications tower toppled and fell. Abruptly, the hissing static on half of the radio channels cleared, and Katya heard a babble of voices, all in Inglic.

"One-five, One-eight! I got three runners, at two-one-five. Hit 'em!"

"They're down, One-eight."

"Hey, commo's open!"

"Where's Dagger One? I saw her go down!"

"This is Dagger One-one, on the air," Katya announced.

"Colonel! You all right?"

"I'm okay. Listen, people, I think the opposition's going down. If they want to surrender, let them." She shifted frequencies, searching for an unjammed Imperial channel. There was nothing . . . no! There, a voice was barking in Nihongo, the words too shrill and quick for Katya to follow but apparently delivered in the clear, without the usual encryption algorithms.

"One-one, this is One-three," Halliwell said on the team's tac channel. "I'm inside the main building. There are some downgrudged Impie striders here, Katanas, Tachis, and Tantos. Some guards and tech types lit out when I came through the wall, but I'm not getting any resistance here."

"Confirmed, One-one," another voice added. "This is Kilroy, One-two, and I'm inside too. I've got people surrendering in here."

"Roger that. Round 'em up and keep 'em quiet. One-five and One-six, get in there and give them support."

"Copy, One-one. We're on our way."

Shifting back to the Japanese channel, Katya downloaded a command to the Warlord's AI to engage a Nihongo translation program. The sharp, barking orders in Japanese shifted to Inglic. ". . . fall back and hold your positions!"

"Imperial Commander," Katya snapped, "your position here is hopeless. Cease fire, and have your armed units lay down their weapons."

There was a harsh clatter of noise, and then the channel was again jammed tight. Whoever she'd been eavesdropping on wasn't ready to give up yet, it seemed . . . but it was clear that he was losing control of the battle. A Tanto, a light, nimble Imperial strider, moved into the open and froze in place, its weapons directed at the sky, its hull nanoflage paling to the mottled grays and browns of the metal's natural finish in a gesture of surrender. Half a dozen troops in black combat armor gathered nearby, gloved hands in the air.

"Hey, Colonel? This is Kilroy. Sounds like there's fighting inside the main building. I think we may have a mutiny under way in there."

"Hold position until we have some backup. Dagger Two-one, this is One-one. Do you copy?"

"Two-one copies," Captain Manton Crane, CO of Section Two, said. "Go ahead."

"Bring your people on down, Manny. Watch for leakers and stragglers."

"Roger that. On our way."

With the high-intensity shelling and missile attacks over, the pall of smoke over the Dojinko base began lifting. As Katya stood there on the debris-littered pavement, shafts of dazzling white light slanted through the overcast, lifting the gloom. In seconds, the patches of sunlit ground expanded, and the base stood revealed in a harsh morning light intermittently dimmed by the moving shadows from billowing clouds of smoke. Here and there across the base compound, more and more troops in Imperial armor or light environmental suits were standing up, hands raised in surrender. Occasionally, she caught the crack and hiss of a laser, or the dull thud of an explosive shell or grenade. A few in the Imperial compound, no doubt, would turn out to be fanatical holdouts, willing to die to the last man.

"Hey, Colonel? Sebree here."

"Go ahead, Hari."

"I got a prisoner here. Claims he's head of the base civilian staff, and he wants to talk to you."

"Bring him on through."

Sebree's Scoutstrider emerged from the base vehicle entryway a moment later. A somewhat more humanoid construct than most other warstriders, the RLN-90 Scoutstrider vaguely resembled a squat and headless suit of medieval armor standing three and a half meters tall, save that the right arm usually mounted either a high-speed cannon or a 100-MW laser, and KV-48 weapons packs were set into the blocky, squared-off shoulders. Sebree's battered Scoutstrider had the autocannon option, and as he walked toward Katya he kept the flame-blackened muzzle of that weapon centered on the back of the head of his prisoner.

The man wore a bright yellow environmental suit, a close-fitting garment that offered no armor protection at all, and a goldfish bowl helmet with an attached PLSS, a Portable Life Support System, slung from his shoulder. He kept his gloved hands carefully palm down atop the helmet.

Katya checked the local nano-D contamination and saw that it was down to about .2, low enough that unarmored humans would be in no danger in the area, at least not without an exposure time of several hours at least.

"You are the commander of the Confederation force?" the man asked, speaking passable Inglic. His helmet electronics broadcast his voice through external speakers in his suit, and Katya's hull sensors carried the words to her. "Please, help us! They've gone crazy in there!"

"Help you how? Who's gone crazy?"

"Chusa Kosaka, the marine commander. He's been shooting those of us who were trying to surrender!"

"And you are? . . ."

"Dr. Mitsukuni Ozaki. I am chief of . . . how would you say? Department of Gengo-gaku . . ."

Katya repeated the phrase through the language program. "Linguistics?"

"Exactly. Linguistic Department, Imperial Alyan Mission. Ozaki has ordered his marines to kill all the civilians! . . ."

"You have a link interface in that suit you're wearing?"

Ozaki held up his left hand, showing the cross-hatching of contact circuitry embedded in the palm of his glove. Katya focused her thoughts, and a panel set into the left leg of the Warlord a meter and a half off the ground slid open. It was one of several interface access ports on the machine, used for downloading new programs through direct interface with maintenance AIs, but it could also be used to pass data directly from cephlink-equipped personnel to the warstrider's systems.

"Show me," she said, advancing one step.

The man started and took a quick step back, nearly colliding with the muzzle of Sebree's gun, and Katya realized her movement had scared him. The Warlord stood over five meters tall, towering above the lone man, and even with the left arm missing it must present a terrifying aspect. The damage, in fact, might well enhance its nightmarish look; Katya had momentarily forgotten what she must look like from the linguist's point of view.

"It'll be okay, Dr. Ozaki," she said. "Interface with me."

"Arigato gozaimasu," the man said, lapsing into Nihongo. "Thank you!" He moved forward and placed his hand against the interface.

"Colonel," Sebree said uncertainly. "Do you think that's a good idea?"

There was a danger of sabotage, that Ozaki had been primed with an AI-killing virus with or without his knowledge, but there was no time for less direct measures. Katya opened her own link and felt the trickle of data coming through from the man's cephlink RAM.

A three-dimensional map of the Imperial base floated in her mind, rotating as she examined it. The layout was identical to that provided by Dev after his capture of the Kasuga Maru, though some of the rooms appeared to have different functions now. One room, a barracks or dormitory area on the second level, was highlighted.

"That's where they had most of the civilians locked up," Ozaki explained. "A few of us were in ops and were able to escape. But they're going to kill the others!"

"We'll see what we can do, Doctor," she said. It wouldn't be easy. Warstriders were designed for combat in the open, not inside buildings, however large or elaborate. "Hari? Put him someplace safe." Turning her attention to the outside of the main building, she compared the structure with the diagram. That barracks area should be about there. . . .

"Callahan! Langley!" Katya rasped, directing the call to a pair of nearby Swiftstriders. "With me!"

She plunged ahead into the main building's open equipment bay. The brilliant lights were off now, the building's main power feeds cut, and the interior was cave-dark, illuminated only by the shifting patterns of light and shadow thrown by the high-intensity lamps mounted on the striders' hulls. Her own lights illuminated tangled pipes and cables on walls and overhead, the crisscross steelwork of maintenance gantries, the menacing but unmoving forms of Imperial warstriders laid up for repair or service. The smoking wreckage of a Tachi lay in one corner; nearby, a dozen man-sized shapes in black combat armor sprawled on the duralloy-mesh deck, scythed down by a hivel cannon burst.

A steel stairway rose to a landing halfway up the far wall; a second set of stairs ran along the wall to a second-level doorway on the right. Katya passed the updated map to the Swiftstriders. "Up those stairs," she told them. "Down the corridor at the top, then to the left. Provide cover for the civilian scientists who want to surrender, and take down anyone who tries to stop you. Move it!"

"Right, Colonel."

"Yes, sir!"

The two Ares-12 striders mounted the stairs, the steps bending and chirping ominously beneath their weight.

Swiftstriders were lightweight single-slotters, massing less than twelve tons apiece and standing only about three meters tall. Their 18-mm autocannon would be more suitable for the close-up mayhem of warstrider combat inside the confines of a building than, say, Katya's CPG.

In any case, the floors and stairways of this building would never support the Warlord's sixty-ton tread. Dropping her strider into standby mode, she broke linkage.

Lying in the near-darkness of her link slot, she felt a warning shudder of claustrophobia as she shifted this way and that, disconnecting her suit from the strider's life support and donning gloves, facemask, and PLSS pack. With a heady rush of relief, she palmed open the hatch, then scrambled out onto the Warlord's dorsal hull.

Using exterior access jacks, she discovered that both Green and Allen were alive. Kurt Allen emerged from his slot wearing his mask but physically unharmed. He'd been knocked off-line when his linkage systems had failed, and a hit close by his module had depressurized it. His emergency life support gear had saved him, though Katya shuddered at the thought of what he'd gone through, penned up in his black coffin, feeling the strider's movements and unable to tell what was going on outside. As for Ryan Green, his system had been fully operational, though a power failure had killed both his ICS and his comlink circuits, leaving him unable to talk to anyone.

"You two feel like stretching a bit?" she asked, jerking a thumb at the stairs. "Grab weapons. We're going up there."

Kilroy's LaG-42 Ghostrider advanced on her, its lights glaring eerily through the smoky cavern. "Colonel?" Kilroy's voice boomed from an external speaker. "What the hell are you doing?"

"Leading my unit," she snapped back. She wasn't about to wait around out here while her people finished up the fighting inside the building. "Captain Crane will be here in a minute—"

"He just arrived at the perimeter, Colonel."

"Okay, good. Tell him he's got command until I go back online."

"But sir—"

"Move, damn it!" She grabbed three combat rifles from a hull storage locker and passed two of them to Green and Allen, then checked her own weapon and slapped a full magazine home in the stock receiver. The weapons were Interdynamics PCR-28s, high-velocity rifles firing 4-mm armor-piercing rounds. One mag held two hundred caseless rounds, more, she hoped, than they were likely to need.

She also grabbed hand lights for the three of them. Out here, without a linkage to the Warlord's night- and fog-piercing senses, it was dark. She made her way down the footrails set into the side of the Warlord's leg, dropped the final meter to the ground, then waved to Green and Allen when they landed next to her. "Let's odie, guys."

Turning, Katya led the way toward the stairs.


Chapter 22

There are three types of leader: Those who make things happen; those who watch things happen; and those who wonder what happened.

—American military saying

Mid-twentieth century

The two Swiftstriders had left the stairway all but impassable to humans on foot, and the door at the top looked like it had been smashed in by a battering ram. Air was still escaping through the opening; with an internal pressure a third higher than that of the native ShraRish atmosphere, air inside the building was now blasting into the maintenance bay with a gale-force wind. Katya and the others leaned into the howling storm and pushed their way in, taking care not to tear their suits on the jagged edges of the door.

Once inside and on the second level, it was easy enough to follow the trail left by the two Swiftstriders. One wall of the corridor had been chewed open by a burst of automatic cannon fire; several Imperial Marines in full do armor had been standing in front of that wall, but it was impossible now to tell how many there'd been. The sound of high-speed cannon fire, a deep-throated bam-bam-bam, echoed through the dark corridors. The three striderjacks, now temporarily demoted to the status of legger infantry, picked their way past steaming pools of blood and less-identifiable body fragments, then broke into a run.

The battle was over by the time they got there . . . which was probably fortunate for the three of them, Katya thought later. Wearing nothing but skin-tight survival suits, masks, and goggles, they would not have lasted long in a stand-up fight with armored marines. Still, Katya was glad they'd come, for when they burst into the barracks, they were confronted with a churning mob of terrified men.

The two Swiftstriders were there, their legs folded almost double in the close confines, their dorsal hulls brushing against the ceiling. Several marines lay dead outside the smashed-in door, and several more lay on the floor inside. Others stood with their hands raised, automatic weapons and lasers scattered about at their feet. The civilians, though, were on the verge of panic. Someone was shrieking in agony. It was pitch black inside the barracks, save for the warstriders' lights, and somewhere in the distance an alarm was shrilling, warning of pressure-wall breach and air loss.

"Hidoi koto wa shi masen!" Katya yelled, her voice muffled by her face mask, but still intelligible. "You will not be hurt!" Her spoken Nihongo was limited, rusty, and carried an atrocious accent, but she had enough of the language loaded in her personal RAM to make herself understood. "Listen to me! There are masks and air tanks in emergency equipment lockers in the passageway. File out of the room one at a time, get breathing gear, and proceed to the building's maintenance bay. Do not run. There is plenty of time. . . ."

Somehow, order was restored. The sight of the two warstriders looming through the shattered door had been, if anything, more terrifying to the civilian scientists and technicians than the appearance of the marines with orders to kill them. Having someone in human shape there, shouting orders and pointing the way with hand lights, was enough to stop the panic before it overwhelmed reason. There was plenty of time. It would take some hours for the air pressure inside the base to equalize with the pressure outside, and only then would enough of the native ShraRish atmosphere, with its sulfurous gases and dangerously high levels of CO2, mingle with the air inside in quantities enough to pose a threat to people without masks.

Within an hour, the entire base was secure. Chusa Kosaka was found in the control center, dead by his own hand, and the last of the surviving holdouts among the marines inside the main building had thrown down their weapons and emerged with upraised hands. Twelve more of Katya's people had disembarked from their striders and, armed with hand lasers or PCRs, made their way through the various base structures on foot. They found a total of twenty-one of the civilian personnel dead, five of them in Ops, the rest in the barracks, but another sixty-five were still alive. Those survivors greeted the Confederation troops with that wild and somewhat embarrassing enthusiasm normally reserved for saviors and liberators. A total of over two hundred military officers and enlisted personnel had been captured as well. These were disarmed and locked inside an empty storage dome until more troops could arrive to help handle them.

The Confederation striders reported in one by one. Only three—hers, Halliwell's, and Sebree's—had been damaged, and there'd been not a single casualty in her team. Not bad, considering they'd just violated one of the oldest precepts of warfare by carrying out a frontal assault on a prepared enemy position.

Katya was convinced there'd been no other way to do it, given the limitations of the situation. She'd gone into this fearing a casualty rate of forty percent or more, though, and it could have been lots worse had the enemy been organized enough to put up a real fight.

She was pretty sure that the battle with the Imperials had been the easy part of the mission. Disciplined and well-organized troops nearly always won against rabble, and the Imperials had been rabble, fighting among themselves, lacking morale, and almost totally without leadership. The question they should be asking themselves, she thought, was what had gone so wrong that Imperial Marines had become rabble?

It was entirely possible, even probable, that establishing peaceful contact with the DalRiss would prove to be more challenging by far.

Hours later, power had been restored, the air leaks stopped, and the environmental systems set to full capacity, purging the buildings of every lingering trace of the local atmosphere. Soon, personnel could remove their masks and breathing gear or park their striders inside the maintenance bay and at last unjack and unseal from their duralloy mounts.

Katya, however, was within a virtual reality created by the base AI. "As near as we can tell," she told Dev as she wrapped up her after-action report, "all Imperial personnel on the planet have been accounted for. So far, we've been receiving nothing but cooperation from the civilians. I gather they've been more or less prisoners here ever since the DalRiss attack."

The ViRcom simulation had placed the two of them together in a richly furnished room with oriental decor and a view of a Zen temple's rock garden through an open door. Birds were singing outside . . . at least, Katya thought they were birds, though she'd never seen one alive. The war, the savagery of that short, sharp fight, seemed a million light-years distant.

"But why were the marines killing the techies?" Dev wanted to know.

"I think it was an abortive mutiny. I gather that most of the scientists and other civilians wanted to surrender as soon as they heard Confederation striders were on the surface. Kosaka wouldn't let them, and so some of the techs grabbed weapons and tried to take over Ops. Five civilians were killed there, and Kosaka gave orders to the marines to go ahead and shoot the rest. That's what they were doing when Lieutenants Langley and Callahan smashed through the door."

"They weren't part of some kind of secret program, then? Something Kosaka didn't want them to tell us?"

"I don't think so. Anything having to do with DalRiss contact is probably classified secret, of course, but there's not really that much to know. In fact, according to Dr. Ozaki, the Imperials haven't had any direct contact with the DalRiss since the attack, and that was over eight months ago."

"What, none at all? In eight months?"

"The Imperials have pretty much stayed indoors, trying to keep out of sight until they got some kind of definitive word from Earth. I have the feeling that they've been terrified of the DalRiss. They still don't know why the locals attacked them in the first place."

"They have no idea?"

"None at all. One day, everything was fine. The next, an entire DalRiss city was smashing through the fence. Damage was pretty bad, as we surmised from the orbital scans, though the main building wasn't touched. Kosaka didn't do a thing afterward. He just hunkered down to wait."

"I'd feel happier knowing just what it was they did to make the locals mad enough to attack them."

"Believe me," Katya said, "so would I. But Ozaki told me they haven't seen even one DalRiss since the attack eight months ago."

Dev considered this for a moment. "Okay," he said. "Sit tight and stay alert. Ground troops and more warstriders will be down soon."

"Dev, I'd like to at least put some patrols out. Nothing aggressive. I just want to know if the DalRiss are close by. I . . . I have a feeling that they are."

"You saw something?"

"No. It may just be intuition." She smiled. "Or nerves. But I'm pretty sure that nothing happens in these forests that the DalRiss don't learn about sooner or later."

"Um. Good point. We don't now how far their symbiosis goes, do we? It might extend to every life-form on the planet. Watch yourself, Kat, and don't go picking any flowers."

"There aren't any flowers to pick. I'm not sure how plants reproduce here, but apparently it's not by pollination." She frowned. "When we landed, we did trample quite a few plants . . . or whatever the ground cover here is. There's no way to avoid it, really."

"Come to think of it, I doubt that will upset the DalRiss," Dev said. "Their buildings trample ten-meter-wide swaths when they move. My read on it is that they don't have any particular taboo against killing lower life forms. They use them, in very direct and pragmatic ways. That would fit with the notion that all or most of the life down there was originally created, or at least heavily reworked, by them."

"Good. I was half-afraid we were up against radical Greenies, here. Even if the plant life is pink and orange instead of green."

"So far as your idea about putting out patrols—your people can be trusted?"

"They're good people, Dev. The best."

"I'll leave it to your judgment. Just don't shoot a DalRiss—or one of their damned walking buildings—by accident." He paused. "Oh, and Katya?"

"Yes?"

"That was a good job you pulled down there today."

She shrugged. "Like I said, I have good people. And the opposition was pretty disorganized."

"You carried out a well-coordinated and decisive assault in the face of heavy numbers against a fortified position. Your fast action probably saved the lives of a lot of civilians. That was great work, Katya. Real hero stuff, especially the way you charged in there to stop the massacre of the civilians, and I'll see to it that you get full credit for it."

His praise was warming. "I . . . don't feel very heroic." In fact, she felt quite the opposite. Her wild charge on the Imperial defenses could so easily have gone wrong. Now that the battle was over, she felt weak, drained of strength and of emotion. It was often this way for her after combat, and she knew the best way through it was to keep herselfbusy. There was certainly enough to do.

"I shouldn't have to remind you, though," Dev continued, "that a colonel's place is not running around in a firefight wearing nothing but a skinsuit and mask."

"I couldn't very well sit there in a crippled warstrider and just do nothing," she replied, a little stiffly. "And the two Ares-12s might have turned out to be too clumsy to use inside the building." She shrugged. "It worked out okay."

"Maybe. In future, Colonel, you will stay where you belong, buttoned up inside your command strider directing the overall battle. Understand?"

"Yes," she said evenly, holding her temper. "I do."

"Good. That's all I have to say right now. I'll talk to you later."

He dropped out of the linkage, leaving Katya alone. She disengaged and a moment later stepped out of the ViRcom module in Kasuko's office. The air still held a trace of the rotten-egg stink of hydrogen sulfide, lingering despite the best efforts of the building's environmental system.

She found herself teetering between conflicting emotions. It wasn't the rather mild ass-chewing she'd just received. Dev's criticism had been right on target. She'd bitten down hard on the ass of more than one cocky young striderjack who'd wandered off-line from where a strict assessment of his military duties said he ought to be; more than once, that cocky young striderjack had been Dev Cameron, back when he'd been a newbie in her platoon.

No, her growing fear had more to do with the subtle change in Dev's manner toward her. Years ago, she'd been the senior officer, he the junior. Later, especially when he had returned to almost exclusively naval service while she'd continued jacking warstriders, the two of them had been more or less equal in rank and in command responsibility, but in widely differing spheres.

Technically, the two of them shared command of Operation Farstar, with him responsible for the space-naval aspect of the expedition while she bossed the ground forces. Technically, too, his rank of commodore gave him the final say if they disagreed on some point of strategy or diplomacy; no military unit could afford the luxury of a democracy in its command structure, and some one individual had to be clearly and definitely in command.

But she was feeling more and more the growing distance between them. It was hard to put her finger on any one thing that was wrong. Oh, there'd been the nightmare back at Herakles, of course, and all that he'd told her about his battles with his own, private demons, but he'd done nothing wrong enough to warrant mention in an official report. Still, her worry for him had steadily progressed to a gnawing, trapped-animal fear. Why, Dev had actually called her colonel during a private ViRcom exchange, and both his praise and his reprimand had been delivered with the sure and detached formality of a senior officer addressing a junior. She was still hoping for a chance to continue the discussion they'd begun in space, but for the foreseeable future, he would be in orbit while she was on ShraRish. For now, at least, it was better to try to ignore the change she saw in the man and concentrate on the business of contacting the DalRiss.

She made her way down from Ops to the maintenance bay, which, like the rest of the building, had been sealed off and cleared of contaminated air, flushed with nitrogen from the base's reserves, then brought to standard temperature and pressure with the rest of the facility. Both sets of main doors had been closed, restoring their air lock function. Inside the bay, any lingering traces of ShraRishan atmosphere were masked by the sharper stink of smoldering wreckage—rubber and plastic, steel and duralloy.

Assassin's Blade rested in one of the service gantries, the gaping wound in its left shoulder where the arm had been torn away spilling a tangle of half-melted wires, cables, and control circuitry. It would be awhile before the big RS-64 was fit for service again.

Carefully picking her way down the strider-warped steps of the stairway, she dropped onto the metal grating of the deck and strode toward a group of eight or ten striderjacks standing near the Blade. One of them saw her approaching and nudged one of the others. A second later, and they all were cheering, thrusting clenched fists in the air and calling her name. "Katya! Katya!" Others in the maintenance bay took up the chant. For a moment, embarrassment warmed Katya's face and she wanted to turn and leave. Then a surge of pride kicked in . . . pride not in herself so much as in these people.

Her people.

"C'mon, c'mon," she called, yelling to make herself heard. "As you were!" She caught one of the striderjacks with her eyes. "Callahan! I need a strider. What's available?"

Sublieutenant Jesse Callahan pointed toward a pair of machines standing empty and powered-down to either side of the maintenance bay door, a LaG-42 Ghostrider and an Ares-12 Swiftstrider. "Those two are free, Colonel." He looked eager. "Where you goin', sir? Need a number two?"

"No, take me!" another called.

"I'll go!"

"Negative," Katya told them. "I'm just going out on a circuit of the base. You all carry on here. That your Swiftie, Callahan?"

"Yessir."

"I'm going to borrow it for a bit, if you don't mind."

"Kuso, no prob—I mean, sure, Colonel!" His face lit with pleasure. "Help yourself!"

Callahan's Swiftstrider was nicknamed Longlegs, and its nose art—-surprisingly chaste for the art form—portrayed a woman with long, bare legs but otherwise fully clothed. It took Katya about fifteen minutes to set the Ares-12's AI to her cephlink and brain activity, with the computer asking questions or telling her to visualize certain images while it calibrated the linkage to her specs. At last, though, the full linkage engaged. Katya brought the power up full, took an experimental step forward, then swung to face the air lock doors. "Ops, this is Dagger One," she said over the tactical channel. "I'm going out."

"Anything wrong, Colonel?" Crane's voice shot back.

"Not a thing, Captain. I just want to run a quick visual check on the perimeter."

"How's your ammo?"

She'd already checked. "About half, and full power on the lasers. All systems read tight and hot."

"Opening up. Keep your channel open, Colonel, and don't get too far out."

"Will do, Captain. Thanks."

Moments later, she was outside again. Several Confederation striders were already outside, keeping watch. She ignored them, setting the Ares-12 in motion toward the tumbled-down eastern fence.

She was not going to sit and brood about Dev Cameron. Impulsively, she wanted to do something, and this was the one thing that came to mind.

Picking her way with birdlike agility past the fallen fence, Katya stepped into the midst of the ShraRish flora reclaiming the land that once had been the site of a DalRiss city. Beyond the clearing, the forest beckoned.

Katya set her course due east and kept moving.


Chapter 23

One key indicator of intelligence must be the ability—and willingness—of A to communicate with B, both in B's language, and within B's cultural and perceptual framework. The converse, expecting B to speak A's language . . . or to understand it as A continues to speak A's language with greater volume and slower speed, is certainly an indicator not of intelligence, but of abject stupidity.

—Cultures in Conflict

Sidney Francesco Dawes

C.E. 2449

"The dead things have never ventured so far from the emptiness, Lifemaster." The Watcher tightened its grip on the projecting branch and leaned out farther past the gently twisting trunk of the tree, attempting to follow the progress of the strange shape moving into the forest. The sound combination it used for "dead things" and "emptiness" were virtually identical, and given difference only by the creature's inflection. In its perception, the forest was a sparkling, dancing three-dimensional sea of what humans might have seen as light; the "dead thing" was an empty shape, a hollow vaguely outlined by the ri-glow of life. Beyond, the emptiness was afar vaster void where life had once been, but which now had the shape and flavor of barren rock, a hole in the fabric of life.

"Keep tasting the dead thing," the Lifemaster replied, its voice relayed to the Watcher through a small organ, a living radio growing at the base of its brain. "Tasting," for the DalRiss, meant active sampling through sonar, a high-frequency, sonic probing that yielded volumes of information about the composition and workings of soft-skinned objects but told next to nothing about rocks and other dead things.

"I am tasting, Lifemaster," the Watcher said. "The dead thing moves but has no taste at all. Do you expect it to change?"

"We expect nothing. Keep it under observation until we arrive."

"Who comes?"

"A Decider."

"A decision is to be made, then?"

"Only if necessary. But the dead thing's movements suggest that it will be."

The forest was hauntingly beautiful despite the strangeness of the shapes, a shaded place out of the direct blaze of Alya A's light, where the trees, if they could be called that, wove interlacing tendrils overhead in a canopy of red and gold and pink. Here, the fiercest competition for light took place meters above the ground, and the forest floor was almost empty of vegetation. There was a carpet of sorts, like moss, but softer, almost liquid, and glowing the color of ripe grain in a New American field. Some growths were festooned with dripping masses of foam, which appeared to be a life-form in its own right rather than some analog of sap flowing from the trees . . . mildly disgusting until Katya remembered a tiny New American creature that churned small masses of froth to hide itself and its eggs. A particular insect on Earth did much the same.

That link in form carried with it a measure of familiarity. However alien the life, there were certain rules that would be obeyed, certain forms that would be repeated. Unless the DalRiss genegineers had twisted the natural system completely out of shape, predator and prey would establish the same relationships, and the formulas this world's life used to eat and grow and survive and reproduce would all have been familiar to Darwin, however strange the shape of the life itself.

Katya felt out of place here, moving her four-and-a-half-meter duralloy body through that pristine riot of alien vegetation. She'd had to cut out the input from her motion detectors as soon as she'd left the Imperial base, and in this heat her thermal sensors were all but useless. Still, she was aware of what had to be animal life as well. There were . . . things in the trees and plant-clusters around her, small and secretive for the most part, though once something crashed away through the brush in front of her with the noise of a small avalanche.

And there was other noise as well, bombarding her through her external sound pickups. The air around her was filled with a cacophony of high-frequency whistles, chirps, buzzes, and hissing static. She could not tell whether she was listening to the mindless calls of animals, the ranging chirps of sonar . . . or an invitation to stop and take part in some intelligent conversation.

It might also have been a challenge . . . or a warning. She tried not to think about that possibility.

Katya brought the Swiftstrider to a halt well inside the forest and scanned her surroundings carefully across a full 360 degrees. She was surrounded by life here. Save for a nearby outcropping of rock and for the duralloy shell of her warstrider, every visible surface was an organic one, even if some of the textures and surfaces looked like nothing she had ever seen before. This place would do well as a test site.

The experiment was an inherently simple one, concocted after she'd reviewed once more what she knew of the DalRiss. The key to understanding the DalRiss seemed to be their reverence for life . . . or was it simply their fascination? At the Imperial base, however, she'd been struck by the blatant confrontation between the duralloy and fabricrete of the human-built structures and the living ecology that surrounded it. She couldn't help but wonder if the DalRiss attack had somehow been the product of that confrontation, either an admonition to keep off the local equivalent of grass, or an expression of the fear that creatures capable of burying that grass under pavement must be capable of anything.

Evidently, the Imperials had been thinking along the same lines, though they hadn't yet dared to do anything about it. According to the personal journal he'd kept in the base computer net, Kosaka had been trapped in an agony of indecision after the DalRiss attack. Unwilling to demand an evacuation—fleeing after that one incident would have resulted in a considerable loss of face—he'd nonetheless feared doing anything that might trigger another assault. He'd not repaired the perimeter fence because some of the civilian scientists had speculated that the DalRiss might be sensitive to the flow of electric current, that they'd therefore deliberately knocked part of the fence down while inflicting only minor damage to other parts of the facility.

Katya was pretty sure now that it hadn't been the fence that had provoked the attack. Indeed, it was likely that the "attack" had been pure accident. The southeastern corner of the Dojinko base happened to lie directly between the former site of the nearby DalRiss city and the immense gathering known as the Migrant Camp a thousand kilometers to the southwest. The DalRiss were blind by human standards, lacking even vestigial eyes. They "saw" using a kind of sonar, like terrestrial bats or dolphins, and possibly through other senses for which humans had no referents.

Was it possible that they'd begun moving toward the Migrant Camp in pursuit of some logic or instinct unknown to the human observers . . . and simply blundered into something they hadn't even seen? The mesh of that perimeter fence was composed of extremely fine conducting wires, wires so fine that they might well be below the resolving threshold of the DalRiss senses.

Katya had carried her reasoning farther. Brenda Ortiz had told her once that the DalRiss actually claimed to sense life, to be aware of it as humans were aware of light, that they thought of themselves as moving through a three-dimensional sea of interlocking, living systems, from the haze of bacteria adrift in the air to fellow DalRiss. Assuming that was literally true and not an artifact born of differences in language and culture, was it possible that the DalRiss sensed human structures, buildings, say, as dead space, as a kind of emptiness defined only by the life pressing in around it?

Was that how they perceived a warstrider . . . or a human encased in a plastic and ceramic E-suit?

Katya was determined to find out, and she'd come here to do it. Carefully, she studied her met and environmental readouts. The temperature outside was a sultry forty-two Celsius, the humidity stood at seventy percent. The concentration of sulfuric acid was running about eight hundred parts per million, enough to irritate unprotected eyes or mucus membranes over a period of time, but too weak, she was sure, to damage exposed skin. Being caught in the open by a sudden rainstorm would be bad, but she ought to have time to get to cover before she was burned. More dangerous by far, she thought, would be the ultraviolet from the sun. Exposure to Alya A's direct rays would burn unprotected human skin in minutes. This far into the shade of the forest, though, she should be safe enough.

Methodically, she ran through the Swiftstrider's checklists, shutting down systems and putting the machine into a standby doze. The communications center she left switched on and primed to relay any incoming messages. Then she broke linkage with it, waking inside the Ares-12's slot. Holding back the familiar, smothering feeling of claustrophobia, she jacked a compatch into her right T-socket. If a radio call came in while she was outside, she would hear it. Then, moving carefully in the padded near-darkness, she donned mask and PLSS pack, then opened the hatch.

Golden light filtered through the forest canopy, bathing her in sauna heat. Swiftly, before she could lose her nerve, she climbed down the rungs set against the strider's armored leg, then stepped off onto mossy ground. She stood there for another moment or two, watching the surrounding woods. Then, taking a deep breath, she began to strip off her clothing.

She left on her mask, of course, which included built-in goggles that protected her eyes both from sulfur compounds in the air and from the high levels of ultraviolet in the light. Her PLSS pack was small and light enough to be worn slung from her left shoulder. She also kept her boots on. She was willing to risk exposing bare skin to the ShraRish atmosphere, but the vegetation was something else. If it was anything like plants on New America or Earth, it would concentrate water in its tissues . . . and possibly other compounds as well, such as the sulfuric acid that tainted everything here. For now, at least, she would keep her feet modestly covered.

Katya draped the suit from one of the ladder rungs on the strider, then moved away from the looming machine. The ground vegetation—might as well call it moss, which it resembled more than not—didn't move and writhe the way some Alyan vegetation in the open did, probably because it received less light in the shade of the forest. Each step, however, launched surges of scarlet color against the gold that flowed out from her feet like ripples in a pond, fading with distance. The rock outcropping was dry and empty of native vegetation. She would wait there for a time and see what happened.

Nudity had never been a requirement for communicating with the DalRiss before, certainly. During previous meetings, she'd usually worn an E-suit with either an air mask or a helmet, and it hadn't seemed to pose any problem for communications, either perceptually or diplomatically.

But if her guess about the DalRiss and the way they perceived humans was right, they would be curious about beings that went about wrapped up in nonliving material. Possibly, humans were only visible as empty shapes against the background of DalRissan life, or as disembodied fragments of living skin when they actually dared to remove helmets or gloves. For their parts, DalRiss never wore clothing, though some had been seen to wear a kind of harness, which was itself a living, gene-crafted organism of some kind.

Given that the trouble with the Imperials almost certainly stemmed from their deliberate separation from the surrounding tapestry of life, they might interpret Katya's gesture as courtesy; at the very least they should be curious enough to initiate a conversation.

And the gesture served a second, conscious purpose, too, a means of showing the DalRiss that she was somehow different from the duralloy-shrouded strangers that had occupied the base before.

At least, that was the idea, but the longer Katya sat on the rock and waited, the more foolish she felt. She had no reason beyond a rather vague intuition to think that any DalRiss might be nearby and watching. Had they been humans, they certainly would have left scouts nearby to keep an eye on the—to them—alien base, but the DalRiss were not human, and what seemed reasonable to Katya might be utterly beyond their ken. Consulting her cephlink for the time, she decided to give them thirty minutes. After that, well, she would have to think of something else.

If she waited much longer than that, she might find herself having to explain what the hell she was doing to whoever came out here looking for her.

Minutes passed, with no response from the woods. The heat was overwhelming, sapping her reserves, draining her as sweat dripped around her mask and trickled down her bare back. She wondered about the ultraviolet here . . . and about the acid in the steamy atmosphere. After a while, the sensitive skin of her breasts began prickling, then itching, enough so that she wondered if the droplets of acid floating in the air were irritating her after all. The itching spread, to shoulders and throat, belly and thighs, and it was all she could do to keep from scratching . . . or giving up and fleeing for the shelter of the warstrider. When she glanced down at herself, though, she saw no redness or other sign of irritation.

In fact, the sheen of sweat covering her entire body was reassuring in a way. Any acidic droplets of water floating in the air would become so diluted when they mingled with the moisture coating her skin that she would never feel it. With that realization, much of the itching faded away, the product, she decided, of an overactive imagination.

When this was over, though, she was definitely going to enjoy a long and luxurious shower back at the base.

She'd almost decided it was time to give up when she became aware of the Alyan standing among the dancing shapes of light and shadow, some twenty meters to her right. How long had it been there? Seconds or hours, there was no way to tell. She recognized the usual incarnation of the DalRiss, however, a six-armed starfish body, measuring perhaps three meters from armtip to armtip, but standing on the ends of those arms in a most unstarfishlike way. Sprouting from the top of the body was the complicated cluster of body parts and tentacles that was the Riss portion of the symbiosis.

The joining was complete enough that it looked as though the two life forms were one. Katya was reminded of a download she'd taken once in Earth history describing the arrival on the American continent of European explorers and conquerors. The population of that continent had never seen horses and had imagined the alien soldiers on their strange mounts to be hybrid monsters combining the body parts of men and deer in one enormous creature.

The sheer strangeness of Alyan biology had fooled the first human researchers for some time. The Riss were all but helpless without their mounts, shriveled creatures, all tentacles and spines, bent beneath the weight of that massive, crescent shape of fat and bone. According to Brenda, they'd started off as arboreal parasites infesting various of the semimobile trees of ancient GhegnuRish. Eventually, perhaps two million years before, they'd learned to parasitize the forerunners of the Dal, huge, fully mobile, herd-grouped life forms that combined features of both plants and animals. The Dal had provided more than sources of food to the parasites. Their mobility had given the Riss a far greater range, while their herd instincts had created a sense of social order among creatures that had existed as strictly one-to-a-tree individualists before. Nor had the relationship proven one-sided. As Riss intelligence improved, they learned to guide their herds to good grazing areas and to protect them from a variety of nasty predators. With time, parasitism became true symbiosis.

So far as Katya was concerned, the being before her was a single individual, standing over two meters tall, the upper horn of its bony crescent reaching perhaps half a meter above her eyes. She thought of that crescent as the DalRiss's head, though, as she studied it, she realized it could as easily be the Riss-symbiont's main body, rising from the bristle of spines and tentacles that grew from the horny skin of the Dal-symbiont's back. Two appendages extended from either side of the crescent, like eye stalks . . . or like withered arms? Analogies with more familiar creatures simply broke down. Those appendages, she knew, were closer to ears in function, serving to catch returning echoes from the creature's sonar broadcasts with the aural equivalent of binocular vision, and as organs of balance.

Katya watched the ungainly head angle toward her slightly, then shift up and down, and had the impression that it was staring at her hard. Despite the DalRiss's nonhuman form and the knowledge that she'd deliberately chosen to meet it this way, the fact was that she felt a brief, sharp pang of embarrassment. Katya was from a culture that did not consider casual nudity to be taboo, but there was something about sitting like that beneath the being's inhuman scrutiny that made her feel uncomfortably vulnerable. Suppressing the feeling, she rose from her perch on the rock and stood so that the DalRiss could scan her from head to toe and back again. For a moment, she imagined that she sensed a faint buzzing, something felt more than heard, like a tickling somewhere deep inside her body as it probed her with focused beams of sound generated within those bony horns, but, once again, that was almost certainly her imagination.

Abruptly, almost as though it had suddenly made up its mind, it started toward her.

The Dal moved with far more grace than such an ungainly-looking beast should have been able to muster, walking on armtips with delicate, lightly flickering steps that kept its spiny body a full meter off the ground. It stopped a short distance in front of her, and the rider leaned forward as if to inspect her more closely. The concave portion of the vertical crescent was lined with leathery folds of skin that reminded Katya vaguely of a face, though there were no eyes or evident facial features. A swelling at the back of the structure, she knew, was the braincase.

Katya remained motionless as it studied her, save to slowly move her arms out from her sides to show that her hands were empty. She didn't know enough about DalRiss protocol or society to know what gesture might be interpreted as friendly, and what might offend.

With surprising flexibility, the Riss-symbiont dipped one tentacle, one more massive than the others, into a kind of iridescently scaled pouch slung from the joint between Dal and Riss. When it emerged again, something black and glistening hung from the partly coiled tip. Like the unfolding of a pocket telescope, the tentacle lengthened toward her.

Strangeness kept her from recognizing what it was holding at first, but then the shimmering gel moved in the tentacle's hold. A comel! The DalRiss was offering to communicate!

Excitement made Katya's heart leap, and she almost had to sit down again. Somehow, she kept her composure, though, extending her left arm until her fingertips touched the offered comel. The gel quivered at the contact, then rapidly flowed across her hand and up her arm, its touch like living ice. Tar black thinned to translucent gray as the comel, a living, gene-tailored organism, spread itself to paper thinness from her fingers to her elbow.

"You are not like the others." The voice, high-pitched, almost feminine, sounded in Katya's mind, just as if she were receiving a radio call through her jacked-in compatch.

"Thank you," she replied at once, and with considerably more confidence than she felt. "I was hoping you'd notice."

And the two of them began to talk.


Chapter 24

We take for granted that alien life, when we encounter it, will be the product of a different evolutionary structure than our own. Their bodies, their means of manipulating their environment, even the way they perceive that environment through senses other than the five we take for granted, all will be different.

       With different origins, different organs of perception, won't, too, the way they look at the world be different from the way we view it? What new view of the universe might we gain, what new insights into our own nature might arise from a free exchange of mutually alien thoughts and philosophies?

—Life in the Universe

Dr. Taylor Chung

C.E. 2470

Dev stepped off the ascraft's debarkation ramp and into the steaming, late afternoon heat. Alya A shone low above the bare-topped ridge to the west, a dazzling, shrunken disk with the eye-aching brilliance of the flare from a laser cutting torch. Swiftly, he walked across a narrow stretch of the rooftop landing apron and into the base receiving lock, which waited for him with open door. Moments later, the lock cycled him through, and he was greeted by a small coterie of Confederation military officers.

Katya was conspicuous by her absence. She was represented, however, by Vic Hagan, her number two, and several of the Ranger platoon leaders.

"Welcome to ShraRish, Commodore," Hagan said, saluting. "It's good to see you again."

"Thank you, Vic. Where's—"

"Ah, the colonel's waiting for you in her office, Commodore. She sends her regrets, but she's unable to receive you formally just now."

"Kuso! Since when do I require a formal reception?"

Hagan gestured at the receiving area, where a number of Rangers were at work unloading supplies brought down aboard Dev's ascraft. "It's just that she felt it would be more appropriate for her to see you in a less public area."

"I don't understand."

"I think you will when you see her. Would you like to talk to her now, or meet with the members of the science team first?"

"I think I'd better see Katya." It certainly wouldn't do to have the expeditionary force's two senior people feuding.

"Very well. If you'd care to come with me, sir?"

Dev hesitated, then nodded. He was still sensing the distance between himself and people who'd once been close friends, comrades. Worse, he had the feeling that he was the source of that distance. How many times, recently, had he misunderstood something one of his people was trying to tell him? The trouble wasn't with them, but with him.

And now, there was this argument with Katya.

During their last ViRcom exchange, he'd tried to catch some trace of sarcasm in her voice, or some hint of anger, but he'd detected only a neutral, slightly chilly formality, and he'd not expected her to give him an official snub upon his arrival. The ViRcom session before that had not been pleasant, a disagreement that had not degenerated into an out-and-out fight only because he'd ended up pulling rank.

Well, he thought ruefully, he'd been the one to start it by scolding her for what he'd called her "nullheaded, exhibitionist stunt" and telling her that she could have gotten herself killed. She'd bristled, then rather sharply reminded him that she was in command of ground operations, and that she had simply exercised her best judgment in arranging, as quickly as possible, direct communications with the DalRiss Collective.

The worst of it was, she was right. He'd gone into this project assuming that it might be weeks before they could arrange a meeting with the DalRiss, and that it might prove impossible to convince them that the Confederation was substantively different in their philosophy than the Empire.

And Katya had managed to do both within a few hours of her victory over the Imperial ground forces, simply by wandering off alone into the woods and stripping herself down. God, what had she been thinking of? There were still so many unknowns, so many complete blanks in the human understanding of this environment, this alien ecology. She could have been horribly burned . . . or killed by some quirk of the local ecosystem that no human yet even knew existed. Send an alien research team to Earth; put them down at some random point on the surface. How long would it take them to discover rattlesnakes or liver flukes, toxic decon dumps or the Uralsk meltdown site, high-speed maglev traffic or tidal surges during a storm in Florida? And Earth was a tame place compared to ShraRish. Most natural predators were extinct, most hazards man-made.

Come to think of it, the same could be said of ShraRish, since all of the local biology appeared to be more or less artificial. Besides, most native life wouldn't find a human appetizing, any more than a liver fluke would be able to parasitize an Alyan.

But still, there were so damned many unknowns. . . .

The farther Dev walked into the facility, the angrier he got. Who did Katya think she was, pulling a stunt like that . . . then grandstanding his arrival on base, sending her number two to meet him. She could be cold as an ammonia glacier when he saw her, but damn it, he was going to tell her what he thought. Let her be as cold or as officiously formal as she liked. He was going to give her one hell of a lecture. . . .

"She took over Kosaka's office," Hagan said as they walked into an outer work area, where several officers lay in open ViRcom modules, jacked into the base AI or to remotes in the field. He gestured toward an inner office door. "This is it, sir. She knows you're coming. I'll wait out here."

Dev walked up to the door, which dissolved as he approached.

"Hello, Dev," Katya said, smiling a bit ruefully as he stepped inside and the door sealed at his back. "No virtual reality to hide behind this time, huh?"

Dev tried to suppress his shock but didn't entirely succeed. Katya's naturist excursion had exacted a price, one that hadn't been visible during their ViRcom exchanges. Alya A radiated much of its energy in the ultraviolet, and the ShraRish atmosphere, though it did possess a substantial ozone layer, was only three-quarters as thick as Earth's. Even though she'd insisted that she'd been careful to find a well-shaded patch of deep woods for her meeting with the DalRiss, enough ultraviolet had been mixed with the visible sunlight scattering through the forest canopy to give her a savage sunburn.

She stood there naked. The skin that had been covered by her air mask, PLSS strap, and boots stood out startlingly white against the flaming, blistered scarlet of her burn, a color mottled in various places by the ugly white patches where dead skin was already peeling away.

"Lovely, huh?" she asked, spreading her arms and looking down at herself. She grinned as she looked up again, meeting his eyes. "Close your mouth, Dev. You'll inhale more floating shreds of charred epidermis than are good for you."

The lecture he'd been rehearsing was forgotten. "Good God, Katya! Are you all right?"

She gave a small grimace. "Nanomeds are taking care of it fine," she told him. "It doesn't hurt much at all now."

"That's sunburn?"

She nodded. "Exposure to the atmosphere didn't hurt me at all. It was just uncomfortable, mostly because of the heat. But there was enough UV in the light to fry me in, oh, less than an hour."

"Damn it, Katya. You could have—"

"First- and second-degree burns over ninety percent of my body, Dev. Believe me, I know. The somatechs told me in no uncertain terms that without the medical nano I would have been dead. As it was, I was in shock, only half conscious, by the time I got my strider back to the base. They had to come in and peel me out of the slot, and I think I left half of my skin on the couch. Anyway, I'll have a complete new skin in another couple of days." She plucked gingerly at a flaking bit of skin on her shoulder. "In the meantime, I'm shedding a lot . . . and it's damned irritating wearing clothes, especially those goking, snug-fitting skinsuits and shipsuits our nanofactories are programmed to turn out."

"And I was going to chew you out for not meeting me up at the receiving lock. What an idiot! . . ."

"Huh. I'd look mighty dignified greeting you up there like this."

"I had no idea. . . ."

"That," she said primly, "is why we have virtual communications. So you can look at my electronic analogue instead of at me. Well? Are you going to say it?"

"Say what?"

" 'I told you so.' "

He shook his head. "I don't think I'd better."

"Wise man." She picked up a filmy length of synthsilk draped over a chair and dropped it again. "I had this run off special, for when I absolutely have to go out in public and don't want to scandalize the sexual conservatives, but it's easier just to go around like this when I can. I hope you don't mind."

"Normally," he said with a half grin, "I'd be delighted, though I have to admit that I don't find overcooked meat all that appetizing. What worries me right now is what kind of precedent you've established. We can't burn ourselves raw every time we want to talk to the DalRiss!"

"Don't worry, we won't have to," she told him. "They've known all along that we need protection from their environment, just as they can't enter ours without becoming uncomfortably cold and sluggish."

"Ah. So we can talk to the DalRiss and still wear E-suits, at least?"

She laughed. "Of course!" She moved her hands, outlining the shape of her breasts and torso without touching the damaged skin. "This was just to get their attention."

"Well, I never thought it would affect other species," he said, grinning at her, "but it certainly gets mine. But since I'm sure you'd rather I didn't do anything about it, just now, I'll forgo any physical demonstrations."

She quirked a smile at him. "Good. I really appreciate that, at least until my skin grows back. And even my skin was a small enough price to pay for what we got."

"And that is? . . ."

"A fresh look at the DalRiss, things that the Imperials didn't learn in three years of working with them. Dr. Ozaki and the other Imperial scientists are still in shock, I think. And there's other stuff that the Imperials knew but haven't been sharing with the rest of us. Did you know the DalRiss have a government?"

"I assumed they must have but never heard what it was like."

"Don't make any assumptions about the DalRiss. Nine times out of ten you'll assume wrong. But they do have a social structure that combines government, what for lack of a better name we're calling religion, and music, of all things. They call it something that translates as the Collective."

"Communism?"

"Not quite. Or maybe it's what communism was supposed to be like, before Lenin and Mao and the other early dictators got through with it. There's certainly a sense of everybody working together toward a common good, and a common racial goal, though we haven't quite figured out what that is, yet. The Communists wanted to create the ideal Soviet Man through applied sociology and economics. The DalRiss are moving toward a perfect DalRiss. You've heard the old expression, 'better things through chemistry'?"

"In history sims."

"Well, for the Riss, it's better things through biology."

"Gene tailoring. Nothing new there. Humans have been arguing about the ethics of improving their own species for five hundred years at least."

"That's a very small part of it. The Collective part refers to all life on the planet. The DalRiss see themselves as the caretakers of that life."

"Um. Caretakers for who?"

"That we don't know yet. We're not even sure they have anything like a religion. Some of what they say sounds like belief in spirits or souls. If this was a human culture we were studying, I'd say they worshiped some kind of supreme principle or force of life. But they're not human, and we don't know enough yet to tell whether they're talking about mythology, religion, or a genuine understanding of the physical world that extends into what we would call metaphysics. I'll tell you this much, though. DalRiss biological sciences are going to transform what we think of as biology . . . and probably nanotechnology and our overall view of the physical world as well. Some of what they've been telling us about quantum mechanics, and how belief shapes the universe, rather than the other way around . . ."

Dev shook his head. "Sounds like I have a lot of catching up to do. You've done a great job, Katya. And . . ." He stopped, floundering for the right words.

"And?"

"And I've been the nullhead lately, not you. I'm just realizing that I came down here ready to chew your ass, like you were some shiny-socketed, newbie striderjack fresh out of recruit training. If we can build on what you've accomplished already with the DalRiss, get them to help us, then the Rebellion might actually have a chance. And it'll all be due to you."

Katya flushed at the compliment, her face coloring, her already reddened throat and breasts darkening slightly. "That's nice of you to say that, Dev. But it's been a group effort. You know that as well as I do. Or it was. You've been awfully distant lately."

Jerkily, he nodded, accepting the blame and the implied criticism. "You're right, of course. I'm beginning to realize that, too. But . . . it's like I don't fit anymore. I want to, but I simply don't."

"Because of the Xenolink?"

"I think so. It must be. I don't know what else could have . . . changed me so much. Changed the way I think and feel. I've always had some trouble getting close to people. Now, well, it's as though I have nothing in common with them at all."

Katya crossed the room to lay her hand on his shoulder. "Devis, if you can look at me the way I look right now, tatters and all, and still think of, um, that 'physical demonstration' you mentioned a moment ago, I'd say you're still human. And male. And very much a part of the human species."

"I suppose so. It doesn't say anything about my sanity, though."

She arched one eyebrow. "I'll assume that you're not talking about your sanity as it relates to your relationship with me. We do still have a relationship, don't we?"

"It's changed."

"I know. People change. It doesn't mean they're . . . turning into something else."

"I've felt like I've been drifting apart from you, too. But . . . well, out of everybody I've ever known, Katya, you're the one I want most to hold on to."

She leaned forward, offering her lips. He kissed her for a long, lingering moment. As he drew back, he found himself thinking that, despite everything, it was Katya who was most helping him cling to his humanity just now. The Xenolink had . . . not created, exactly, but unleashed something inside that vaguely shaped center of existence he thought of as self, something very much larger than he was, and far stronger. It . . . wanted things, things that he could not provide.

Katya was damned near his only reason for holding the thing, the monster, at bay.

"I'm glad your lips didn't burn," he told her.

"Let's hear it for Mark VII adjustable polynanoform, full-face breathing masks. We can try something a little closer in another day or two."

"I'm looking forward to it."

"Right now, come on. We have a staff meeting scheduled to fill you in on what's been going on down here. And tomorrow, at first light, a delegation of the DalRiss is going to be here. We all have to meet them."

He eyed her burned skin doubtfully. "That doesn't include you, too, I hope. You can't go out again like that."

"I'm afraid it does. But by tomorrow, I ought to be a lot less tender, enough so that I can slip into an E-suit, at least. I'll manage."

"Is this some sort of diplomatic get-together with the DalRiss?"

"More than that. We've told them you were coming. I was right, by the way. They do remember you, Dev. You specifically. They're coming tomorrow just to see you."

"Huh? Me? How come?"

"Because you are . . ." She paused, her eyes closed as she pulled an unfamiliar word from her RAM. "You're Sh'vah. And because of that, it just could be that you're the real key to their helping us."

"Sorry. That just went . . ." He gestured with his hand, a short, sharp stab past the top of his head. "What's 'shevah'?"

"Sh'vah," she corrected him, pronouncing the word with a short, hard glottal stop. "And maybe I'd better let one of them translate that. I'm not sure that I can."


Chapter 25

Ancient Greece was not a single state, but a collection of dozens of tiny and fiercely independent city-states, separated one from the next by the rugged mountains and inlets that characterize that land. It was this very separation, and the resultant cross-fertilization of ideas as trade between alien cultures was established, that led to the flowering of science, art, and culture.

       Indeed, some of the most shining examples of Greek scientific thought arose not in Greece proper, but in colonies such as Abdera, where Democritus pondered the atom, and Samos, where Anaximander suggested a scheme that sounds to modern ears startlingly like evolution. Mankind requires diversity, the freedom to experiment, if he is to achieve his full potential. It is natural to wonder if future ages will see similar leaps in the advancement of Mind when the cross-fertilization occurs, not between cities, but between the products of mutually alien evolutions.

—On Human Freedom

Travis Sinclair

C.E. 2538

The word Sh'vah, it turned out, was the closest pronounceable equivalent available to a three-level stack of hissing and clicking sounds that referred to a particular concept in the Alyan worldview. For the DalRiss, evolution was viewed as a complex and aeons-old dance; the Sh'vah was a particular, pivotal organism that evolved by chance or design at the right place and the right time in order to profoundly influence all future evolution. Examples in the evolution of life on Earth might have included the long-necked sauropods of the Jurassic, which had prompted the explosive increase in height of hardwood trees, a kind of evolutionary race between taller and taller dinosaurs, and the taller and taller trees upon which they fed. Better examples, perhaps, were those species of fish first able to use their swim bladders as lungs . . . and which opened up the land to conquest by the sea.

By DalRiss standards, Man himself was Sh'vah in the Great Dance of Life, having reworked the face of his own world for both good and ill, then providing the technological means for vaulting to other worlds and seeding them with life. And the DalRiss, who'd left few of the life-forms on GhegnuRish as they'd found them, were perhaps the most accomplished dancers of all.

But Dev, it seemed, held a special place within the framework of the DalRiss concept. He had been the first, within the depths of GhegnuRish, to join the separate dances of Naga, DalRiss, and human. It was, Katya had pointed out, not only a singular mark of distinction for Dev. It was the key to the Confederation's hoped-for alliance with the DalRiss.

Dev stood with Katya, Brenda Ortiz, Vic Hagan, and a number of others, both military staffers and civilians, on a plant-covered slope nearly a kilometer from the former Imperial base. Dr. Ozaki, the chief of the Imperial civilian team, was there as well, along with several of his people. The Nihonjin scientists were working under Professor Ortiz's direction now, as the expedition tried frantically to catch up with three years of largely classified Imperial research. All of them wore lightweight E-suits and masks for protection from the heat and atmosphere but had bared their left arms to the chilly embrace of DalRiss comels.

The DalRiss, five of them, had met the human party as promised, bringing comels—Translators, as the name was rendered over the organic linkage—with them to the site. The DalRiss stood before them now a few meters away, silent, utterly enigmatic in their lack of readable emotions, face or body expressions, or gestures. Dev had seen DalRiss from close up many times during his first visit to the Alyan system, but each time he met with them he was surprised by their sheer alienness, each time noticing details that he'd missed before, each time having trouble putting the confused tangle of comparisons, thoughts, and impressions that was his perception of the DalRiss into a coherent and meaningful whole. Those slippery, leechlike creatures sliding in and out among the leathery folds of the Riss portion of the body . . . he'd never noticed them before. Each the size of a dinner plate, they appeared to nest between the horns of the crescent, and among the wrinkles of loose skin connecting the "head" to the lower body. What were they, parasites on the skin of beings that were themselves parasites? A snatch of doggerel tugged at his memory, something about greater fleas with lesser fleas upon their backs to bite them.

With the DalRiss outlook on life, though, Dev doubted that those organisms were chance infestations of Alyan body lice. More likely they were young . . . or, for all he knew, they were the DalRiss equivalent of the handkerchief or the comb.

"We welcome you back to this round of the Great Dance," a voice said in Dev's mind, jerking his attention from the small creatures to the alien symbiosis in its entirety. "It was daltahng that you return."

"Daltahng?" Involuntarily, he glanced down at the comel glistening on his arm. Was it working?

"The Translator cannot always find exact parallels in the concepts necessary for communication between your people and ours," the voice said. "Daltahng . . ." It hesitated, as though searching for another word. "What you call 'destiny' or, possibly, 'fate' is one part of it. What is necessary for the completion of a great task is another. That which is in harmony with the universe is a third."

"Daltahng might be easier to say at that," Dev said, smiling behind his mask. He wondered if the DalRiss were even aware of human facial expressions. Probably not, since sound waves couldn't provide detail enough to resolve the upward twitch of the corner of a mouth . . . and they wouldn't know what they were looking at anyway.

He also wondered at the word itself. Was the "dal" part of it a root word, related somehow to the word for the Dal-symbionts? Dev thought that likely, that it might have something to do both with the fact that the Dal gave both direction and power to the otherwise helpless Riss-symbionts, and that the Dal provided completion for the DalRiss organism as a whole. Daltahng, indeed. Power-direction-giver, he thought, might be the literal sense of the word, and there would be more and deeper meanings in the fully sounded, native-spoken version of the term.

"It's good to be back," Dev told them. "It's been a long time, and I wasn't sure you'd remember me."

"Longer for us than for you. But we remember. You are Sh'vah of our dance with what we once called Chaos."

Chaos was what the DalRiss had called the Naga, which they'd envisioned as a kind of embodiment of death, a reasonable enough view to a civilization that rejoiced in the order, art, and purpose of life. Somehow, Dev found he was able to sense a hidden unfolding of the meanings behind DalRiss terms and concepts, even those that were untranslatable. Was that facility derived somehow from the comel, or was it some new and developing sensibility or sensitivity within himself?

He couldn't tell. The comel itself was quite literally a translator and nothing more, a means of retrieving vocalized thoughts from one, then reshaping and transmitting them to the other. It was composed of little more than modified nervous tissue cloned from Riss brain cells, grown together with the microscopic components of an organic radio transceiver. From what he'd been told when he'd first encountered them three years before, they were grown already programmed for specific languages; those given to humans apparently contained the keys for both Nihongo and Inglic, for as the DalRiss spoke, Dev heard the words in Inglic, but with a faint echo in Japanese. Presumably, if he'd been Nihonjin, he would have heard the translation in that language instead.

Direct access to Dev's mind was established through his cephlink by way of the circuitry implanted in his left hand and arm, and as he used the comel, he occasionally could feel it drawing on his personal RAM for meanings and definitions. It communicated with the DalRiss over the radio circuit; they heard his vocalized replies through a natural and inborn radio sense, something apparently possessed by many forms of Alyan life. Dev wondered if the DalRiss talked to one another by radio in a kind of natural telepathy. Certainly, their radio links through an active comel gave them considerable information about humans . . . more, Dev was pretty sure, than humans had been able to learn about them.

By far the greatest wonder of the comels, though, had been realized in their use to achieve communication with the Nagas, a one-individual-to-a-world species that didn't even have a spoken language, which thought in terms of communication only as it related to wordless exchanges of information between different parts of its single, massive, far-flung body. Somehow, the DalRiss, who'd fought the Nagas on two worlds for millennia, had figured out how to program certain comels to translate Naga emotional content and memories into something humans could make at least fragmentary sense of . . . and human memories into something intelligible to the Naga. Comels had been the key to understanding the Xenophobes, to communicating with them, and to effectively ending what the Nagas had believed to be problems with natural phenomena, and what humans had thought was a forty-three-year-long war with xenophobic aliens.

The technology involved in that development seemed like sheer magic to Dev. Human computers, even the most sophisticated artificial intelligence systems, still needed to be specifically programmed for their tasks, and while they were tremendously flexible, it was a flexibility only within sharply delineated boundaries. Too, how was a comel able to interpret the flicker of electrochemical impulses through the human nervous system?

True, the DalRiss must be masters of deciphering alien neural impulses, learning how to attach meaning to them and even how to control them; somehow, they'd learned to do as much with the Dal millennia ago, when they'd taken the first steps in converting the Dal from food animals to symbiotic partners. Perhaps, for the Riss, reading the signals of an alien nervous system was no more difficult than was puzzling out the meaning of a foreign language for a human equipped with a translation sequence downloaded to his personal RAM. With the right tools, the most formidable language became a simple substitution code, easily deciphered.

The sequence of thoughts, about Nagas, comels, programming, and DalRiss bioengineering techniques, flickered through Dev's mind with bewildering rapidity. The comel, he was certain now, was affecting his thoughts, affecting them in ways he'd not experienced before, or, at least, it was affecting him in ways he'd never before noticed. The voice had mentioned that it had been longer for the DalRiss than for Dev since he'd been here, a simple statement of fact for beings who experienced life—metabolic rates, chemical reactions, thoughts—faster than was normal for living systems evolved beneath a cooler, less energetic sun. It was as if the pace of his thinking had increased, almost as though he were thinking now at the same speed and level as the DalRiss.

But that was impossible, wasn't it?

"Do you know why we came back?" Dev asked.

"Katya Alessandro told us something about your mission," the DalRiss voice replied. "You had evidence of fighting between us and the humans, the . . ." Again, Dev felt the touch of the comel searching his cephlink RAM. "The Empire," it concluded. "You hoped to gain our help in your war and felt that help might be forthcoming if we were at war with the Empire of Dai Nihon as well."

"A logical reasoning sequence," another DalRiss voice said. "In fact, however, we are not at war with them . . . if we understand what you mean by the concept 'war.' We never were."

"You fought a war with the Naga, both here, and on GhegnuRish."

"That was 'war'? We knew it as part of the Dance of Life. You might call it 'survival.' "

"The . . . the buildings of the city that used to be over there," Katya said, pointing back toward the empty field to the east of Dojinko. "They accidentally destroyed part of the Imperial base. That was it, wasn't it? An accident? They didn't even see that the base was standing in their way."

"You humans have the habit of shrouding yourselves in materials invisible to our ri-sense. We knew about the things you call buildings, of course. Great, hollow, immobile caves composed of various, artificial ri-empty substances. We could sense them as, as hollows within the Yashra-ri and avoid them."

Ri was what the DalRiss called life, though the word had so many additional connotations for the Alyans that it was rarely fully translated by the comels. The Yashra-ri might have translated as "the Ocean of Life" and referred to the three-dimensional sea of living emanations in which the DalRiss lived and moved. "Empty" things were dead or artificial objects—like man-made buildings, warstriders, or a person in a sealed E-suit.

"We sense your buildings that way," the first DalRiss added, "as we sense you humans when you . . . wear? Yes, wear those garments you call E-suits for protection from our atmosphere. But there was something around your base invisible to us, something charged with electricity. We broke through that barrier by accident and with considerable hurt to several of our own. We were then fired upon . . . without provocation, so far as we could tell."

"Still, that is no reason for us to involve ourselves in your war," a third DalRiss said. "The movement of that city had nothing to do with you or with the Imperials."

"We recognize now the need to employ our Perceivers when dealing with humans," the second voice said. Each voice was distinctive, but Dev was finding it difficult to determine which particular DalRiss was speaking at any given time. The sounds his comel was translating were generated deep within those crescent-shaped heads, and there was no external change in posture or gesture or in the arrangement of those leather folds to suggest which one was making them.

"A Perceiver was present when Katya Alessandro came to us three days ago. By shedding those ri-opaque garments, however, it allowed our Watchers, those left to watch the human settlement, to see it as more than emptiness within the Yashra-ri. We recognize the physical discomfort that act must have caused. It is why we are here, knowing that you humans wish to participate in our version of the Dance."

"These Perceivers," Brenda put in suddenly. "Are they here now?"

In answer, one of the DalRiss gestured with several of its smaller tentacles, slender threads that quivered and flickered with such energy that it took Dev a moment to realize that the being was gesturing, pointing to one of the "parasites" on its body.

There were several different species of smaller life-forms living on the larger, Dev realized now, and possibly some of them were combs or baby DalRiss. The particular creature the Riss was pointing to, however, was as wide as Dev's hand and half again longer. Superficially, it resembled an octopus, gray-green mottled skin glistening with some mucuslike secretion, but with five short tentacles instead of eight long ones. Nearly the whole of the upper surface of that body was taken up by a single, external organ very much like a fist-sized eye, one made of some glassy, yellow-translucent stuff and covered over by a clear membrane.

Within the translucence, varying numbers of inky holes opened, drifted, then closed over again, seemingly at random, though there were never fewer than two nor more than six. These, Dev realized, were the multiple pupils of a single eye, their mobility and separation providing excellent depth perception, their numbers permitting greater light-gathering power in low-light conditions. It joined the group, three pupils focusing on Dev as it braced itself on three splayed tentacles. One of the DalRiss stood behind it, a single black tentacle snaking down from atop the Dal-symbiont's back and attaching itself to the creature's head, somewhere behind the eye.

"This is one of our Perceivers," the voice told the humans. "We first designed them when we realized there were radiations in the natural world that we could not sense directly, but which could potentially carry a great deal of information about the world around us."

"Is it . . . intelligent?" Its strange gaze certainly felt intelligent to Dev.

"Is it self-aware?" Katya added.

"Of course. It must be, to process information which we, the Riss, are not designed to sense. It is what you would call symbiosis, where they feed upon the Riss as the Riss feeds upon them."

"Feeds?" The word held a queasy fascination for Dev. Did the parasite-descended DalRiss see their relationships with all of their created creatures in terms of masters and . . . food?

There was a moment's hesitation, as though the being were reconsidering its words. "A holdover from our past," it said, finally. "You might say instead, 'as the Riss links to them.' "

"Ah."

Still he felt an unpleasant stirring. Man had only recently reached a crossroads of biological development that the Riss had passed millennia before by genegineering artificial intelligence. For a long time, research in this area had been restrained by certain ethical concerns, by the question of whether it was morally right to create a sentient and reasoning being for some particular purpose—as research animal or slave or even as objet d'art.

Eventually, though, the power to do a thing had found the will to do it, despite ethical considerations, and the genies had been the result. Mingling various animal and even artificial genes with the human genome had resulted in a number of species, subspecies, and types, from miners and heavy laborers to the startlingly beautiful ningyo, the delicate but fully human-looking sex toys that were a mark of distinction among Earth's elite. There were even rumors of sentient beings created as art, living sculptures unable to move, unable even to die, designed only to experience sensations programmed by their designers and to be self-aware. That, for Dev, represented perhaps the fullest possible horror of a technology used without ethical constraint.

Evidently, the DalRiss had passed that point in their technological evolution long ago, for now they incorporated intelligence into many of their biological tools with a casual nonchalance that Dev found chilling. He'd heard, for instance, that the comels were intelligent but not self-aware, a concept he'd found hard to imagine at first until he'd remembered certain human computer systems were designed within the same limitations, and probably for the same reasons.

Other Riss inventions, though, seemed to incorporate both intelligence and self-awareness. The creatures they called "Achievers," for instance, played a role in the DalRiss version of a faster-than-light drive. If what he'd heard was true, they died after completing the task for which they'd been engineered . . . "became empty," as their Riss masters put it. Presumably, the Achievers had also been designed to be content with their deliberately abbreviated lives; they wouldn't feel cheated or mistreated if they'd been made to anticipate the emptiness that ended their existence as the culmination of their lives. "I got us where we were going; now I can die content." Dev had navigated plenty of starships in his day, and the thought gave him a shudder of sympathy.

"The Perceivers opened the sky to the Great Dance," one of the DalRiss was saying. "Without them, the next step in the Dance would be the emptiness that will follow. Instead, we can become Sky Dancers."

"Sky Dancers?" Brenda repeated. She turned to Ozaki, who shrugged and shook his head.

"A few of us take the Great Dance to the stars," the radio voice explained. "Many have already left for our ancestral home. Others will be leaving soon, before emptiness claims our suns."

Several of the humans gasped surprise. "What?" Vic Hagan said sharply.

"Please." Brenda shook her head. "What do you mean, emptiness claims your suns?"

"Emptiness," Dev repeated. Somehow, he'd heard the connotations behind that single word and felt its full meaning. "They're leaving," he told the others. "They're moving their whole ecosystem off world, taking it to the stars."

"Of course," one of the DalRiss said, and its voice sounded almost cheerful. "We'd thought that you humans had remained here to help with this new part of the Dance. That was why the actions of those you call the Imperials seemed so bizarre, why we cut off all contact with them.

"But we still need your help. We've been wondering if that was why you came."

"But why are they leaving?" Ozaki wanted to know. "In three years of study, we'd thought this migration they were talking about had to do with their religion. Or with some obscure use of metaphor."

"It has nothing to do with religion," Dev said bluntly. Carefully, he glanced up toward the eastern sky, where Alya A was an intensely glaring point of light that caused his protective goggles to darken as his head turned that way. "Or with metaphor. They've simply decided to leave before the Alyan suns explode."


Chapter 26

Our G-class sun lies conveniently in the comfort of middle age, with mass enough to keep it on the Main Sequence for another five or six billion years at least. The orange Ks and red-dwarf Ms, less massive stars, are misers, hoarding their much smaller reserves against the cold of the Ultimate Night. Some may be burning unchanged ten or twenty billion years hence.

       As for those stars more massive than Sol, the Fs and the still hotter and more spendthrift As, they are wastrels consuming their hydrogen capital at a rate that will leave them bankrupt in a fraction of the time left to Sol. For an A-5, for example, a measly billion years might be extreme old age.

—The Stars: A Speculative Odyssey

Dr. Sergei Ulyanov

C.E. 2025

"We do not expect it to happen anytime soon," one of the DalRiss told them, "even by your standards. But by the standards of the Great Dance, it is clear that our next step must be to the sky."

"Our understanding of the physics behind the stellar fusion process is still primitive compared to yours," another said. "We were not even aware of the danger until after our first contacts with humans."

The Alyan suns, younger by far than cooler stars like Sol, must have already reached the point where helium ash was concentrating in their cores. Soon—at least in cosmic terms—that accumulation of helium would force them off the main sequence. Briefly, they would burn hotter but grow so much larger that their surface temperature would drop, and for some millions of years they would shine as red giants before they began their final and inevitable collapse into white dwarfs.

By that time, of course, their respective planetary systems would have been absorbed or charred lifeless. Dev wondered how a race so life-centered as the DalRiss perceived such an ultimate and absolute extinction.

"The DalRiss were most interested in our understandings of physics and cosmology," Ozaki said. "We never stopped to consider that it had an, ah, a practical application for them."

"Evidently it did," Brenda said. "How long do they have?"

Numbers flickered through Dev's awareness, drawn from ephemeral data on the Alyan suns. "There's really no way to come up with an exact figure," he told the others. "Not unless they have more precise data on their stars' neutrino fluxes. It could happen any moment. On the other end of the scale, I'd say that fifty million years is a reasonable upper limit."

"Fifty million years is a long time," Hagan said, "at least for a civilization. And didn't you say these guys think and live faster than we do? Hell, for these guys, fifty million years is forever!"

Katya laughed. "I don't know. Hey, we're facing the heat death of the universe in just a hundred billion years or so. We'd better get busy now and figure out where we're going to go when that happens!"

"Cute, Katya," Dev said. "But remember that the DalRiss think in terms of the transfiguration of entire species." He hesitated, choosing his words. It was as though he could see DalRiss reasoning, plans tracing particular sets of genes and chromosomes across countless generations. The DalRiss did not have a technically based nanotechnology as the humans did; all of their research and manufacturing on any ultrasmall scale had to be carried out by the original nanotech—the biochemistry of cells and enzymes and living systems. With his newly found depth and speed of insight, Dev could see the monumental patience the Alyans needed to carry out even a simple nanotech-scale experiment using tools designed and bred from carefully controlled mutations, which themselves were the products of long, long lines of genetic experimentation, and he felt a surging rush of admiration, even wonder. Kuso! Why couldn't Katya and the others see the miracle of it?

"I suspect," he said slowly, "that the DalRiss have research programs extending tens of thousands of years into the future. They may have long-range plans, plans encompassing the creation of new species or the alterations of whole worlds, plans that won't see fruition for millions of years. These people take the long view. To suddenly be told that their suns could grow hot enough to cook them all at any time between tomorrow and a couple of geological ages from now and interrupt everything they've been working on would place a pretty rough strain on any long-range ideas they might have."

The other humans were staring at him. Presumably, the DalRiss were as well, though it was impossible to know for sure where their attentions were directed at any given moment. He spread his hands, pleading. "Good God, people, don't you understand? Don't you see? Over the past few million years or so, the Riss have taken over every aspect of their ecosystem, every detail. How many native species are there on New America, Katya? How many on Earth? Not just humans or horses or dogs, but insects, fish, grass, nematodes, plankton, amoeba, bacteria. Hell, even viruses, if for no better reason than that I suspect these people use tailored viruses to transmit genetic information when they're tinkering up a new species. If you assume that all life in a given biome is interdependent with all the rest, if you change even one species, you ultimately change them all. The one thing they can't control, though, is arguably the most important . . . the power plant that keeps the whole system running. If they think in terms of control of their environment, the fact that they can't control their own sun would be intolerable!"

Brenda was first to break the silence. "Frankly, Commodore, we haven't seen any evidence that they control their environment to the degree you suggest. If they were capable of doing what you claim, then surely the Naga wouldn't have posed the threat to them that they did."

"Sure," Hagan said. "They could have introduced a virus that reproduced within Xeno supracells and made them wipe themselves out. Biological warfare. But from what we learned in the first expedition, the DalRiss had been fighting the Xenos for thousands of years. They'd been pushed off GhegnuRish entirely and were on the verge of losing ShraRish too. They needed us to come along and give them a high-tech edge."

"Because," Dev explained, "the Naga live and work and experience on a nanotech scale. If the DalRiss are expert biologists, remember that the Naga are expert chemists . . . and when you get down to molecular and submolecular scales, there's no difference whatsoever between the two. I'm guessing, but I would imagine that the DalRiss spent a lot of effort trying to create viral or bacterial weapons for use against the Nagas, and the Nagas just assimilated each weapon and made it harmless . . . or else turned it on its creators."

"Dev Cameron shows remarkable intuition," the third DalRiss said, "and an excellent grasp of the nature of our struggle. Few of the weapons we were able to design had any significant effect on the Chaos. A few weakened the enemy, and on numerous occasions we were convinced that we had eradicated the threat. Each time, however, a small reserve of uninfected Naga tissue survived hidden somewhere within the recesses of the planet's crust. Within a few hundreds or thousands of your years, however, they would strike again and with an immunity to the weapons that had stopped them before."

"I submit, Vic," Dev said, "that you compare the scale of their Xeno war with ours. They fought the Nagas on two worlds to a standstill over the course of . . . what was it? Ten thousand years? Something like that. At the end of that time, the Nagas had the upper hand on both worlds—they'd won on one and were coming damned close on the other—but that was after ten thousand years. In our case, we'd been fighting the Nagas on six worlds for forty-odd years. We'd lost completely on four of them, and two of those worlds, Herakles and Lung Chi, had significant planetary populations. In all four cases, we'd been smacked right off the planet within one year. One year! On Loki, we won . . . or, at least, we think we won. What do you want to bet, though, that there are still isolated bits of viable Xeno cells and nano hidden away 'way down deep, where the nuke penetrators couldn't reach them? The only place we know we won is Eridu, and that's because we made friends with the thing instead of trying to kill it!"

"Scary thought," Katya said. She stamped her boot on the ShraRish soil. "That also suggests we didn't win here like we thought, either. That the ShraRish Naga will be back someday."

"It is their nature to survive," the first DalRiss said. "And to expand their influence from world to world. Fortunately, we no longer have to fight with them for mastery of the Yashra-ri. Though we learned, through a very long process of trial and error, the key to direct communication with the Chaos, it was Dev Cameron who actually made that breakthrough. The . . . the Naga of GhegnuRish is now our ally. We will take part of it with us when we carry our Great Dance to the stars."

"I'd think the DalRiss and the Naga would have a lot to offer one another," Dev said.

It was curious. As they'd been talking, he found he was learning how to tell one of the beings from another. He wasn't sure how . . . but there was something about the manner of each as it stood in the semicircle of DalRiss before the human party that communicated itself to him as it spoke. It was like reading the body language of a human during an ordinary conversation, something normally automatic and even unnoticed.

To his considerable surprise, Dev was aware of this accelerated level of communication and understanding with the other humans in the party as well. The facility, he realized now, had been growing for some time but had remained unnoticed behind the churning wall of fear and stress that had occupied more and more of his thoughts over the past months.

He could tell by looking at her, for instance, that Katya was still struggling with the idea that humanity's long war with the Xenophobes had not been won after all. The friendly relations achieved with the Nagas of Eridu and Mu Herculis seemed to guarantee mutually useful cooperation between Man and Naga from now on, but no one who'd spent as many years as Katya had fighting the Xenophobes could shake the feeling that the Xenos still didn't really understand what people were, that human and Naga viewpoints were so mutually alien that a new misunderstanding—and war—were possible at any time. Dev noticed the look Katya exchanged with Hagan, and even through their air masks he could read the new fear that the two of them were sharing. As for Ortiz and Ozaki, they were lost in strangeness, more concerned with the new insights into DalRiss history and biotechnology than with any merely theoretical concern about the Naga.

"We are initiating a new symbiosis," the second DalRiss said. "We have been working closely with the Naga of GhegnuRish, the Naga you first made peaceful contact with, Dev Cameron. It has been induced to bud portions of itself, which we are learning to incorporate into the biological matrix of our space vessels. These buds will serve a wide variety of purposes within the new aspect of the Great Dance, as what you would call the computer network of our ships, as a means for storing and using data, as a means for repairing damage."

"It sounds like we could learn a hell of a lot from all this," Dev said. "I'd like to see how you blend Naga and DalRiss biologies."

"The sharing between two mutually alien ri is basic to our philosophy," the third DalRiss said. "The two together accomplish more than either apart." Dev felt the touch of his comel searching for data. "Yes," the DalRiss continued. "You humans call this synergy."

"There could be a tremendous synergy if there was a similar sharing of what you know and what we know," Dev said. "We need your help, but there may be much we could offer you in exchange."

"We see one point of philosophy that binds the DalRiss to you humans of the Confederation as opposed to those of the Empire," the first DalRiss said. "We respect diversity, in particular as it applies to the life of a world. But we could argue the need for cultural diversity as well. Just as a large number of interacting species are necessary for the viability and security of an ecosystem, a large number of interacting cultures is important for the life and health of a species."

" 'Interacting cultures,' " Ozaki put in. "Do you mean war?"

"Not at all. War is the attempt by one culture to suppress another, not to encourage its flowering. We refer to the interaction of ideas. Of philosophy. Of science and scientific discoveries. Of the products of research by one group shared with another to the improvement of both."

"Trade," Katya said.

"Trade does not occupy the place in our culture that it seems to hold in yours," the DalRiss told her. "But that, too, would be a factor."

A lot more study was needed on the DalRiss social structure and how it worked, Dev reflected. The Collective appeared to operate without such human social constructs as trade because each individual DalRiss provided for its own needs. Groups of DalRiss worked together on such projects as the creation of a new life-form, but the benefits of those life-forms were available to all.

Trade among humans had begun, it was believed, when agriculture had become so efficient that individual humans could specialize in their work, exchanging such skills as, say, pottery making for a share of the grain grown by the community's farmers. The DalRiss had never needed to specialize to that degree; each Riss fed off his Dal or from the living, mobile plant shell that was its home. The Dal ate the gene-tailored "moss" that covered so much of the open landscape, while DalRiss buildings drew nourishment from sunlight and directly from the ground. Cities were temporary groupings that dissolved when the mineral content of a given area was leached away. Since food and most other necessities were to all intents and purposes free for the taking, the concept of an individual performing work which it then sold to its neighbors appeared never to have taken hold among the DalRiss.

"You of the Confederation seem to share our interest in maintaining a diversity of cultures," the first DalRiss said. "From what we were able to understand in our exchanges with the representatives of the Empire, this is not a philosophy they share. If we were to provide aid to your Confederation in this war, it would be on this philosophical basis."

"After a while I'll recite the Declaration of Reason for you," Dev told them. "It's a statement of what we believe, what we're fighting for. You might be interested in hearing it."

Dev wondered if, when he was crafting that document, Travis Sinclair had known that it would be used to persuade alien listeners of the rightness of the Confederation cause as well as humans. The theme at which that document hammered again and again and again was that humanity, in the variety of the peoples and cultures, races and religions living on the far-scattered worlds of the Hegemony, was too diverse to be ruled by a single government located on far-off Earth. Under Japan's Imperial rule, the very characters of those hundreds of separate peoples were stifled at best, and at worst were twisted into a mocking imitation of the shallow and elitist Shakai, the upper-class society of Dai Nihon.

If there was any one aspect of Japanese life and culture that singled it out as different among all of the other cultures bom of Earth, Dev thought, it was the outward need for conformity. That was not to say that other human cultures didn't from time to time view difference as a disruption of the natural order; Jews, blacks, and the unusually bright or gifted, among many others, all had had reason to fear whatever it was that set them apart from their neighbors at one point or another in the long and often bloody history of Civilization.

But the need to be different, the need to express one's individuality, had long ago become a luxury that the crowded Japanese islands could ill afford.

Each Nihonjin thought of him- or herself as an individual, of course—indeed, they were often frustrated by the realization that gaijin didn't seem to understand that—but social pressures served to embarrass any Japanese person who stood out within the crowd, especially anybody perceived as unwilling to work for the common good of company, of community, of nation, of race. It was a social emphasis radically different from that of the West, where voluntary cooperation for the common good tended to come behind the needs of the individual.

"Any information on Confederation beliefs would be welcome," the third DalRiss told him. The Perceivers on the Riss-symbiont's body all appeared to have their pupils focused on Dev.

"Then I propose a trade," Dev said. "An exchange of information. I would like to learn more about what you're doing with the GhegnuRish Naga, and these spacecraft you mentioned. Both could have a very direct application in our war with the Imperium. In exchange, one of us will read and explain our Declaration of Reason and answer any questions you may have about why we're fighting to be free of the Empire."

"That seems reasonable, though we don't understand why you expressed it that way. We would have answered your questions without this exchange."

"Perhaps. Consider this another means of learning about us, about how we think."

"For you to learn about the Fleet of the Great Dance," the DalRiss said slowly, "it will be necessary for you to come with us to GhegnuRish. Does this interest you?"

"It certainly does," Katya put in. She glanced at Dev, then looked back to one of the DalRiss . . . not the one that had been speaking, Dev noticed. "We'd like that a lot."

"We certainly would," Dev added. "And we'd like to see how your stardrive works, if that's possible."

"Of course. We will arrange for you to see one of our ships in the company of an expert in directing the Achievers. Also, we will arrange for you to commune with the planetary Naga, which can give you details of our control and communications systems. Perhaps you could make use of some of these ships in your war to good advantage."

Dev started to reply, then stopped, unable to speak, afraid that he was going to reveal the surge of emotion he was feeling. It looked as if everything Farstar had been designed to do was about to be handed him.

Despite that, though, he was anticipating a trip to GhegnuRish with mingled joy and dread. The secret of the DalRiss instantaneous drive might well be the weapon that would make the Confederation victorious.

But at GhegnuRish, he knew, too, he would be facing another planetary Naga. A capricious fate, it seemed, was pressing him hard toward a second Xenolink.

Fate . . . or was it daltahng?


Chapter 27

It has been well established for at least three centuries that humans possess the equivalent of two brains apiece, the left and right hemispheres of their cerebrum. In general, the left side of the brain appears more closely associated with mathematical and analytical abilities, while the right side directs those applications requiring visual-spatial and artistic skills. One possible explanation for differences in individual intelligence, incidentally, involves the number of cross connections within the corpus callosum between these two brains, with a greater degree of cross connectivity being associated both with a smoother overall processing of information and with that curious something-from-nothing spark of creativity known as intuition.

       In line with this is a curious datum of comparative anatomy: women, by and large, tend to have a greater number of connections between the two halves of their brain, explaining, possibly, that largely anecdotal phenomenon known as "woman's intuition."

—The Science of Mind

Dr. Harvey Carpenter

C.E. 2285

The system of Alya B was much like that of Alya A, a young retinue of worlds circling through a dust- and meteor-choked volume of space centered upon a dazzling, type A star. The fifth world out closely resembled ShraRish in most respects, its land surfaces showing more vacant stretches of lifeless dun and ocher, but tinted here and there with the mottled shades of pink and orange that marked emergent Alyan life. Its seas shone violet and copper-sulfate blue in the hard white light of its sun, just as they did on ShraRish, and the clouds dazzled the electronic eye in swirls of white highlighted in blues and purples.

Eagle had dropped out of K-T space several hundred million kilometers out and approached cautiously. Their informants on ShraRish had indicated that there were no Imperial forces at GhegnuRish, not so much as an orbiting observer station, but Dev still wasn't sure how sophisticated DalRiss technology was, especially in the—to them—new medium of space.

As they neared GhegnuRish, however, his doubts were fading. There were no Imperial ships or stations in the Alya B system, but the region close to the DalRiss homeworld was thick with objects, with ships. Over a thousand had been counted by Eagle's AI through the ship's sensor suite, and there were more yet masked by the bulk of the planet.

DalRiss vessels tended to be large, measuring anywhere from five hundred meters—twenty percent longer than Eagle herself—to monsters like the starfish shape at the Migrant Camp, two kilometers or more across and massing many millions of tons. Perhaps half were starfish shaped, flat and round, with varying numbers of thick arms; Dev was struck by their outward similarity to the Dal, until he realized—again, that unexpected flash of intuition—that he was looking at genetically altered Dal, enormous life forms grown from the tissues of creatures normally no more than three or four meters across.

The rest were, Dev supposed, descended from the ambulatory house-organisms of the DalRiss, albeit grown enormous. They tended to assume cylindrical, spherical, or flat-headed mushroom shapes, and some, as Dev watched them through Eagle's navsim link, appeared to change shape slowly from one form to another. Though any comparison with human technology was dangerous, he knew, he couldn't help but think of the starfish shapes as the DalRiss equivalent of human military vessels, uniform in appearance, faster, more maneuverable than the others, while the ships grown from buildings were the freighters, the tankers, the heavy-hauler logistical arm of the Alyan fleet.

"Our new friends have been busy," Katya said, linked into the net with Dev. "Do they really intend to abandon both their worlds?"

"I don't think so," Dev told her. "The impression I get when I'm talking to them is that individual death doesn't matter that much to them, that even if they knew precisely when their suns were going to explode, any one of them would just as soon stay and take notes as leave. But they do value, oh, call it experience. Knowledge. Viewpoint, even. They try to save that . . . the way life saves particular combinations of DNA, I suppose."

"You know, Dev, I get the feeling that you get a lot more out of your conversations with them than the rest of us do."

Dev hesitated before answering. Katya had just touched that part of his new self he'd most been questioning during the past few hours.

"I guess I do. But I seem to be getting a lot more out of everything lately."

"It's the Xenolink, isn't it?"

"I . . . I think so. I think it must be." Absently, he reached for a bit of planetary data he knew to be stored in an ephemeris stored in his personal RAM, then realized with a small start that the data was already there in his mind . . . without his having had to frame a coded search request. That sort of thing had been happening more and more lately, as though subprograms were running in his implanted hardware that had been placed there by some unconscious part of himself.

"When I linked with the Naga on Herakles," he went on, thoughtfully, "part of it, about a kilogram of its tissue, entered me, mingled itself with my body. Most of that tissue, I'm pretty sure, was Naga nanotech. Molecule-sized living machines that interact with each other like tiny computers in a very, very large network."

"That's how you shared minds, right?"

"I suppose so, though I'm still not quite sure what 'mind' really is. If you can picture 'mind' as a series of computer programs overlapping one another, running in parallel, yeah. The Naga's programs were definitely mixed up with mine, and I could sense what it was thinking. Well, some of it, anyway. Remember, a planetary Naga masses as much as a small moon. But for a while there, the part that I was relating to and I were . . . joined. Part of the same organism. Or set of nested programs. While I was . . . changed, I sensed, I don't know. A quickening. My thoughts were faster. My time sense was accelerated . . . I think I was processing data as quickly as the Naga. At least, when we shared thoughts, there was no sense of it having to wait for me to catch up. There was no sense of difference at all. We weren't just linked. We were one."

There'd been more besides, things that he still didn't quite dare tell anyone. He'd sensed an actual increase in his intelligence, or possibly it had simply been that the speed and the certainty of . . . call it his intuition had increased. The somatic technicians and monitor AIs that had checked him out afterward had speculated that, at least temporarily, there'd been an increase in the number of connections between the left and right hemispheres of his cerebrum through his corpus callosum.

Now, though, Dev was beginning to suspect that the increase had not been temporary. It had taken him this long to arrive at that conclusion, possibly because the connections had been growing throughout these past months, possibly because it had taken him this long to learn—all unconsciously—how the new equipment worked. Had the Naga made permanent, physical changes to his brain during its brief tenancy? Or, after he'd ordered it to withdraw, had it left some small part of itself, perhaps a few million molecule-sized nanobiomachines to continue the work begun by the planetary Naga as a whole?

He was pretty sure that a physical scan of his brain now would reveal what had not been there eight months ago: a host of new connections between the left side and the right. He knew of no other way to account for the leaps of reason and insight, the speed and accuracy of thought, the sudden flashes of information that seemed to drop out of nowhere. In many ways, it was like being constantly linked to an AI, with information available for the asking, though it was not as dependable, and the information it provided was limited to that available to his ordinary human senses.

"At first," he told Katya, "I suspected the comel, thought that it was doing something to me, because it wasn't until I put one on that things started to fall in place for me. Now, though, I'm pretty sure that it was just that the change in me became clearer . . . came into sharper focus, let's say, while I was talking to the DalRiss." The increased level of intuition that allowed him to pick up more of the meaning behind the Alyans' many-leveled speech than was possible for other people had only been revealed when he'd been speaking with them . . . and intuition or no intuition, he still needed a comel to communicate with the Alyans.

"It'll be okay, Dev. I know it will. You must've retained, somehow, that flash of genius you said you experienced during the Xenolink. Maybe it's only now getting to the point where you can control it."

Through the cephlinkage, Dev could sense Katya's concern, a warm, soft stirring, a reaching out. A detached part of his mind noted that this, too, was a new ability, for the cephlink wasn't supposed to transmit emotions the way a direct link with a Naga did, for instance. He suspected that what he was feeling was a highly increased sensitivity to Katya's moods, expressed by subtle inflections in her mental voice.

"I think you're right. The question is whether I can handle the additional information."

"What additional information?"

"Let's say I'm just processing the same information, the same input more completely than I was before. It's a lot like being linked, but without having much control on what's coming through on a download. My vision is sharper, and my hearing and sense of touch. What I'm getting is overtones, secondary meanings, special insight on the same input my senses have always been giving me. That's how I can, oh, hear a DalRiss word and guess at more of the meaning behind it than you can . . . and know that I'm right."

"It must be . . . a little frightening."

"And by that," Dev said gently, "you mean that you're wondering whether I can handle it, wondering if I might not, in fact, be insane . . . or at least just a little unbalanced."

"No!"

"And now you're wondering if you should relieve me of command, since there's no way of anticipating how I'll react under pressure. Oh, yes. I can pick up more from human speech than I could before too, especially if I can see your face and body. I think I must be capable of processing very subtle clues from, oh, lots of things. Posture. Subtle movements of muscles in face and hands and body. I feel . . . I feel much the same way that I did in the Xenolink. Not as complete, not as whole. I still feel . . . incomplete. Empty, in the way the DalRiss mean the word. It's not as bad as it was when the Naga withdrew from me. Maybe I'm just learning how to handle it. Or maybe I'm still . . . changing."

"I don't want to have you relieved," Katya said. "Dev, you've always been a tactical genius, especially in space combat. It's, I don't know. A gift. A talent. If your brain is working at a higher level now, faster, more smoothly, with greater insight, well, that could be a real advantage for us, couldn't it?"

"You're trying to talk yourself into believing that." Dev gave a mental sigh. What was best . . . for the mission? And for the people under his command? "I think we're going to have to work closely together, you and I."

"With me as your keeper?"

He heard the flash of anger in her voice. "If you like. Or as my human judgment and reason."

"You're as human as I am, damn it!"

"Maybe. I hope so."

But he was surprised to note that he didn't really care, one way or the other, about his humanity anymore.

And that change in his thinking was perhaps the most disturbing of all.

Eagle had made the passage from Alya A to Alya B in a single, short hop through K-T space. The mean separation between the two suns was nine hundred astronomical units, about five light days, and the passage lasted only a few minutes. The DalRiss Dev had been talking with at Dojinko, however, had made the trip instantaneously and were waiting for the Confederation destroyer as it approached.

DalRiss starships employed a means of overcoming the limitations of the speed of light totally different from that employed by Man. Just as they grew the bodies of their ships, they bred and grew the means of shifting from point to point in space, semi-intelligent creatures known to the DalRiss as Achievers. Human researchers still didn't understand how Achievers did what they did; the best explanation suggested that they somehow tapped into the half-magical potential of quantum theory, literally imagining the ship and its contents to be in a distant place, and transporting it there instantly by sheer force of will. Magic . . . yet no more magical, perhaps, than the K-T drive that allowed human starships to skim along the interface between the Quantum Sea and normal fourspace. The biggest problem was that in three years of study, the Nihonjin researchers at ShraRish had been unable to even come up with a testable hypothesis as to how the Achievers accomplished their space-bending trick, much less find a way to apply it to human spacecraft designs.

As Eagle slipped into orbit around GhegnuRish, one of the smaller DalRiss ships took up station close alongside. Longer than Eagle by nearly two hundred meters, the four-armed starfish shape appeared to be maneuvered not by plasma jets, as with human spacecraft, but by manipulating the local stellar and planetary magnetic fields. The alien ship glowed brightly in Dev's navsim view, a representation of the magnetic forces bathing the vessel as it matched course and speed.

"Commodore?" the voice of Eagle's communications officer sounded in his mind. "We're picking up a transmission from the Alyan ship. Standard radio."

With neither computer systems or transmission codes in common with those employed by human ships, the DalRiss could not talk to Eagle through the usual ViRcommunication links. They did employ radio, however, and with comels aboard both vessels tied into the comnet, the two could speak with one another, using audio alone.

"Patch it through."

"Dev Cameron. This is the DalRiss." Again, that odd lack of individual identification. Dev wondered if the DalRiss even had names for each other. "We thought you would appreciate a chance to see our fleet at close range."

"I'm . . . astonished," Dev replied, "to say the least." And he was. The Alyans must have been growing and launching ships constantly for the past three years.

Katya still linked in, spoke into the momentary silence. "Is this one of the DalRiss we were speaking with on the surface of ShraRish?"

"It is," the voice said, "though that scarcely matters. So long as the information is the same."

"I understand," Katya said. "But I'm curious. These starships we're seeing . . . they're identical to shapes we observed on ShraRish from orbit. Do your Achievers jump them straight from the surface of the planet into space? Or do you use the magnetic drive we're observing in your vessel now?"

"We can enter space either way. In our case, this ship was on the ground near where we talked with you. We entered it before your ground-to-orbit shuttle had reached orbit, and our Achiever brought us here to await your arrival."

If the Confederation could master that trick! . . .

"How are you generating the magnetic fields to drive your ships?" Dev asked.

"That is one of the things we have the Naga to thank for. As you must know well, they are masters at creating and manipulating magnetic fields."

Dev suppressed a start of surprise. For all of his improved powers of intuition and observation, he'd not seen that one coming. It made splendid sense, however. The Naga could directly sense magnetic fields, and they used them extensively for moving about the surface of their planet, even for flinging bits of themselves into the void at velocities of up to thirty percent of the speed of light. That was how they seeded other worlds across the cosmos; that was how the Naga he'd been Xenolinked with had destroyed the ships of the Imperial battlefleet at Herakles.

He was about to ask about their power source but decided not to. There would be time later, and he didn't want to irritate his hosts with what might be annoying or imbecilic questions.

"You have a Naga fragment aboard your ship?" Katya asked.

"Aboard every one of the ships you now perceive, yes. They provide each with its ability to maneuver, to fight, to repair itself. They are also quite useful for helping to maintain the necessary environment."

They would be, at that. Dev turned his gaze briefly on the planet turning slowly below. Birthworld of DalRissan life, GhegnuRish had been abandoned by them after centuries of near-incessant war with the Xenophobe lurking beneath the planet's crust. At some time after the last DalRiss evacuated the world, the Xenophobe had undergone a transition natural for that species, from what human researchers called its acquisitive phase to its contemplative phase. By that time, much of the planet's surface had already been altered by the dark interloper. Whole DalRissan cities had been assimilated within the Naga's plastic embrace, and the atmosphere itself was slowly being changed, not, it turned out, in any deliberate attempt to render the world uninhabitable, but simply as the vast Naga in its subsurface tunnels and caverns had drawn on cities, on rock, on the atmosphere itself as building materials for its own use.

After Dev had established contact with the Xeno, however, a dialogue between the Naga and the DalRiss had begun. Even before the First Expeditionary Force had departed for Earth, DalRiss had returned to the surface of their homeworld and had begun guiding the planetary Naga in reconstructing the demolished environment. For three years, the Naga had been absorbing air from the GhegnuRish atmosphere, converting it to the standard gas mix favored by the DalRiss, and releasing it again. DalRiss biologists had even been using the Naga's ability to pattern living forms absorbed by it and piece together replicas literally atom by atom to begin repopulating the planet's surface with the plant and animal species that long before had been driven to extinction by the original war.

Oh, yes. If the Naga could do all of that, they would be real wizards at creating and maintaining specific environments!

"Could you modify your ships to carry humans?" Katya wanted to know.

"Creating an area within a ship that supplied your range of temperature and gas mix would present no problem," the DalRiss replied after a moment. "There would be difficulties, though, in control."

"I imagine," Dev added, "that you, the Riss part of you, anyway, tap into the ship's nervous system directly."

"That is essentially correct. We receive input directly from the ship's senses. Our thoughts guide the ship just as they guide our Dal. With this new construction, there is actually a three-way linkage between the ship, the Riss piloting it, and the Naga fragment that makes up part of the ship's nervous system."

"It sounds very much like the way we do things," Dev said. "Humans are linked electronically to the artificial intelligence, the computer network that serves as a kind of nervous system for our ship. We do electronically what you do through some very advanced biology."

"We had surmised as much, from our studies with the Japanese observers. Your electronic systems, the implants you call cephlinks, would not be directly compatible with our biological systems. Some sort of direct connection would be necessary, too, in order for you to pass on navigational commands to the ship's Achiever. The Achiever, you see, must visualize the desired destination. That is simple if the Achiever has been at the target destination before. It can be accomplished if the target can simply be seen, by picking out a particular star, say. That is how we first made contact with your species, as you may know. We'd been receiving radio signals from that volume of space occupied by humans for some time. We were aware of a particular star quite similar in age and mass to our own, the star you humans call Altair. Basically, we pointed out Altair to an Achiever and told it to go there.

"The system works best, however, if the pilot has been to the destination and can pass on his impressions to the Achiever first. It allows a much finer focus and more accuracy when you emerge on the other side."

"Jumping blind, you could end up inside your target sun," Dev said. "Or so far away you might have to make several more small jumps to zero in on your target. I can see that."

"Precisely."

"You know," Dev said slowly, the hesitation dragging at his mental voice, "a comel is nothing but a translator and not always a completely accurate one at that. It doesn't provide enough of a bridge between humans and DalRiss for the level of linkage required for this type of navigation."

"It is not fast enough, either."

"Right. But a human could link directly with the Naga aboard one of your ships. The Naga would then be linked to the ship and to the Achiever. In that way, humans could pilot your vessels."

There was a long silence over the radio link, as though the DalRiss were considering this. "That could well be. Would you consider participating in the experiment?"

"Dev," Katya said, alarmed. "I don't—"

"I would," Dev told the DalRiss, interrupting her. He then sent her a private message over the navlink. "Don't worry, Kat. I know what I'm doing."

"You're thinking about doing another Xenolink!"

"Not quite. This won't be the same thing. The Nagas in these ships are buds off a planetary Naga, fragments massing a few tons . . . well, a few thousand tons, maybe, in the case of their biggest ships. Still, it won't be like tapping into that monster on Herakles."

"Then let someone else do it, damn it!"

"Why? I'm the one with the experience. If it works for me, maybe we could expand on the idea. But I'm the one with the experience linking with Xenos. And I can navigate a starship."

"So can I! And I've linked with Xenos, too!"

"Not the way I have, you haven't. I . . . let's just say I have an idea of what's possible."

     "Kuso, Dev. I don't know if you should do this! If I should let you do this."

"I have to, Kat, and you have to let me. We've got to find out if humans can work DalRiss ships. If they can, oh, God! We've got the Rebellion won. Think of it! One battle, with ships that can travel instantly from point A to point B. The Empire would know they would never stand a chance. Katya, they'll give us everything we want!"

"But at what cost?"

"They don't seem to be into trade, much, Kat."

"That wasn't the cost I was talking about, Dev. And I think you're smart enough now to realize that."

Katya, too, possessed a keen intuition and knew that Dev had chosen to deliberately misunderstand her.

"You're right, Katya. Of course. But if Travis Sinclair were here, wouldn't he say that winning the war against the Empire, winning it without losing millions of lives in the process, was worth almost any price you could name?"

"No, he wouldn't, Dev. He'd say that victory wasn't worth it if it made us like the Imperials. Or if we had to give up being human. Damn it, Dev, what is it we're fighting for? Isn't it the right to be our own crazy brand of human?"

"And if only one human risks giving up his humanity? So that the whole Confederacy, the whole Frontier, maybe, can be free?"

"I . . . don't know, Dev."

"Neither do I. But we're going to explore the possibilities."

It didn't take much longer to arrange things with the DalRiss. The experiment, which the DalRiss were as interested in as the humans, could take place almost immediately.

And so far as Dev was concerned, the sooner, the better.


Chapter 28

Remember this maxim of space warfare. Ultimately, all weapons rely one way or another on mass and energy. A nuclear detonation yields tremendous energy in a single devastating burst. Know, however, that an asteroid, a rock, a single loose bolt, given sufficient velocity to yield kinetic energy according o the time-honored formula of E = mc2, can yield more raw, destructive energy than the largest thermonuclear warhead.

—Strategy and Tactics of Space Warfare

Imperial Naval War College

Kyoto, Nihon

C.E. 2530

The DalRiss had provided Dev with a tiny compartment buried deep within the heart of the Alyan ship, a place where the atmosphere was identical to that provided by Eagle's life support systems, where the temperature hovered at a warm and somewhat humid thirty-five degrees, where light came from no identifiable source but seemed to bathe every surface of the room in a diffuse and gentle glow.

That room was like no room aboard any human-built starship. With no corners, no sharp angles, with every surface like every other in the disorienting no-way-is-up of zero gravity, Dev found himself momentarily lost. He was a pro at handling himself in zero-G, of course, but the trick in free fall was to identify some arbitrary direction as "down" and keep convincing your brain that it was. With a little practice and some stubborn make-believe, the body adapted, and the mind could ignore the confusing loss of orientation.

Here, though, every surface was disturbingly like the inside of a huge, soft, glowing pink stomach . . . no, it was more like a living womb, with fleshy, muscular walls. It wasn't very large, either, and Dev was glad that he'd insisted on overruling Katya when she'd volunteered to come instead. With her claustrophobia, floating in a chamber so narrow that he could touch any two opposite walls with his outstretched arms and could never fully extend his legs . . . well, maybe he was the best one for this test after all. Despite what he'd told her, he'd had his doubts.

He'd floated across from Eagle wearing a full-body E-suit and been admitted through something disturbingly like a toothless mouth opening in the side of the DalRiss ship. Successive doors had opened before him, guiding him through the lumen of a glowing, slick-surfaced tube that brought to mind other anatomical comparisons that he'd much rather have ignored. A radio voice through the compatch jacked into his left T-socket told him when the atmosphere was right for him; he'd peeled off the E-suit and PLSS unit and left them in one room; now, naked except for the comel he wore on his left arm, he floated with knees curled almost to chest within the warm embrace of his quarters aboard the DalRiss ship.

"How am I supposed to link from here?" he asked aloud. The air had a faint odor, mildly unpleasant, somewhat sulfurous. He wondered if his hosts were listening to him over the comel or whether the room could pick up his speech and translate it directly. Not that it mattered, but he was interested in the way these people did things.

In reply, an irregular section of the wall directly in front of him and measuring a full meter across went dark. Slowly, a deeper darkness, inky absence of all light and color began diffusing through the living surface. Shapes swam in the blackness, tarry lumps, ranging in size from the length of his outstretched hand to the size of his head. He'd seen it before more than once and knew immediately what it was.

Somehow, the ship's Naga had extruded this portion of itself into his cell. Quickly, before he could lose his nerve, he stretched out his left hand and let the comel sink into the blackness. . . .

Completeness. . . .

. . . of being . . . of perception . . .

Well-being. . . .

Memories . . . of linking with the Naga of GhegnuRish . . . and again on Eridu . . . and still again on Herakles. Information, rich torrents of it . . . and the certain knowledge that I am not alone. . . .

Loneliness. I/we share that incompleteness.

Together . . .

. . . we share . . .

. . . completeness. . . .

For Dev, it was as though he'd just jacked in aboard the Eagle. The uterine, claustrophobic room, the black, tarry patch on the wall, the falling sensation of zero-G all were gone. Instead, he felt as though he were hanging alone in space.

No . . . it was not quite the same as Eagle in one critical respect. He was receiving visual input from every direction at once, viewing a full 360 degrees across two axes. When linked to ship or warstrider, data from all directions could be fed to the jacker, but his own cephlink program filtered out all but the area he was focused on. It was too disorienting otherwise, for beings that had never evolved eyes in the backs of their heads.

Strange . . . he found he could handle the input, as easily as he could override his own cephlink's programming. Was that part of the change within his own brain? It was difficult, even painful, like stretching muscles long unused, but Dev stretched . . . and found he was making sense of the jumbled cascade of incoming data.

Half the sky was occupied by GhegnuRish, a vast blur of white clouds and violet seas, of ocher deserts and the flecks of pink and orange that marked the return of life to the long-barren DalRiss homeworld. Opposite, backlit by the searing glare of Alya B, Eagle hung in space like a complex and crisply detailed gray-and-black toy, its hab modules rotating steadily about its long axis just aft of the bow, its strobing anticollision lights pulsing against the blackness of the shadows across its hull. Elsewhere, the host of DalRiss ships gleamed like snowflakes, each pursuing its own orbit about the world.

With a moment's practice, Dev found that he could voluntarily limit the information flooding through his brain, in effect blocking out the view in all but one direction. But he could also work with that data, and he decided not to exclude anything, at least until he had a better idea of the potentials of this linkage.

 . . . this taste of the universe . . .

. . . is strange. . . .

. . . different from any tasted before. . . .

The Naga's thoughts were an alien turmoil of senses that Dev had experienced before, but only during linkages with other Nagas. He could taste the magnetic field around the ship, for instance, as a kind of smoky, pungent sharpness that brought to mind sensations of a tickle at the back of his throat. He sensed radio as well, pulses felt rather than seen or heard, but bearing with each brush information about direction and strength, with frequency distinguished by a kind of thrumming vibration sensed behind his ears, high-pitched or low, like the unheard trembling of sounds just beyond the range of human hearing.

Strangest, though, were the changes to his own human senses. His visual field, besides extending across the surface of a complete sphere, seemed distorted, as though he were viewing his surroundings through the light-bending transparency of water and a curved glass surface. Eagle, for instance, was distinctly bowed, as though seen through a fish-eye lens. There were sounds, too, the radio voices of the DalRiss aboard the ship, but they were distorted, hollow and echoing, as though he was hearing them in a dream.

"Are you in any discomfort?" a DalRiss voice asked. It was feminine but low-pitched, the intonation almost sultry. Other voices droned and murmured in the background, chance-caught snatches of conversation about temperature and pressure, about other ships and orbital paths.

"I . . . no. I'm not. Things just seem a little strange."

"For us, too. We have not before shared a human perspective. You were correct in your assessment. The Naga offers a unique bridge between your species and ours, like the comel, but far more complete. The way you see things seems distorted to us and filled with information that is very difficult for us to interpret."

Well, considering the fact that the DalRiss "saw" reflected sound waves and the ri-glow given off by living creatures rather than light, that was to be expected. The distortions in his surroundings that he was seeing probably had to do with the way his brain was processing the Alyan input to the Alyan-Naga-human symbiosis.

Or maybe it was because the array of organic visual receptors that was giving him his view of the outside universe had been designed by people who'd never closely examined a human eye and who had only the fuzziest notion of how the human brain put visual signals together into a meaningful whole.

Considering all that, they were doing very well indeed.

"We are ready to move the ship, Dev Cameron. Would you care to suggest a destination?"

That was part of the purpose of this experiment, to see if humans could control DalRiss ship technology. He hesitated before speaking, however, uncertain of the accuracy of what he was seeing.

With a moment's practice, though, he'd focused his full attention in that direction . . . blocking out input from every other source. With his cephlink, he opened a secondary window, calling up a three-dimensional display of the stars of human space as they would appear when viewed from over one hundred light-years out.

Once he blocked out all but the brightest stars of the near-space display, identification was almost automatic. That was Altair, the blue-white beacon that had first attracted DalRiss attention over three years before. And over there was Sirius, and that was Vega, two beacons even brighter and hotter than Altair.

Once he'd identified Vega, finding Mu Herculis, a yellow spark a handful of light years distant, was simple.

There . . .

Dev felt the brush of something moving behind his thoughts, of DalRiss and the far stranger node of twisted perceptions and alien half thoughts that must be the ship's Achiever. Information on the Mu Herculis system downloaded itself into the alien network. He could picture golden Mu Herculis in his mind as he'd seen it last, circled at a distance by the close pair of M4 red dwarfs. The third planet turned beneath the subgiant's brassy, yellow glare; close by, the slender thread of the cast-off sky-el turned end over end in majestic wheelings. He could feel the Achiever absorbing the information, absorbing his memories of being there, the feel of that particular point in space and time.

Somewhere, deep in the ship, inexplicable energies were gathering. Dev could sense that they were drawn from Quantum Space, but he could not sense the micro-black hole pair of a quantum power tap and could not understand how the ship was accessing energies that, liberated uncontrolled, might have vaporized a fair-sized world. The power was building. . . .

And then, without fanfare, without fuss, with no more than the unsettling flash of one starscape giving way to another, the Alyan vessel hung in a new space.

Excitement drummed in every part of Dev's being. He wanted to shout . . . to scream, not with fear but with the sheer, unbridled release of pent-up emotions he'd not even known he possessed. Mu Herculis! There was no mistaking the light of that star, bathing one side of the DalRiss ship now in its warm and glorious breath. And in the other direction, there was Herakles . . . oh, God, no!

Herakles . . . for one terrifying instant, Dev thought that they'd come out in the wrong star system after all, and then he wondered if possibly they'd emerged, somehow, at the wrong time, arriving over Mu Herculis III in some long-vanished aeon when the world was still under construction.

For the planet he was looking down on was decidedly not the world he'd left three months ago. It was cloud-swathed, yes, but in black clouds rather than white, and an angry scar glared out of those clouds like a baleful red eye. God of heaven, he could feel its heat through the senses of the DalRiss ship. Around that eye, clouds swirled clockwise in a whirlpool that embraced half a world. Even as he struggled to comprehend what had happened here, Dev's mind supplied the physics: a column of rapidly rising heat was energizing a storm that might have been more appropriate to the atmosphere of Jupiter or some other gas giant. Centered in the world's southern hemisphere, the storm was given its clockwise twist by Coriolus force. That impact scar—the glowing red eye could be nothing else—had punched through the planet's thin crust like an ice pick into fruit. The central eye, he could easily see, was surrounded by a host of red sparks gleaming through the cloud cover.

Confusion . . .

"Dev Cameron, we sense confusion and fear in your thoughts."

"Damn right you do. Somebody's dropped a rock on the planet, and a goking big one."

 . . . or, the detached voice of his own thoughts told him, they gave a small rock a very great deal of speed.

He stared at Herakles with a hypnotized fascination for endless seconds, then, almost reluctantly, tore his attention away. The DalRiss sensors were picking up ships, displaying them before his mind's eye as golden sparks of light, some slowly circling the stricken world, others scattered across the sky, on extended patrol. Fifteen . . . sixteen . . . eighteen . . . and more, likely, hidden behind the bulk of Herakles.

Five of those points of light in orbit pulsed brightly, and Dev sensed the power suddenly energizing them.

"Dev Cameron," a DalRiss voice said, "we have almost certainly been detected."

Yes, he could feel that too, the throbbing tingle of radar pulses painting the DalRiss ship. He wasn't sure whether the vessel gave off bursts of neutrinos on their emergence into fourspace the way human-manufactured ships did, but the magnetic field would certainly set scanners warbling at considerable distances. Several of the stars marking orbiting Imperial ships were moving. Dev's visual display did not include the conventional graphics of a human-built warship's nav or combat sims, but he didn't need computer-drawn extrapolations of course changes and outbound orbits to know that a sizable number of ships had just broken orbit and was heading toward the lone DalRiss ship.

"Can we get a closer picture of these ships?" he asked.

For answer, part of his view of space shimmered, then opened like a flower, revealing a second view of space all but filled by an almost bow-on image of a warship . . . a big warship, built long and flat, tapering somewhat toward the bow and thicker at the stern, with a virtual landscape of towers and gun turrets bristling from nearly every heavily armored surface.

He recognized the class of vessel almost at once. A kilometer long, massing millions of tons, it was a spacefaring monster, an armed and armored city housing something like five thousand Imperials. The Imperials called them Ryu, or dragonships, and named them after dragons and great birds out of Japanese mythology. With firepower enough to subjugate a world from orbit, with a full wing of eighty or more fighters stored in her hangar bays, a Ryu-ship was the most formidable of all spacefaring warships. Only nine had ever been launched, and one of those, Donryu, the Storm Dragon, had been destroyed during the Imperial assault on Herakles.

Swiftly, Dev paged through Imperial ship identification files stored in his personal RAM. Each Ryu-class ship was unique in design, with a slightly different silhouette and arrangement of laser and particle gun turrets from its sisters. There! One of eight entries matched perfectly. The vessel bearing down on them now was Karyu, the Fire Dragon. The warbook entry listed her commander as an Admiral Miyagi, though that could have changed. Miyagi was known to the Confederation as a stuffy, somewhat unimaginative officer of the formal school of Imperial naval tactics.

With firepower like that, though, Miyagi wouldn't need much in the way of imagination. And those other vessels would be Karyu's escorts, a collection of cruisers light and heavy, a number of destroyers and escorts, a section or two of patrolling fighters, plus a contingent of support and logistics vessels . . . perhaps eight or ten vessels all together, and more if this was an invasion fleet.

Without access to Confederation scanning techniques or AI-assisted identification schemes, Dev couldn't be sure how many ships there were in the Imperial battlefleet. Some of those moving stars—please, God, let it be so!—might be Confederation ships scattered by the Imperial attack. Dev couldn't count on that, though, and he didn't want to think about the alternative.

But he did notice that there was no sign of Rogue. According to his RAM ephemeris, the free-orbiting sky-el should be visible right there . . . just past the limb of Herakles and on the far side of the world, but he couldn't see it. Was that because they were in the wrong place? Because the DalRiss scanners simply weren't picking it up?

Or because it wasn't there anymore?

Dev felt a shuddering, mental chill, like a death-certain premonition of disaster. Rogue had been destroyed. Had Sinclair and the rest of the Confederation government escaped? "DalRiss!" he called suddenly. "Can you listen in on laser and radar emanations from the planet? Can we eavesdrop on them, get a picture of what's going on down there?"

"Laser, no," the DalRiss said. "We do not have the appropriate receptors, or the mechanism necessary for deciphering the light wave modulation. With the cloud cover, however, we doubt that lasers are being used for communication."

"That makes sense. What about radio?"

"There is considerable radio traffic on the surface. Little of it makes sense."

"Let me hear."

Noise exploded around him, most of it an eerie and singsong medley of piercing electronic squeals, chirps, and tones. Most of the Imperial traffic—and Confederation communications as well—would be coded and, again, the DalRiss had neither the equipment nor the programs to decipher them.

There were some voices, though, transmitting in the clear.

"Susume! Susume! Isoge!"

"San-ni-roku-hachi-roku-san! Chotto matte! Chotto matte! Moichido itte kudasai!"

"Dare ka? Mibun shomeisho o misero!"

"Kageni haire! Utsu! Utsu!"

Dev willed the voices to fade away. The babble of Nihongo had been so fast and furious he'd not been able to get all of it. Most of the phrases had been various military commands, though, orders to advance, to present identification, to hurry up, and even strings of numbers, probably referring to map coordinates or radio frequencies.

That last phrase, though, was revealing. Kageni haire was a command to take cover. And it had sounded like the speaker had then been giving the order to fire.

It sounded as though some Confederation personnel at least were still on the surface of Herakles, fighting on in what must be a last-ditch fight inside a literal hell.

"Dev Cameron, we should leave. Our sensors are detecting a different type of radar now, possibly associated with that large vessel's weapons-targeting systems."

"You're right." Dev felt lost, too, since he couldn't translate what he was seeing into tactically useful information. How distant was that Ryu-ship, anyway? "Can the Achiever take us back to Alya B?"

"The first Achiever is empty," the voice told him. Dev had forgotten that the creatures, for reasons yet unknown, died after a single use. "The second is ready, however, to effect a return."

Missiles were spewing from the Karyu now, the flashes of their launchings rippling across that enormous hull like twinkling sparks. That must mean they were within missile range . . . perhaps eighty thousand kilometers.

"Get us the hell out of here!"

With a silent shimmer of stars, the DalRiss vessel winked into emptiness.


Chapter 29

Always seek to master the unexpected in warfare. Surprise over an enemy on the battlefield is worth any number of armored divisions.

—Strategy and Tactics of Space Warfare

Imperial Naval War College

Kyoto, Nihon

C.E. 2530

"How many Imperial ships were there?" Lisa Canady wanted to know.

"Yeah," Vic Hagan added. "And was there any sign of an invasion fleet?"

They were gathered in the main building of the captured base on ShraRish, Dev and Katya, Hagan and Ortiz, and some thirty other senior expedition members, including both Katya's platoon and section leaders and the captain of each Confederation ship. The return from Mu Herculis had been carried out with almost deceptive ease, as the DalRiss ship materialized once again in the same orbit from which it had set out, moments before. Eagle had hailed them then, inquiring whether something had gone wrong. The alien ship had only been gone for a few moments, after all. It was still hard to imagine a space transport system that could cross interstellar gulfs in the blink of an eye.

Though the DalRiss had offered to transport Dev directly back to the surface of ShraRish, he'd elected instead to return aboard the Eagle, then take an ascraft from orbit to the roof of the ex-Imperial base. First, though, he'd had a long discussion with the DalRiss who'd been with him to Herakles and back. The delay of a few hours gave the department heads and platoon commanders back at Alya A time to assemble.

Besides, he'd needed time to digest what he'd seen and to think about the future. The discussion with the Alyans, and what he'd experienced aboard their ship, had given him a number of ideas, and there was a very great deal to consider.

He was also going to need time to sell some of those ideas to his people, and he had to think about how best to do it.

"I don't know," Dev told the assembled command staff. "I'm sorry, but I wasn't much more than an observer, and I didn't have an AI downloading enhanced imagery, IDs, or cephlink-level control through the data feeds. There were at least twenty ships in orbit around Herakles, but I couldn't tell whether they were Imperial or Confederation. There was no sign of Rogue, though it could have been behind the planet. It should have been visible, according to the ephemeris data I was using, but it's also possible we emerged into fourspace far enough off course that it was hidden. And I had no way to check the navigational feeds."

"The DalRiss," Katya said softly, "do not impress me as people who would make that kind of mistake. If they said they brought you out at a particular point in space, I'd guess that they were right."

"That's the feed I get on them too," Dev told her. "In any case, there was no mistaking that carrier. It was Karyu, and that means that at least half of the ships I saw were the other members of her battle group."

Dev pulled his gaze from Katya, and studied each of the others in the room in turn. They were seated about a large table set up in what had been a recreation room. Not for the first time, he was struck by how young nearly everyone present was. It was an unsettling feeling, knowing that Sinclair, General Darwin Smith, all of the leaders of both the Confederation government and its military might well now be dead, that this, these men and women, could well be the last vestige of the Rebellion.

"There's no hope then, is there?" Commander Robern Strong was captain of the Mirach, and his long face mirrored the emotional content of his words. "I mean, all we've got is this little expeditionary force against a Ryu battle group. And we don't even know if there's a Confederation left to go back to."

"Sinclair and the others might have made it out," Katya said. There was duralloy in her voice. "They were getting ready to leave. But even if they didn't, the Rebellion is still being fought. On Eridu. On New America. The Frontier worlds that signed the Declaration aren't going to simply give up just because Sinclair and Morton and a few hundred other people were caught or killed on Herakles. And we can't let them down."

"Katya's right," Dev said. "The Rebel Network still exists. The army we left on New America must still be fighting, even if it's a guerrilla action in the mountain outback. Liberty and Rainbow and Juanyekundu and half a dozen others haven't even been bothered yet."

"They will be, Commodore," Hagan said. "At the very least, their governors will be replaced by hard-liners sent out from Earth, and an Imperial garrison will replace the local militia and Hegemony forces. If they resist, well . . ." He spread his hands. "Bombardment from orbit might change some minds."

"Orbital bombardment is useless against guerrillas hiding out in a city," Dev said, "unless, of course, the government is willing to wipe out the whole city to get them. And actually finding them in rugged terrain and under nanoscreened shelters is a lot harder than giving the order."

"You think the Rebel Network will keep fighting then?" one of the Ranger platoon commanders asked.

"Hell, yes. The war hasn't ended," Dev insisted. "It's just entered a new phase."

"Aw, kuso, Commodore!" Lisa Canady said. Her fists were clenched on the tabletop before her, the tendons showing white against the backs of her hands. "What's the point? There's nothing we can do, no way we can make any impression at all against that battle group you saw, let alone against the whole goddamned Imperial fleet!"

"Lisa's right, Commodore," Tarazed's skipper, Captain Jase Curtis, added. He jerked his thumb back over his shoulder. "We'd be better off heading out into the unknown, find ourselves a planet where the Empire can't find us!"

Mirach's skipper nodded. "Commodore, I have to agree with Captain Curtis. We should run, and there's no shame in it. We're a handful of ships and six or eight thousand-odd people, not much more than the complement of a single Ryu-carrier. We could start a new colony somewhere, a light century or two away. Then, maybe someday . . ."

Commander Ann Petruccio, captain of the Vindemiatrix, shook her head. "Gok that, Rob. I'm no settler. And I'm not going to sit around waiting for the Empire to come arrest me! I say we hit the bastards!"

"May I point out," Hagan said, "that it's a three-month passage back to Herakles? By the time we get back, any survivors there will be dead or standing trial back in the Palace of Heaven."

"If any of our ships got away," Petruccio pointed out, "they'll be seeking refuge with other Declaration worlds. We have the codes to slip in and find out where they'll be."

"Damn it," Hagan said. "How do we even know if Sinclair or President Morton or any of the rest of them are still alive? The Commodore heard scraps of radio conversation that could have been a battle, but that could have been the last of a mopping-up operation."

Lisa leaned back in her chair, her arms folded belligerently across her chest. "We could ask the Imperials, of course. They'll be here any day now!"

"That is enough!" Dev brought the flat of his right hand down on the tabletop, the crack as sharp as gunfire. "We are not going to abandon the DalRiss to the enemy, and we're not going to assume that our people are all dead or captured! We're going to fight!"

"How?" Katya asked him. "If it takes us three months to get back—"

"Damn it, don't you people understand? We don't have to take the long way back. With the DalRiss to help, we can be in orbit over Herakles within a few hours after we decide to go!"

A stunned silence descended over the table. Dev stared hard at the people who'd been opposing him one after the other, at Hagan and Strong and Curtis. He used the pause to get his own emotions back under control.

Katya had been right. He did need a keeper. His momentary link with the Naga aboard the DalRiss starship had been like the injection of some powerful and addictive drug, one that had fed the endless craving he'd been feeling for these past months. Kuso! Once you'd tasted that kind of power, how could you possibly refuse to drink of it again? To drink until that terrible thirst was quenched, until you drowned in its sweet, glorious torrents . . .

He shook himself, breaking the thing's grip on his mind, at least for the moment.

"Dev," Katya said, speaking into the silence, "are you saying, I mean, do you really think we can use the DalRiss fleet?"

"I thought you said the Alyan ships didn't give you the control you needed," Hagan said. "They couldn't even feed you appropriate data."

"Details," Dev said, dismissing the protest. "If we tell them what we need in the way of special equipment, they'll provide it for us. They can grow almost anything to spec, and faster than you would think possible."

"We still might not be in time," Canady pointed out. "Jumping back in an instant is great . . . but it's going to take time to get ready, to make plans. Even if we could leap right now, this instant, we might be too late."

"And the alternative is what? To do nothing?" Dev spread his hands. "Either Morton and the rest were able to escape in the Confederation fleet. Or they're hiding out on Herakles's surface. Or they're already dead or captured. We can't affect any of that, one way or the other. But we can try. If we don't, failure is guaranteed."

"There's still the question of whether or not the DalRiss will even help us," Katya pointed out. "They don't want to get mixed up in our war."

"They aren't looking at this as getting mixed up in our war," Dev said. "The way they hear it, they share some common philosophical ground with us, and they're willing to give us just about anything we ask for."

"What, just like that?" Lisa Canady asked. "Give us a fleet? What do they want in return?"

"That's just it," Dev said. "They don't think in terms of trade. Keep in mind that they don't make decisions, they don't think the way we do. Three years ago, we showed up here and stopped the Xenos from wiping them out. They are grateful—"

"There you are, then," Hagan said, interrupting. "You're the, what is it? The Sh'vah. And now you're calling the account due."

"Not quite. The way they look at it, we helped them because we happen to share an aspect of the way they looked at things. We didn't want the Xenos to annihilate their civilization, and neither did they. So we helped them.

"Now, we, the Confederation, I mean, we're fighting a war because, as they see it, we want greater diversity within our own culture, rather than allowing ourselves to be melted down and recast in the Imperial mold. So they're going to help us."

"It still looks like quid pro quo to me," Robern Strong said. "You fight my war, I'll fight yours."

Dev shrugged. "If you want to look at it that way, fine. It doesn't make much difference. The point is, they told me that they would let us use as many of their ships as we needed for this."

"What, and pilots too?" Canady said.

"And pilots too."

"And when an Imperial battle group comes out of K-T space over ShraRish?" Katya asked. "I don't care what the Alyan point of view is; Tokyo has to see this as an alliance between us and the DalRiss."

"Then they may end up cooperating even more closely with us. I don't know. Point is, this is what we came for. Isn't it?"

"I don't see that DalRiss troops are going to be much help," Hagan said. "Their ground forces, during the Xeno War, well, they wouldn't stand up long against a company of warstriders."

"No, but there are some significant ways they can help. Most important, I think, they can provide transport. Fast transport. You've seen their ships. Their smallest is bigger than Eagle, and their largest is twice the size of a dragonship. I discussed the idea at length with them before I returned to the Eagle. They assure me that, yes, each of our ships could be taken aboard a big DalRiss vessel, probably a transport, since those have a lot of room inside. Jumping back to Herakles with one of our ships in its stomach would be no different, in principle, at least, than jumping there and back carrying me. When we emerge, they drop us off and we go to work."

Hagan leaned forward, his hands clasped together on top of the table. His eyes were wide, wondering. "You're saying, Commodore, that we can have the DalRiss ships carry our whole fleet back to Mu Herculis? That they can drop us off where we could launch a sneak attack against the Impies, before they even knew we were back in-system?"

Dev nodded. "We might even be able to arrange things so that they provide us with tactical mobility too, jumping in, letting us look around, then making another short jump that would put us right alongside the bad guys." Dev looked at Captain Jothan Bailey, the commander of Tarazed's warflyer wing. "Jo? How would you like to have your flyers deposited a few meters off the Karyu's port side, inside the reach of her point defense batteries?"

"Interesting thought. . . ." Bailey was clearly churning through the possibilities.

Dev turned to Katya. "And our ground troops could be placed directly on the ground, right where we wanted them, without having to take them down aboard ascraft."

Katya looked startled. "No orbit-to-ground assault?"

"Don't need it. Those starfish of theirs can materialize anywhere that can be visualized. They can appear right on the ground, or just above it, just as easily as in space. All they need is one of us, someone who's been there, linked through the ship's Naga to give directions. We can land troops. We could zip in and pick up our people on the ground. We could drop ships or fighters off right next to the Imperial ships, before they even knew we were there. Remember, people. In combat, surprise can be everything. And this new alliance could give us an overwhelming advantage, just in its sheer shock value."

"It's like having a whole arsenal of new toys," Hagan said. "My God . . ."

"It gets a whole lot better than that." Dev stopped, tugging at his chin with one hand as his thoughts raced. How was he going to spring this one on them? "It's occurred to me that with the DalRiss offer, we could use the GhegnuRish Naga in, um, a rather creative way. As a weapon. And as an ally."

"You're going to start throwing rocks again?" Katya asked. The words sounded light enough, but Dev saw the shadow behind her gaze.

"No. Or at least, not entirely. You all remember Xenozombies?"

Heads around the table nodded. Several of those present scowled, and Dev knew what they must be thinking. It was bad enough working with the Nagas. To be reminded again of the war . . .

The Xenophobe War had confronted Man with nightmares in the form of an alien foe no one truly understood. For forty-some years, human defenders had battled a bewildering array of what were assumed to be the enemy equivalent of warstriders, snakelike constructs that could tunnel beneath the earth, emerge, then transform themselves into hovering combat-mode shapes that fought with nano-disassemblers and magnetically hurled bits of themselves. Only when Dev had made contact with the GhegnuRish Naga was it learned that the Xenos, with their nanotech-based cellular structure, had learned the trick as a survival mechanism. All of the strange and alien shapes encountered on the battlefield were in fact combat forms faced by the Nagas aeons ago on other worlds, patterned by the victors and incorporated into the group-memory of future Naga generations.

Frequently, though, human warriors would encounter human-built warstriders that had been only partly absorbed . . . and changed, somehow, by the Xenophobes, their pilots dead, their weapons and armor turned against their former owners. Frequently, the legs would be gone, while the torsos and heads drifted eerily across the battlefield on the blue-glowing halos of the Xeno's magnetic field, hideous parodies of their original forms. It was as though the Xenos were battlefield scavengers, picking up anything that might be useful and incorporating it into their nightmarish arsenal.

Xenozombies was the name given to these hybrids.

"Okay," Dev said. "Hear me out on this one.

"First, our primary target. If we're going to carry this one off, it's going to have to be the Ryu. We could annihilate every other ship in the Imperial battlefleet and still lose if the Karyu was still able to fight. We could land Katya and her whole regiment of Rangers on the ground, and Karyu could wipe them out from orbit. On the other hand, if we can kill or cripple the Karyu, the other ships might break and run, and the Imperial ground troops will be ours for the asking."

"That's a big 'might,' Commodore," Captain Curtis said.

"Not so big, Jase," Katya told him. "The Karyu will be the flagship for the whole squadron. With their senior officers and battle staff out of the fight, the rest will be uncoordinated."

"Kuso," Ann Petruccio said. "Uncoordinated? They'll be blundering around in the goking dark!"

Dev could sense the doubt in the minds of some of the people at the table, the excitement in others. He grabbed at the excitement, shaped it with his words, rode it.

"That will be our strategy, people. Cut off their head, and the rest of their deployment is going to die. At the same time, we will employ a new measure of coordination and control within our own force, one that should give us an edge even against a Ryu-carrier."

"What new coordination?" Hagan asked. "What are you talking about?"

"I'll be directing the fleet," Dev said. "But not from the Eagle. Instead, I'll be in Daghar."

"Daghar?" Hagan asked. "What the hell's that?"

"It's one of the DalRiss ships. Their newest one, actually, just about full-grown and ready to go." He looked at their faces, gauging the feelings behind expressions that ran from interest to bemusement to shock. He smiled. "It's also the place we call 'Migrant Camp.' I'm told the name means 'Joining.' Actually, 'Moving toward a joining' might be a better translation. I was told that that ship, people, is going to be the flagship of the entire DalRiss exodus fleet.

"But first, the DalRiss are going to use her to help us."

"You, you'll be coordinating the Confederation fleet from there?" Katya asked.

"That's the idea. It'll be like the Xenolink on Herakles again, only this time, I'll be directing a warfleet."

"But how does that help us with the coordination?" Curtis asked. "Okay, you're in a DalRiss ship. Fine. How do you talk to the rest of us? I thought you said the DalRiss couldn't even handle lasercom transmissions."

"I'm coming to that," Dev said. "Now, warstriders are self-contained combat machines, capable of fighting in any environment, right? Miniature space ships, warflyers, if you like, but with legs instead of propulsion units and reaction mass."

Bailey grinned. "Hell, Commodore. I always thought of warflyers as warstriders with plasma jets instead of legs." Several at the table laughed nervously.

"Either way," Dev said. "The point is, we have one wing of warflyers, eighty-odd ships. Captain Bailey? What're our chances of taking out the Karyu with eighty flyers?"

Bailey shook his head, frowning. "Not good, sir. Not good at goking all. If you could work the big ships in close enough to take out most of their PDLs first, well, maybe. But we'd lose a lot of good boys and girls in the process. And you'd probably lose Eagle and Constellation and the rest."

"That was my feeling, too. Now, what if we take, say, two battalions of Katya's warstriders. Two, maybe three hundred machines. We bring them aboard a DalRiss ship, one of the big ones, like Daghar, where a fragment of the GhegnuRish Naga is waiting for them. Each warstrider accepts a fragment of that Naga, after we tell it what we want, of course. We then use the DalRiss ship to deposit those warstriders where we want them in space, as close to the Karyu as we can get them."

There was a sudden rush of noise around the table, sharp intakes of breath, the bump of chairs against floor or table, several shouts.

"Christ, Commodore!"

"That's nuts!"

"Is he crazy?"

Katya's eyes met Dev's and held them, burning. "Dev, you want my people to link with Xenos?"

"Symbionts," Dev told them. He grinned. "A three-way combination of Naga fragments, DalRiss comels, and humans. And here's the way it's going to work. . . ."


Chapter 30

" . . . so there I was, comin' in like this, see, and he pulls a wing-over hard to the left but I seen it comin' and I just slide in on his six, sweet and slick as your lover's ass. He started jinkin' of course, but I locked on, got tone, and cut loose. Sweet Jesus, you shoulda' seen the goker burn!"

—Lieutenant Harriman Douglass

In the ViRdocumentary Spacefighter

C.E. 2375

Nearly thirty hours later, Katya met Dev in the cargo hold of an ascraft slung from Eagle's belly, the same ascraft, in fact, that they'd made love in once before, just before the expeditionary fleet had departed Mu Herculis. The canisters of organic precursors were gone, now, used up during the passage to Alya or transferred to other storage compartments aboard the Eagle as space had become available. The nightmare that had ended that last rendezvous was forgotten now, replaced by the excitement of discovery, and by an urgent, almost frantic passion that acknowledged, tacitly, that this could be the last time.

Certainly, it would be the last opportunity they had to be alone together for some time to come. Ever since Dev had given the final set of orders, both of them had been working furiously to prepare for the return to Herakles, an operation that Jothan Bailey had dubbed "Changeling." Katya's troops and Bailey's flyers all had been briefed, their plans drawn up, communications protocols worked out with the DalRiss.

Next, the First and Second Battalions of the 1st Rangers had been flown to the Daghar, where, one by one, they'd met smaller pieces of the huge ship's controlling Naga fragment. Each small fragment, measuring two or three meters across and massing a couple of tons, had flowed out from the ten-thousand-ton mass of the big fragment at the heart of the grounded DalRiss ship-city and encased a warstrider's legs and lower torso. Slender extrusions had grown their way along sensor and power conduits and infiltrated the entire internal system of each warstrider; a physical link with the pilot provided communications—and the new means of coordination Dev had been looking for.

At the same time, the DalRiss city that the humans had known as Migrant Camp was breaking up, the thousands of mobile buildings and their DalRiss parasite-occupants moving well back from the starfish-shaped mountain of the city-ship. When the last warstrider was finally aboard and the city completely evacuated, the DalRiss had expended a single Achiever. There was a thunderclap, an explosion of sky-rending noise as the vacuum remaining when the huge ship vanished was suddenly and catastrophically filled. Daghar had reappeared in orbit over ShraRish, in company with the human squadron and the growing fleet of smaller DalRiss ships. On the ground, the Migrant Camp DalRiss had begun moving once more, crawling toward a new site, where they would begin growing a new city-ship for their eventual exodus from their world.

Katya, after seeing to her troops aboard the Daghar, had crawled through one of the winding tunnels of the DalRiss ship and into Eagle, which was being held to Daghar's flank by an extrusion of the Naga. Soon, after completing some necessary planning with the human squadron's senior officers, both she and Dev would return to the DalRiss ship.

First, though, they found these minutes for each other. As before, the two of them clung to one another in free fall, linked at the waist by the slender tether of the tsunagi nawa. Katya had needed this time. Even more, she'd needed to talk to Dev in privacy.

"Something's changed in you," she told him, holding him close. "Again."

"Oh? How have I changed?"

"I'm not sure. You're more certain of yourself. And more committed to, to the cause, I think. More than you've ever been before. But I'm scared."

"What about?"

"You're going to be Xenolinking again."

"A lot of us are going to be Xenolinking, you included."

She shook her head. "That's not the same thing, and you know it. The rest of us, we'll just be touching a small Naga fragment, the one we have on our striders. You'll be tied in with a big fragment, bigger than the one that took you to Herakles and back. It's the difference between having a compatch jacked into your socket, and being in full linkage."

She'd tried to tell herself that this wouldn't be the same as when Dev linked with the planetary Naga on Herakles. These two-ton fragments she and the rest of her people would be linking with would be nothing like the incredible repository of knowledge and power and memory of a full planetary Naga.

She also knew, deep down, that mass wasn't the issue. Dev was being transformed by this damned physical and mental communion with the Xenophobes, and each experience seemed to take him farther from her.

He smiled at her, but his eyes were cold and a little distant. "That's no reason for you to be scared, Kat."

"I think it is. Not my Xenolink, that I can handle. Maybe not even yours, though I feel like you've . . . surrendered to that addiction you told me about once. No, Dev, I'm afraid I'm losing you. These past few days you've been, well, growing. In ways I don't understand. Once you were afraid you weren't human anymore. Now I'm beginning to wonder if you're not more than human, somehow. The way you know things without being told . . ."

" . . . is fundamentally no different from the artificial enhancements provided by our cephlinks," he finished for her. "Through our links, we have direct access to AI-controlled hardware, to information, to instant communications that we take for granted, but that our ancestors would think was pure magic."

"You didn't want to Xenolink again."

"Hmm. Yeah, I was scared of linking again. But I feel differently about that now. When I linked with the DalRiss ship, with the Naga fragment in that ship, I mean, I was in control. I was me. If anything, the larger fragment in Daghar ought to give me even more control. Over my surroundings, and over me. And I'll need it, too, if we're going to pull this off."

Daghar's Naga fragment was still only a tiny, tiny fraction of the mass of the Heraklean Naga. Still . . . would linking with it sweep Dev up in the madness that had embraced him on Herakles, that storm- and lightning-torn day when the sky had gone black and a man-become-god had hurled rocks into the heavens, challenging an Imperial battle group to single combat?

Just the name of the DalRiss bio-construct—Daghar—filled Katya with unease. She'd learned from Brenda Ortiz that the DalRiss did not have distinctive names for their ships as human vessels did, and their cities were given temporary and changeable names that apparently reflected some aspect of their creation. The human contingent of the fleet, however, had taken to calling the ship by the name of the city. "Moving Toward Joining" indeed! Dev was going to join with that monster, and she was terrified that she would never see him again.

"You know," Dev said, interrupting bleak thoughts, "we ought to get back. I want to talk to the DalRiss about how many Achievers they're going to have along in storage."

He started to fumble for the tsunagi nawa, trying to release the catch. Reaching down, she took his hand, moving it away. "Not yet," she whispered. "Please . . . once more . . . once more now . . ."

She felt a flush of embarrassment as she said it, knowing what the words sounded like. She knew, though, that it was not lust that was driving her as she coupled once more with Dev Cameron, but rather a deeper, a more fundamental need untouched by the passion that had brought them together in the first place.

Inwardly, she directed a coded thought checking one part of her implant, a molecule-thick plating of silver, silicon, and gold physically entwined with the cells of her hypothalamus. It was still switched off.

Good. . . .

She gasped as Dev's touch sent a burning shudder pulsingthrough her body.

Chujo Takeshi Miyagi had been sleeping when an aide called him.

Three days earlier, a mysterious vessel shaped like a hitode, a giant starfish, had winked briefly into existence a few tens of thousands of kilometers from HerakJes. The vessel had been closely examined by teleoperated probes orbiting in the region, which had relayed detailed images back to Karyu, and he was certain that the visitor had been a DalRiss ship. He'd read reports filed by the Imperial Alyan Mission released by Earth and Japanese Military Intelligence, and he knew that Alyan ships could be starfish-shaped, and he knew they could materialize anywhere, just as the first had appeared near Altair three . . . no, four years ago, now.

He'd also read the reports that indicated the Alyans were hostile, having attacked the Imperial Mission.

He'd certainly not expected an Alyan ship to appear here, however, and the incident had left him uneasy. Assuming the vessel to be hostile, he'd first ordered Karyu and several of her escorts to break orbit and close with the intruder; when it had ignored his repeated lasercom demands for identification and communication, he'd ordered Karyu's missile batteries to fire.

For three days, now, he'd wondered if he'd done the right thing, wondered if, possibly, there'd been some kind of breakdown in communications that had led to some dreadful mistake. For a time, he'd half expected the stranger to appear again, this time with a fleet behind it, and weapons impossible even to imagine. Against that possibility, he'd loosed more teleoperated probes, and he'd put all of Otori Squadron on special alert, extending patrols of frigates and corvettes farther out from Mu Herculis A and ordering meticulous and continuous scanning sweeps of all surrounding space with radar, ladar, and infrared searches.

As the hours had passed, however, Miyagi had begun to allow himself to relax. The DalRiss vessel, if that was what it had been, had been in sight for only a few minutes, and it had vanished within seconds of Karyu's missile launch. Possibly, he reasoned, he'd glimpsed a refugee from Alya; he'd heard rumors, passed on by one of his destroyer captains newly arrived from Earth, that an Imperial fleet was on its way to the Theta Serpentis suns to deal with the DalRiss for their unprovoked attack on the Imperial Mission. The stranger might have been fleeing that battle . . . though Miyagi could not understand why they'd chosen this system as a refuge. True, they were aliens, and like all gaijin they did not reason in logical ways. Still . . .

After nearly three full days, however, Miyagi was exhausted. He'd remained linked in the tacnet for nearly that entire time, relying on the link module hardware to feed him and care for his body's physical needs, on brief, private periods of alpha stimulation to keep him refreshed and alert.

But the strain was beginning to tell. He'd told himself that he was serving no cause, fulfilling no duty with the exhausting mental stress of continual linkage. The campaign on Herakles was going well, the victory over the Confederation fleet had been as complete as any in history. Finally, he'd broken the link in order to get a real meal and some real sleep.

He'd gone to bed, as was his habit, in a small compartment in Karyu's zero-gravity habitat, strapped to a bulkhead with Velcro fasteners to keep him from drifting with the currents from the air circulation ducts. Fifty-one minutes after strapping himself in, by the time function in his cephlink, his aide was shaking him awake. "Chujosama! Chujosama!" The man's normally impassive face was creased with worry. "Please, sir, wake up!"

"Eh? I'm awake. I'm awake. What is it, Fukkansan?"

"The Alyan strangers, sir. They're back!"

"Strangers . . . what? When?"

"Minutes ago, Chujosama. But they are close! Less than ten thousand kilometers!"

"Chikusho!" He groped for the straps, rugging them free. His aide began helping him with his uniform. "Is it just the one again?"

"I am sorry to say, no, Chujosama. We have counted at least ten Alyan craft, ranging in size from approximately that of a large destroyer, to one vessel that is at least twice the size of Karyu."

"Baka-ni suruna-yo!" Miyagi snapped. "Don't think I'm stupid!"

"Sir!" Somehow, the aide managed an abject bow in zero gravity, no mean feat when he was adrift in the middle of the room. "Please, sir! It is the complete truth!"

"We will see."

And Miyagi saw, moments later, as he jacked into Karyu's tactical simulation. The Alyan craft—damn it, they had to be Alyans, for nothing of human manufacture looked remotely like those bizarre, bump-surfaced shapes with their stubby arms and hulls like rusted iron—the Alyans were grouped in a ragged, spherical shape with their largest vessel hanging toward the rear, and they were accelerating toward the Otori flagship at an estimated four gravities. There was no sign of plasma flare, no ion trails, not even a neutrino flux to give clues to the weird-looking vessels' power plants. There was an unusual magnetic flux encasing each ship, a pulsing, rippling flow of power that might be propulsion, or it might be some kind of weapon.

Seconds after he linked into the net, eight more Alyan ships appeared . . . or were they? The first ten were starfish shapes, differing one from another in numbers of arms and in overall size, but all essentially of the same design. These newcomers were different, lumpy, organic shapes that looked more like dark-skinned escapees from some giant's vegetable garden than starfaring vessels. And these ships were spilling neutrinos . . . not to mention radar and ladar signatures that identified them as human-built and human-manned ships.

"Battle stations," Miyagi said softly. The order was picked up by the tactical net and broadcast throughout all the ships of the Imperial battlefleet, though most of the warships were already on full alert. "Shosho Kima? Are you on the net?"

"Hai, Chujosan!"

"Bring all weapons to full power. This looks like an attack formation of some kind."

"I agree, Chujosan. All weapons are at full power and standing by. We are tracking the targets."

"Excellent. Has there been any attempt at communication?"

"We have been querying them for identification since they appeared. There has been no reply."

"Ah." Miyagi watched the approaching vessels, suddenly uncertain. The hell of a battlefleet command was that there was no higher authority to appeal to . . . save for that of the Imperial Staff Command back at Earth. A wrong guess, a wrong move, a misstep in diplomacy or a stupid underestimation of a military foe, and at best his naval career would be ruined. At worst, well, even the modern and enlightened Dai Nihon still expected those of its servants bearing the greatest responsibilities to apologize for their mistakes with their lives. It was, Miyagi had always thought, an excellent system, one that wonderfully focused an officer's attention on his duty.

The enemy ships were well within range and still approaching. "Stand by to fire."

"Hai, Chujosan!"

Miyagi sensed the awesome power of the Karyu gathering about him. . . .

The Alyans approached the core of the Imperial battle group in two formations. In the lead were ten Alyan "warships," the starfish shapes, including the enormous bulk of Daghar. Trailing by a thousand kilometers came eight DalRiss transports, each carrying a Confederation vessel in its bowels.

The Imperials, Dev thought with a barely suppressed quiver of anticipation, must be beside themselves by now. The incoming ships would be unlike anything the Imperials had ever tracked; the transports would look bizarrely alien, yet their electronic signatures would include spills from the human-built ships in their bellies, neutrinos from powered-up fusion plants, and the questing fingers of weapons radars and laser ranging devices peeking through the Alyan ships' flexible and immensely adaptable hulls.

Linked into the Naga that was Daghar's brain and nerves and senses, Dev felt the prick and tingle of Imperial track and search radar, and he knew that gigawatts of raw energy were about to be released. He'd been counting seconds, steadily and automatically, since the first DalRiss ships had broken into fourspace. He was estimating four minutes from the time the Alyan fleet was first sighted to their decision to open fire.

At two hundred seconds, some part of his hyperawareness overrode his intent to count out another forty. The Imperial commander must be steeling himself now to give the order to fire.

"Group Two!" he called out over his link. "Leapfrog, now!"

During the planning sessions back at ShraRish, Dev never had been able to explain to the DalRiss what leapfrog was, but the concept was clear enough, in any case. The trailing squadron vanished from normal space . . .

. . . and reappeared instantly ten thousand kilometers closer to their goal, inside the core of the Imperial battlefleet and less than half a thousand kilometers from the Karyu herself.

"Group One! Shift now!"

The ten starfish winked out, dropping back into fourspace well behind Group Two, and angling in toward the planet, a feint designed to draw the fire of other Imperial ships. Karyu launched a salvo of missiles in the same heartbeat, followed, two beats later, by the flicker of lasers and accelerated particle beams.

Dev felt the familiar drumbeat of excitement thundering in his linkage, the godlike thrill of destiny and power and martial glory. "Niner-niner!" he cried over the radio linkage, a code phrase meaning the call was for all spacecraft. "This is Sword. Commence fire!"

"Targeting systems."

"Go."

"Life-support."

"And go."

"Communications. Switch off ship ICS. Going to squadron tactical."

"Switching to squadron taccom, and testing: alfa, bravo, charlie . . ."

"Reading you on taccom, Three-five. Comtest is go."

Van's mind wandered as Commander Cole went on to check the comm circuits of the rest of the squadron's warflyers. Fighter pilots had a certain reputation, one reputedly going back centuries to the very first men to risk their lives in fragile, aerial combat machines, a reputation for being hard-living, hard-loving, hard-fighting bundles of testosterone and machismo. More often than not, the female members of the squadron came across as harder than the males, as though they had to work harder to prove that they were part of the fighter pilot fraternity.

Still, that image had always been more for public consumption than a reality shared among the pilots themselves. A good pilot was part of an intricate and smooth-running machine, an intimate part of a team and not the lone wolf of popular ViRdrama. In many ways, he was more engineer than warrior, and jacking fighter or warflyer in combat more often than not required ice-cold focus and concentration, not fire-and-blood bravado.

Sublieutenant Vandis had nonetheless done his best to live up to the image, a responsibility always encouraged by the other members of his squadron, men and women alike, whether they were drinking with yujies in a public bar, or sharing there-I-was war stories with fellow pilots. It had been a long, long time, though, since he'd mingled in what the fraternity called "the real world," so long that Vandis was beginning to think there was no world but the tight, close camaraderie of the junior officers' mess and the squadron ready room.

Kuso, the last time he'd been in a dirtside bar had been back on New America, just before the Impie invasion, hell, almost a year ago, now. He and Marlo had jacked the tails of those three militia leggers. The last time he'd had real sex, the sweating, dirty, skin-on-skin kind with a willing stranger, instead of the canned fantasies of ViRsex . . . yeah, the same night as the bar episode. Memories of that sweet little ningyo could still trigger erotic dreams.

For nearly an entire year, then, he'd been living aboard the Zed, enclosed by gray walls, rarely seeing anyone but shipboard technicians and maintenance personnel, his yujies in Gold Squadron, and the other pilots of 1st Wing. He'd recjacked a lot, of course, including some fun and enthusiastic jackin'Jill three-ways with Lynn Kosta and Carey Graham, Gold Squadron's two female pilots, but Van had always preferred the real thing to electronic feeds, and gok the jackers who claimed you couldn't tell the difference.

He was sick of shipboard life. He wanted to walk dirt again . . . civilized dirt, not a vacant desert like Herakles or an alien jumble of surrealist art and jack-feed hallucinations like ShraRish.

Van recognized that at least part of the frustration was this endless waiting in the dark, figurative and real, waiting for the order to launch. He was used to watching the battle unfold in his tac feed; even if he was a helpless spectator, at least he knew what the hell was going on!

But Tarazed had been engulfed hours ago by one of those monster DalRiss transports. Since there were no electronic feeds from the Alyan ship to its cargo, the Zed was riding along in the darkness too, unable to present a tactical feed to the warflyers resting in the converted tanker's bays and launch tubes. The only word Van had about the outside universe were periodic verbal updates by either Commander Cole or the Wing CO, Captain Bailey.

"Right, everybody," Cole's voice said. "Twelve for twelve, checked and ready. Gold Eagle set for launch." The Skipper sounded taut and hard, maybe a bit worried. Well, who the hell in their right mind wouldn't be worried right now? He tried to picture Gold Eagle's principal target, the Ryu-carrier, stretching across the heavens like a mobile fortress, then gave it up. He was nervous enough without deliberately conjuring up nightmares.

"Wish they'd get a move on out there," Sublieutenant Carey Graham said, her voice as sharp-edged as a monofilament blade.

"Watch," Cal Schmidt said with a chuckle. "They'll wait until things are in a goking mess, then send us in to—"

"Damp it down, Gold!" Cole's voice snapped. "Fleet feed coming through!"

"Warflyer wing! This is Sword!"

The new voice came in through his cephlink by way of Van'sGuard's new DalRiss radio circuit. Van recognized the voice—none other than Deadly Dev himself.

"Your transport has just made a tactical shift and is less than eight hundred kilometers from your primary target. The larger ships will move in first and try to hammer down the Imperials' PDLs and close defenses. I'll give you the word to launch in about thirty more seconds."

Thirty more seconds. Van felt a quiver at the back of his thoughts, what his body might have felt as an anticipatory shudder rising from the hollow in the pit of his stomach. Strange. Commodore Cameron's voice, his voiced thoughts, rather, had sounded fast-paced, almost racing. There'd been all kinds of who-was spreading through the Tarazed for the past few months, rumors that Cameron had mutated into some kind of Naga-human hybrid, rumors that he'd developed strange new mental powers, rumors that he'd formed a symbiotic link with the DalRiss. Van had discounted all of those stories as the mental short-circuitings of men and women cooped up too long without outside input. A fighter squadron was like any other close-knit group of people; deprive them of outside stimulus and they began creating their own.

Time . . . time . . . God, it had been twenty seconds already. When were they going to get the word?

"Warflyers! This is Sword!" Static swirled and spat. "Stand by!"

Come on! Come on!

"Launch warflyers!"

"Gold Squadron, launch!"

Stars exploded around Van's head.


Chapter 31

The entire concept of space fighters needs a serious review by experts unbiased by the wilder and more romantic notions of this type of combat. After all, the exploits of fighter pilots have been the staple of the cheaper sort of fiction and ViRdrama for so long, it is necessary to examine the problem with a cold and skeptical eye. Consider! A space fighter, massing fifteen, maybe twenty tons, armed with a few lasers and some ship-to-ship missiles . . . how is such a toy going to fare against a behemoth massing a million times more? How is the pilot to get close enough to employ his weapons, how can he hope to survive even a near miss by a particle beam powerful enough to burn through meter-thick duralloy sheath?

—Shosho Nobuo Fujiwara

Testimony before the Imperial Staff Command during hearings on military research appropriations

C.E. 2439

Dev's order loosed the warflyers from Tarazed's launch tubes, minnows to Karyu's whale flung into the darkness four at a time. An instant after the DalRiss transports shifted in close to the Imperial squadron, the carrier had opened fire. Most of the shots missed completely, the ranging and targeting locks broken by the sudden spatial shifts of the Alyan ships. One DalRiss vessel, though, the one carrying the Constellation, glowed a dazzling white for an instant as megawatt lasers seared across its hull.

Now the other Alyan transports were already opening up, however, unfolding like bizarre flowers, disgorging their cargoes, then flickering away into nothingness like fleeting wraiths. Constellation had to break free of the kilometer-wide starfish that had carried it this far, accelerating sharply on glowing starbursts of blue-white plasma; the Alyan ship, jolted by the release, began tumbling slowly through space, a hazy fog of crystallizing water vapor and air slowly englobing it.

No human mind could have followed the rapid pace of events. Dev, his perceptions working at superhuman speed, could scarcely keep up.

"Rebel! Move in close, toward the bow," Dev ordered. "Suppress the main laser batteries there and keep them from sniping at the fighters!" His thoughts, picked up by the Naga aboard Daghar, were relayed through DalRiss organic radios to comel-equipped communications personnel aboard each Confederation vessel. "Tarazed! Start launching your wing, and keep launching, no matter what! Constellation, focus on the Ryu's big guns, but keep an eye on those escorts! They're coming up fast astern! Intrepid! Daring! Missiles! Use your missiles!"

The Xenolink fed a steady chatter of voices back to Dev, scraps and snatches of conversations between ships, between pilots and gunners, even—as high-pitched electronic warbles that meant nothing to Dev—between the guiding AIs of the Confederation vessels.

"This is Audacious! We've got a heavy concentration of fire coming up from three-five-niner. Charlie . . . see if you can give us some support there. . . ."

" . . . launching fighters! . . ."

" . . . One-two, this is One-five. Damn it, Gold, where are you?"

"Niner-niner, this is Eagle. We have two Imperial frigates coming up the Ryu's stern. Constellation, how about giving us some support here? . . ."

"Watch it! Watch it! We're taking fire from those bow guns!"

"We're hit! Rebel's hit! Oh Jesus God Jesus! . . ."

Rebel, cutting close past the Karyu less than one hundred meters above the monster ship's prow, was speared by twin lances of coherent light that slashed her open from hab modules to stern, spilling slush hydrogen into space in a vast, sparkling, amoebic cloud.

To Dev's mind's eye, he seemed to be adrift in space, aware of his entire surroundings, though he'd narrowed the focus of his newly enlarged vision to that three-dimensional area of space where the battle was rapidly unfolding. At such impossibly close quarters and at relatively low speeds, things were happening with bewildering rapidity. He winced as he heard Rebel's death scream, winced again as a short-range missile sank into the frigate's hull and detonated with a silent, piercing strobe of blue-white light. He'd hoped to get the Confederation ships in so close that only a fraction of Karyu's batteries could bear, but so heavily armed and armored was the Ryu-ship that a fraction of her firepower could still be devastating to relatively small and thin-skinned craft like a frigate.

Seconds later, however, two spreads of missiles launched by Eagle and Constellation slammed into Karyu's dorsal surface. High-explosive warheads detonated in rippling, silently popping flashes that peeled open the big ship's duralloy skin in gaping, black-edged blotches, smashed weapons turrets, crumpled communications and fire control towers, and penetrated far enough to explode within deeply buried spaces. Karyu fired back; Eagle was struck in her port fairing by a laser beam that momentarily overloaded her power feeds to every weapons turret on that flank. With her portside PDLs off-line, a missile penetrated her ventral surface and detonated with a savage concussion. Air shrieked through ruptured bulkheads on decks three and four, and two ascraft cradled in their transport racks were transformed into twisted, half-molten wrecks.

"Eagle!" Dev called. "Get closer! Get closer!" Safety—relative safety—for the Confederation squadron lay in moving so close to the Imperial giant that other Japanese vessels didn't dare fire for fear of hitting their flagship, while Karyu herself could not bring her full firepower to bear on any one target.

"Damn it, Commodore, I'm as close as I can goddamn get!" Lisa Canady's voice snapped back. "Any closer and I'll be goking the bastard!"

But Eagle did begin moving closer, her 395-meter length sliding into the ink black shadow of the far larger Karyu. Huge patches on both warships were alive now with sullen red and orange heat, twisted, fiercely radiating scars where warheads had turned duralloy into glowing slag. Canady was cleverly maneuvering the Confederation destroyer into a dead zone behind and beneath the Karyu, where most of the larger vessel's turrets had been smashed by Constellation's missile barrage a moment before. The two Imperial frigates, however, were moving in fast, angling so close to Karyu's hull that they could open fire on the Confederation ships without danger of hitting their larger consort.

Throughout the battle, the ten DalRiss ships of Group One had attracted little attention at all, though some missiles were inbound from a pair of enemy destroyers just coming over the Heraklean horizon. Using the DalRiss vessels to decoy Imperial fire, it appeared, had been less than successful; the Imperial fire control officers were ignoring the unknown quantities represented by the Alyan ships and were concentrating instead on targets with well-known potentials. Fighters were beginning to spill belatedly from the Karyu, as her wing scrambled and launched.

Military starships, whether corvettes or Ryu-carriers, were not designed for combat at ranges measured in meters rather than kilometers. Dev was shocked to realize that less than ten seconds had passed since the opening volleys had been fired, and the Confederation fleet had already been savaged.

At this rate, they wouldn't be able to keep fighting for very much longer.

"Whee-ooo!" Sublieutenant Vandis screamed into his linkage as his Warhawk blasted from the launch tube in Tarazed's ventral hull, a yell of sheer exultation. The convoluted, black-gray complexity of Zed's hull flashed past his awareness; for an instant, golden sunlight bathed him in warm light, and then he was plunging once more into shadow. The immense bulk of Karyu loomed above and ahead, blocking the sun as Vandis triggered his thrusters and lunged ahead at a thundering 5 Gs.

"This is Three-five, in the clear!"

"And Three-seven," Marlo's voice chimed in. "Right behind you!"

"Goddamn, that thing's big!" Lynn Kosta said over the link. "I'm pulling right, looking for a soft spot."

"That'll be like looking for a soft spot on a goking nickel-iron asteroid," Lieutenant Alfred Horst, Three-six, added. "Skipper, we're taking fire from up forward."

"Never mind the fire," a new voice said, cutting in. "Come on, get in closer! Closer!"

"Who the gok is that?"

"This is Wing Six-zero-zero. Now cut the chatter and odie in close, or you're all walking home!"

Vandis felt an electric thrill surge through him. Wing 600 was the code identifier for the 1st Wing's skipper, Captain Bailey. Bailey himself had launched with the squadron! "Damn, next thing you know, we'll have Deadly Dev out here lending a hand! Three-two! This is Three-five! I'm sliding in under your ass!"

His link-fed visual field was a complex dance of realtime objects and computer graphics, filled now by the growing bulk of the Imperial carrier. He cut acceleration, falling now toward the target as he readied his missiles for launch.

Then the rapidly growing bulk of the Imperial carrier exploded with light, the rapid-fire twinkle of a thousand point defense batteries, and things started to go very badly wrong.

Strangeness . . . and loneliness, »self« surrounded by hordes of not-Self, voices in the darkness of the Void of the Universe. . . .

Katya tried to shut out the eldritch ripple of black thoughts seeping through her linkage with the Naga, tried instead to imagine what must be happening out beyond the blackness surrounding Assassin's Blade.

This was, she thought, a strange way to go to war, three-hundred-odd warstriders sealed into the belly of a living starship, hidden away inside several million tons of alien, gene-tailored flesh. Dev, she knew, was elsewhere within the Daghar, waiting and watching for the proper moment to unleash the Naga-enhanced—she tried hard not to think the term Xenozombie—warstriders. The rest of the Confederation squadron, including the fighter wing aboard Tarazed, would be hitting the Karyu right now with everything they had, trying to batter down her defenses . . . and even more, to turn the Imperial battle staff's full attention to the attack. At the right moment, Daghar would jump in close, releasing Katya and the two battalions of Naga-warstrider hybrids, then jump back to safety once more. Three hundred warstriders, able to maneuver and fight in space and linked together by Naga and comel to each other and to Dev back aboard the Daghar, should prove to be a devastating and totally unexpected surprise for the Imperials.

Warflyers had been used lots of times in actions against ships or orbital stations—at Eridu, in the capture of an Imperial destroyer later renamed Eagle, at an Imperial shipyard at Athena . . . but in all the history of warstrider warfare, there was no case that she had ever heard of of warstriders being used to board and storm an enemy ship.

She felt . . . alone.

Loneliness . . . »self« severed from the far vaster reserves and knowledge that was Self, lost in the agony of budding that had given birth to this new and sharply limited awareness . . .

But she wasn't alone, not really. She was linked in with Ryan Green and Kurt Allen aboard Assassin's Blade, and the Naga fragments provided instant communication along DalRiss-engineered organic radio circuits with every other warstrider in the group, but no one, no one out of all those hundreds of striderjacks was talking now. Oh, there'd been some chatter, some nervous banter and gallows humor earlier, before they'd made the jump from ShraRish to Herakles, mostly comments about being Xenozombies now.

At this point, however, every person in the assault group was alone with his or her thoughts, feeling the strangeness . . . and the fear.

Perhaps the strangest aspect for Katya was a change she'd discovered in herself. She was riding in darkness, literally in the bowels of the beast, unable to move, unable to see anything at all with her Warlord's sensors blocked by the embrace of the creature-ship around her. Always before, darkness and the inability to move had all but shut her mind down as she battled the gibbering terror of her claustrophobia. It would have been wrong to say she felt nothing. The darkness was unpleasant, almost painful, and even worse was the nerve-grating helplessness, knowing that a battle was raging somewhere out there, beyond these walls of alien flesh, and she could do nothing to fight, to run, to hide, or even to know.

But there was no panic . . . only a cold, sure knowledge that this was what she had to do. For the Rebellion. For Dev. For herself.

She was pretty sure that the claustrophobia hadn't kicked in because, for so long now, her attention had been so completely focused on Dev, on what was happening to him. This strange mix-and-match of human and nonhuman minds was the stuff of nightmares.

Katya shuddered. It wasn't her own Xenolink; she'd linked with them before without any particular problem. She could feel the Naga fragment embracing her Warlord's legs and hip joints now and knew that she only had to open a particular communications circuit and its strangeness, sensed now as that rippling undercurrent of alien thought about Self and »self«, would fill her mind.

No, it was Dev and what he'd become, remote and godlike in the embrace of Daghar's Naga. She wondered how he was handling his role, coordinating the entire battle from the womblike embrace of Daghar's human-conditioned inner sanctum.

She listened to the murmuring silence, watching the enfolding darkness . . . and like the warriors of ten thousand years of battles, waited for the orders that would send her from the twilight world of waiting and into the blaze of combat.

It was like being God.

Dev could feel the power surging around him, through him, felt the challenge and the pounding bloodlust of single combat on a scale no mere human had ever known. He was completely unaware of the Daghar, save through a kinesthetic sense. He stood in space, motionless relative to the mountain-sized mass of the Karyu . . . and through the Xenolink the other ships, DalRiss and human as well, all felt like parts of that body, reaching out as he would stretch out his hand.

Sometimes he spoke, his words link-transmitted to the appropriate ship or ships through the DalRiss communications net. In a sense, Dev's mind was no longer wholly within the Daghar, but scattered across the entire combined fleet. He could feel the flutter of probing, targeting radar, feel the prick and stab and sting of beams and missiles, hear the steady, background roar of thousands of voices speaking, ordering, acknowledging, shouting, pleading, praying at once.

He felt the waiting hundreds of warstriders still huddled inside Daghar's belly. Soon . . .

Sublieutenant Vandis tried to concentrate on targeting the monster ship that filled his forward view, but ships, warflyers, his friends were dying in the sky all around him. Lynn Kosta's ship brushed the deadly, invisible flame of a particle beam, and then her warflyer, half molten and half crumpled hull and internal wiring spilling like a disembowelment, was spinning end over end over end as glowing fragments scattered across the night. "I've got lock!" Al Horst screamed. "Target lock! I'm—" and then he was gone too, his Warhawk vaporized by a laser pulse that chopped through the warflyer like a white-hot iron through plastic.

Marlo . . . where was Marlo? "Three-seven! Three-seven! Where the gok are you, Ger?"

"On your five and low. Jesus, Van, it's a firestorm!"

"Watch the PDLs and pull in tight! I'm targeting amidships, where there should be a cryo-H tank as big as the gokin' Eagle. You with me?"

"With you! Punch it!"

Acceleration . . . and the two Warhawks leaped side by side toward the monster.

"Van! I got targeting radar lock! Watch it! Watch—"

Vandis flinched as white flame blossomed off his starboard side and aft. Gerard Marlo's Warhawk flared like a tiny sun, duralloy and steel and plastic and flesh and blood all boiling away in a puff of star-hot vapor.

Oh, kuso, kuso! . . .

No time. Karyu was a mountain . . . a world looming ahead and below. A target . . . he needed a target . . . that crater! Vandis put his Warhawk into a slow spin, the movement crafted to keep tracking as the hurtling warflyer streaked across the carrier's hull at a range of less than five hundred meters. The warflyer's AI gave him the precise tick when range, speed, and vector all were perfect; he downloaded the command code and the Warhawk fired, sending two auto-linked Starhawk missiles streaking into the glowing ruin of a crater that gaped in Karyu's side like the imprint of some angry giant's fist.

Hit! . . .

Red-glowing duralloy flared white, blossoming outward in a cloud of million-degree plasma. The crater floor dissolved in light, then gaped open, spilling molten gobbets of metal and burning hydrogen that washed across Van'sGuard like a white-hot sea.

Then he was through the cloud and into the open. Stabilizing his ship's spin, he angled his stern toward his line of flight and triggered his drive, full power. The Warhawk bucked and shuddered as he piled on the Gs.

He'd managed to slip in and deliver his punch, but the battle was still going all wrong, so far as he could tell. The main ships in the Confederation squadron were taking a hellacious pounding. God, Constellation looked like she was nearly done . . . and Rebel was dead and Christ, where were Cameron and his damned, Naga-jinxed warstriders?

Vandis had expended his missiles, but he still had his lasers. He would make another pass. At the very least, some of those gunners jacked into Karyu's fire control might fire at him, instead of at one of his buddies.

Its velocity in one direction killed, Van'sGuard began accelerating on a new vector, angling back toward the flame-wracked mountain of Karyu.

Some of Dev's confidence had deserted him. The battle had been raging for almost two minutes now, and while Karyu had been hit dozens of times, her firepower was unslackened, while his own squadron was dwindling away like a snowball steaming on a hot skillet. If he was going to do it, it had to be now.

One part of him persisted in wondering if there couldn't have been another way to do this thing. If Daghar had simply materialized alongside the Karyu, with no initial attack, spilling its payload of Naga-enhanced warstriders, maybe they could have fought their way into the Ryu-carrier without this, this slaughter.

But the DalRiss ship could not possibly have leaped clear from Alya A to appear alongside the target. They'd had to make the first jump into the system, to a point where Dev could spot Karyu and order the next DalRiss Achiever in line . . . "jump there." And with the Imperials warned by that first jump and already going to battle stations, he'd had to use the Confederation squadron to blunt their defensive fire.

Hadn't he?

Hadn't he?

The problem with that line of thinking was the realization that ordering Eagle and the human squadron into that hellfire had taken precisely the same commitment of will and discipline and judgment as had the order to invest the life, the "soul" of another Achiever.

He was using ships and people the way he would use a tool. The way the DalRiss used their gene-tailored biotechnology, Perceivers, Achievers, and all the rest.

Now he was about to send Katya into that hell, and he didn't even know whether the scheme of piggybacking Nagas to warstriders would work.

He'd thought all along that Xenolinking was like being a god in the scope of new vision, the control, the sheer, vast power of control over mind and matter. The problem was, godlike power conferred godlike responsibility . . . in this case over the lives of his people.

Over Katya's life.

God, what's happened to me? . . .


Chapter 32

No other art is so founded on uncertainties as is the art of war. A lifetime must be put into its preparation, where its exercise takes but a brief while. Experience cannot be gained at any time, or from the study of any age, and experience once gained may be put out of date tomorrow.

—The Art of Modern War

Colonel Hermann Foertsch

C.E. 1940

"Now!" Dev's mind screamed. "Jump!"

Daghar vanished from one point in space as an Achiever stretched forth its imagination and will, grasped reality for the first time in its short life . . . and died. The DalRiss ship reappeared in the same instant it had disappeared, a vast, star-shaped mountain that swallowed the warring Karyu in its shadow. Beyond, the blue-black swirl of storm clouds masking the face of Herakles added the reflection of an eerie, twilight glow to the shadowed Imperial warship.

A cavern gaped in Daghar's belly, at a wrinkled twist in its hide where, hours earlier, it had been attached to ShraRish by what could only be described as a tree root, one as thick and as massive as any sequoia. Motes spilled from the cavern, tiny, glittering things that wafted toward Karyu on blue-glowing flickers of magnetic flame, riding the intermeshed lines of force encircling Herakles and the Heraklean sun itself like the currents of a solar wind.

Guided by Dev and his link through Daghar's Naga, the motes hurtled toward the Karyu.

"Go! Go! Go!"

Katya felt herself falling through the night, suspended, momentarily, between the vast, outstretched arms of the Daghar and the elongated, patchwork clutter of armor and turrets and glowing craters that was an Imperial Ryu-carrier. In another instant, the last of the warstriders was clear and Daghar vanished, reappearing as a star in another part of the sky, the span of a fair-sized continent distant.

Point defense lasers whirled and canted, as fire control officers noted this new threat and downloaded targeting data and calculations from the carrier's AI. One battery fired . . . then another, then a dozen more. To left and to right, above and below, Warlords and Fastriders, Swiftstriders and Ghostriders, warstriders by the dozen flared dazzlingly white as outer layers of armor boiled away into space, as the Naga fragments propelling them first charred, then exploded, unable to handle the megawatt torrents of energy slashing through their mix of natural and artificial cells.

Katya returned fire. Neither Kurt Allen nor Ryan Green had much to do for the fall across to the Imperial ship, so each took a different weapon and began blazing away, aiming for PDL turrets, targeting radars and fire control towers.

Halfway across, the Nagas propelling them reversed polarity and began decelerating.

And warstriders continued to die.

There they were.

Vandis had seen the DalRiss ship swim into visibility a kilometer above Karyu's dorsal surface, blotting out the sun. A moment later, he'd seen the sparkle of the warstriders catching the reflected glare of Herakles as they fell, as they died in the fusillade of defensive fire from the carrier's dorsal hull mounts.

Flashing scant meters above Karyu's armored skin, Van downloaded the commands readying both of his EWC-167 payloads. He'd hung on to them during his first pass since he'd needed to see the target to hit it, and he was damned glad now that he had. A cloudscreen, detonated there, might shield the incoming warstriders for a critical few moments. Steady . . .

His Warhawk lurched hard to the left, wobbling out of alignment. Gok! I'm hit!

A spacecraft flashed past at the edge of Van's field of vision; his AI captured the image, enhanced it, identified it: an Se-280 Soritaka, one of the best of the Imperial's frontline interceptors. It was slewing around as it passed, lining up for another shot. . . .

 . . . and then it exploded in an eye-searing burst of light and radiant fragments.

"Nailed him!" Jothan Bailey's voice cried. "Three-five! See if you can slip a cloudscreen in—"

"Already on the way!" He delivered the firing command, and a missile bearing an EWC-167 warhead streaked across the convoluted gray landscape, following the targeting guidance he'd fed to its gnat-sized brain moments before.

The warload detonated an instant later, a silent flowering of silver between Karyu's hull and the flame-streaked night.

The flash caught Katya by complete surprise, and for a horrible moment she thought she'd been hit.

Then she recognized the burst for what it was, a cloudscreen detonated between the surviving warstriders and the Karyu. They were moving fast enough that they would be through the screen in seconds, but in combat seconds routinely measured the fleeting interval between life and death. For a handful of heartbeats, the deadly point defense fire was blocked, the beams scattered and reflected by the silver, mirror's sheen of the expanding cloud. Elsewhere in the sky, ships were dying, but for that critical instant nearly two hundred warstriders sheltered behind that screen . . . and lived.

Then she was through the dispersing cloud of motes. The sensation was almost exactly like that of a warstrider air assault, punching through the cloud layer on flaring jetbacks, dropping toward the surface of a planet. The "ground" was rushing up at Katya, filling her view, as her Naga dragged at the invisible fabric of magnetism in surrounding space, slowing her . . . slowing her . . .

Impact!

Katya's Warlord, weightless, but still packing the inertia of a falling, sixty-ton mass, slammed into Karyu's hull with a concussion that jolted Katya and her crew even through their links.

Through the link with her Xeno, Katya gave it orders. That way. Her Warlord skimmed low across the surface beneath a silver sky. She'd seen something that way during her descent, a crater, a gap in the Karyu's armor, a possible gateway to the spacefaring fortress's inner works.

Other warstriders were falling out of the silver canopy on every side. "With me, Rangers!" Katya cried. "Charge!"

Dev could feel himself losing control.

The earlier exhilaration of controlling ten warships and eighty flyers and hundreds of warstriders like extensions of his own body had dwindled away, had vanished, at last, like a half-remembered dream as he'd watched the point defense lasers sweeping Katya's Rangers out of the sky. It had been akin to a juggler with too many balls in the air losing control, watching the balls fall one by one. The relief he'd felt when a fighter's cloudscreen had burst, sheltering the assault group the rest of the way, had been almost overwhelming . . . but it had brought with it an emotion-laden jolt: I should have thought of that! Somehow, he'd neglected to have them supplied for the warstrider assault on the Ryu-carrier. For Katya's assault, and the oversight could have killed her and every striderjack in her team.

No, that wasn't quite correct. He couldn't forget about cloudscreens, not having used them in his spaceborne assault that had taken Eagle from her Japanese masters, and again in his raid at the Imperial shipyard at Athena. They were a basic part of modern space combat tactics, as elementary as radar, and he'd given orders to use them liberally during the approach, to screen the fighters.

What had failed, he feared, was his identification with the men and women occupying the ships and fighters swarming now around the embattled mountain that was Karyu. He'd been thinking of Katya's striders, directed through the Naga link of his symbiosis, as a part of him, something that didn't need protection.

Technomegalomania . . . a feeling that he was invulnerable within the aura of high-tech magic that linked him with organic minds and electronic systems distributed across a thousand kilometers of space. What he'd forgotten was that those motes drifting toward the Karyu were humans. People. Friends.

Damn! He could have killed her! . . .

Elsewhere, the enemy escorts were moving in closer now, and the tide of battle appeared to be swinging around, turning against the Confederation assault force. Rebel was dead. So was the corvette Daring, savaged by repeated hits by lasers, particle beams, and rounds from the carrier's hivel cannons. Constellation was adrift, her engines shut down, her maneuvering system shot to bits, though she continued to blaze away at Karyu and the other Imperial ships with as many batteries as she could bring to bear. Eagle was practically touching the Ryu-carrier, still fighting and moving but with half of her turrets out of action and a portion of her starboard flank glowing red-hot.

In bloody exchange, one Imperial frigate had been destroyed by a missile salvo launched by Eagle, and a light destroyer had been badly damaged. A light cruiser had tried to come up astern of the Eagle, but a sudden, unexpected barrage from Constellation loosed past the looming, black-and-gray barricade of Karyu's flank had punctured the larger ship's armor in a dozen places and left her powerless, at least for the moment.

And Dev watched over the carnage like a bloody-handed colossus, like a god of war, hurling his people into that sacrificial altar. Enemy fighters were swarming around the beleaguered Karyu now, hunting down the warstriders clinging to her back.

God . . . Katya! . . .

Had his own people become such . . . such faceless tools that he no longer thought of them as flesh and blood? . . .

A Soritaka fighter angled down out of a silver sky rapidly tattering away to star-filled black. Soundlessly, gouts of white fire erupted from the hull-metal ground twenty meters away. "Kurt!" Katya screamed over the strider's ICS. "Nail him!"

"Tracking!"

The Warlord's dorsal hivel cannon pivoted, and Katya sensed the vibration of its buzz saw fire . . .

 . . . and then the fighter was past them, its wings aglow in sunlight. A missile detonated, and shrapnel slapped off the hull of Katya's warstrider. A second fighter flashed in the sunlight . . . a third . . . a fourth.

"Damn it, they're too fast!" Kurt yelled. "And there's too many of them. Here comes another! . . ."

God, Karyu's whole damned fighter wing must be out here, picking off the warstriders like vermin. Another silent explosion, and Hari Sebree was screaming wildly in her mind's ear, a rasping wail of sheer agony . . . and then his stricken Scoutstrider ruptured in a glowing sphere of hot gas and fragments.

The gap in Karyu's hull yawned a hundred meters ahead, a tunnel, a cavern yawning into the carrier's vitals. Katya exerted her will through the Naga and streaked across broken and flame-streaked metal toward its shelter.

Shaken by the slaughter, shaken worse by his new insight into the bloody workings of his own mind, Dev extended his will, reaching out to the other DalRiss ships. He'd hoped to keep the other DalRiss vessels out of it. Maybe, he thought, he was still thinking like a human after all: I can't ask that of them.

And neither could he watch the slaughter of his people and do nothing.

In lightning pulses of thought, he relayed his last orders to the far-flung network of DalRiss ships. The DalRiss ships themselves were unarmed, but extrusions of the Naga fragment nested within each provided a weapon as devastating as any in the Confederation or Imperial arsenals. Drawing on the Dal-ships for power, the Nagas generated intense, tightly focused magnetic fields, using them to accelerate kilogram-sized chunks of themselves to speeds of hundreds of kilometers per second.

An Imperial light cruiser overhauling Karyu from astern took a chain of five hard-flung projectiles in rapid-fire succession, the impacts flaring white-hot in searing explosions of vaporized armor and escaping gases. The bow section of the cruiser shattered, the rest of the vessel's length crumpling and folding and splitting wide open beneath that storm of high-velocity death. A corvette took three rounds and vanished in a dazzling nova-flash of light.

Daghar, meanwhile, was moving again, gathering its energies for yet another short-range leap. Dev, his thoughts flickering from vessel to vessel, momentarily sought the bright node of familiar warmth that was Katya. Was she even still alive after descending through that wall of fire?

Yes! He sensed her through her Naga's touch. Briefly, he glimpsed her surroundings through her Warlord's sensors . . . a storm of laser and particle beam fire as she led twenty or thirty of her warstriders toward a gaping, flame-shot maw opening in the side of the Imperial carrier.

But enemy fighters wheeled toward her. She wasn't going to make it. . . .

"Niner-niner," Dev said. "This is Changeling. Get ready, everybody! I'm going to provide a diversion with the Daghar! You're all on your own! When you see your chance, take it and go!"

Goodbye, Katya. . . .

"Good luck, all of you. . . ."

Jump! . . .

So far, the entire battle had been taking place in Herakles's orbit, with all of the vessels involved moving at more or less the same velocity and, except for the back-and-forth slashes of the highly maneuverable fighters, in more or less the same direction.

Now, though, the small suns tucked away within the cavernous overhangs of Karyu's stem flashed on. Cones of charged particles, as hot as the wind sweeping from the face of the sun, blasted astern, driving the monster carrier's ponderous bulk slowly forward, and when by chance they swept across Daring's riddled and dying hulk, they turned armor incandescent and killed instantly every man and woman still alive aboard the crippled corvette.

Faster and faster. Under one gravity of acceleration, the carrier broke orbit, angling out and away from the storm-wracked planet. Those ships that could still move and maneuver followed, Imperial and Confederation both. The hulks—Rebel and Daring and the dead Imperial escorts—the cripples—Constellation and the powerless light cruiser—remained in Heraklean orbit, falling farther and farther behind.

"They're moving!" Katya cried over the tacnet. "The bastards are moving out!" The side of the crater lunged toward her, slammed against her Warlord's hull . . . and then suddenly there was gravity again as acceleration dragged at the strider's frame. Katya's orientation swung wildly for a moment, bringing with it a stab of vertigo. Down was that way, toward Karyu's stern, and she was balanced on the lip of a giant crater, together with a handful of other warstriders as the carrier drove "upward" into space.

For a moment, she wondered if the Imperials were running, but immediately she discarded the idea. No, damn it, the Impies were winning . . . winning! By breaking orbit, they could lose the Constellation, which was continuing to snipe at the Imperial ships even though her main drive was down, and they might well shake some of the other ships that were snapping at her fire-torn flanks like hunting dogs. So far, the only thing keeping the Confederation ships alive was the fact the Karyu herself offered pretty good cover.

The enemy fighters had momentarily vanished from the sky, but they would be back, matching accelerations with the Karyu and continuing to blast the warstriders from their toeholds on her hull.

Then Daghar was back, two kilometers away and so huge it filled that half of the sky, making Katya feel as though she was clinging to the side of a cliff in a steep-sided valley, with canyon walls extending above and below her for as far as she could see.

She'd heard Dev's transmission, but she'd been too busy at the moment for its meaning to seep through to awareness. Kuso, what was the damned fool doing now? . . .

At a range of two kilometers, Dev was throwing rocks again . . . kilogram-sized chunks of the Naga itself, accelerated to high speed and hurled across the narrow gap into Karyu's stern section, just forward of the ravening blast of her flaring plasma drives.

In a ship as large and as massive as the Karyu, the vast majority of the ship's hull is armor, or fuel tankage, or skyscraper-sized masses of circuits and power feeds, fusorpacks and sensor leads, all of them multiply redundant and with remarkably few vulnerable points. Ryu-class carriers were designed to survive, which meant there were no isolated places that could be precisely targeted for a kill . . . or simply taken out by a stray, lucky shot.

At point-blank range, though, Dev could target the general area directly ahead of Karyu's huge drive venturis. Somewhere beneath meter upon meter of duralloy and fabricrete plating would be the fusion chambers that fed those flaming suns astern . . . and the pumps that fed them with cryo-H, the lasers that flashed the hydrogen to fusion heat, the fusorpack-driven generators that powered the magnetic bottles and containment fields.

A stream of pellets slammed into Karyu's dorsal hull with an impact felt throughout the ship like the blasting of a jack hammer against a tin roof. Cubic meters of duralloy and steel vaporized; a crater yawned; inner circuitry and power feeds and tubing flashed and vanished like cotton in the blast of a blowtorch.

For a fraction of a second, the fusion reaction in Karyu's drive chamber threatened to run wild. As magnetic grids failed, though, the ship's AI recognized the danger of imminent containment field failure and scrammed the entire network. The ship's driving suns winked out. . . .

"Fire control!" Admiral Miyagi screamed over the combat net. "Concentrate on that damned alien!" The ship's drive had just cut out, and they were in free-fall once more. In another moment, that gaijin starfish would peel the mighty Karyu open from stern to bow. "Kill it! Kill it!"

Karyu's remaining weapons swung about, tracking the Alyan monster. The fighters shifted aim too, loosing the first of a swarm of missiles against the huge DalRiss ship's hull.

Zero-G again. Katya drifted above the gaping crater in Karyu's side. The other warstriders that had been trapped with her and been freed when the carrier stopped accelerating were flashing past her and into the cavern. Others, those that had been caught by surprise when the Ryu began accelerating, were catching up now, flashing in from astern on hard-driven Naga mag fields. It was almost eerily peaceful in her small part of the battlefield. The fighters were gone, the PDL fire was concentrating on another target.

Katya was unable to move, however, unable to will the Warlord into the yawning darkness of that cave. Her full attention was focused on the Daghar, drifting now a little way astern of the Karyu. Imperial fire was tearing into the Alyan city-ship; its organic hide was not nearly so tough or so resilient as duralloy, or the other artificial, nano-layered materials of human technology. Missiles slammed home, each one burying deep beneath the ship-creature's hide before detonating, each detonation flinging huge, fiercely radiating chunks of tissue into space.

It looked as though the entire, star-shaped mass was burning with a radiant, white-glaring flame.

"God!" she screamed. "God! No! Dev!"

The DalRiss ship's explosion lit the blackness of space like the utterly silent, eye-searing flash of a supernova.


Chapter 33

We pay a high price for being intelligent. Wisdom hurts.

—Elektra

Euripides

413 B.C.E.

Once the Confederation warstriders smashed their way on board the Imperial Ryu-carrier, the outcome of the battle was a foregone conclusion. There were Imperial Marines aboard the Karyu, and several thousand surviving crewmen, despite heavy losses during the battle, but Imperial naval vessels did not routinely carry the sort of weapons, as shipboard sidearms, that would make any impression at all against a warstrider.

Katya learned later that teams of warstriders, too large and bulky and clumsy to move or stand upright within the thousands of kilometers of passageways filling that city-sized ship, had dragged themselves along with weapon-heavy arms gouging and clawing into centimeter-thick bulkheads, or propelled themselves with the magnetic push of their Nagas, burrowing headfirst like enormous, duralloy-sheathed moles, tearing up decks, smashing down partitions, plowing through every barrier in their path. Each time they burned or smashed their way through interior bulkheads into a new section, they were met by storms of escaping atmosphere that shrieked out through the opening in whirling snowstorms of freezing water vapor and air. As assault teams moved ahead, the ship's damage control systems sealed off breaches behind them and repressurized those areas of the ship that had been depressurized, but those systems could only take so much punishment before they started to fail. More and more Confederation strider teams blasted their way aboard, some through air locks, some through shattered gun turrets and external hardpoints, and most, like those with Katya, through the breaches blasted open by naval gunfire and warflyer assault and missiles, and soon whole sections of the ship were closing down as cold, hard vacuum claimed their passageways and compartments, and severed power feeds plunged them into darkness.

In all, 265 Rangers made it aboard the Karyu and began fighting their way forward, one passageway at a time. Imperial Marines, many in heavy armor, fought back, but the only casualty was the pilot of a Scoutstrider that had already suffered heavy damage from laser fire during the approach. The hand laser fire from a team of Imperial Marines blew an already weakened access panel; when the circuit boards beyond vaporized, a bolt of high-amp current downloaded through the unfortunate pilot's brain, killing him instantly.

Marines or crew personnel who tried to make stands at critical corridor junctions were fried by blasts from lasers or particle guns, or cut down by blasts from hivel cannons or machine guns. Few of the defenders cared to stand in place and fight back when the corridor-filling bulk of a Ghostrider or Swiftstrider dragged itself into view. As a result, many of the ship's larger compartments—recreation decks and barracks, supply vaults and hangar bays—grew more and more crowded with ship's personnel who'd given up the fight and were simply looking for a place, anyplace, to escape the crawling, armored behemoths. Those who could reach Karyu's escape pods and lifeboats abandoned ship, filling circumambient space with the drifting sparkle of strobing emergency beacons.

Miyagi broadcast a general call to all personnel to fight to the death. Few in his crew had radios or compatches, however, and most intercom channels were off-line by that time, so the only ones to get the order were the marines. These retreated when they could and fought to the death when they had to. Soon it was clear that even the most valiant efforts—headlong, zero-G charges down fire-filled corridors dragging satchels of explosives—could avail nothing against warstriders, which could spot such teams as soon as they came into view and sweep them with laser or projectile fire.

Twenty-eight minutes after the first warstriders smashed their way through blast-charred bulkheads and into the still-pressurized portion of the ship, the first warstriders reached the bridge, buried at the ship's core some two hundred meters from the first entry point. At that point, a pale and shaking Admiral Miyagi emerged from the link module from which he'd been directing the battle, then brought the muzzle of his own laser pistol to his head and pulled the trigger.

His second-in-command broadcast the call for surrender.

Katya saw little of this at the time. Dev was dead . . . dead. The agony of that realization filled her mind, blocking her thoughts, blinding her to the battle that was continuing to flash and stab across the heavens. She knew that she ought to join the fight. Damn it all . . . this amounted to dereliction of duty, hanging here in space watching men die.

She opened her link to the Naga, urging it to move.

She failed.

Oh, kuso. She ran a diagnostic, found nothing wrong, and tried again. Still nothing. "Kurt? Ryan?"

"We're here, Colonel."

"I . . . I'm having some trouble."

Kurt's voice sounded a bit distant. "I think there's a fault. Maybe in the interface with the Naga. I'm working on it."

"We'll hold position here okay," Ryan told her. "Don't think they'll be needing us, though. Everything looks pretty much in hand."

"I'm . . . I'm sorry about the commodore, Colonel," Kurt Allen said. "I know you two were pretty close."

"Yeah. We were . . . close."

"Can we do anything?"

"Sign off. Let me . . . deal with it. Okay?"

"Sure, Colonel," Ryan said. "We'll be on sentry, and jacked in if you need us."

"And let me know as soon as you have the problem fixed. We should . . . should be moving."

The rest of the battle was clearly almost over. Though the human ships had been badly handled, the surviving DalRiss vessels, most still fresh and relatively untouched by the storm thus far, were continuing to hurl their high-velocity projectiles, slamming them one after another into the Imperial ships. Even before Karyu gave up, several of the smaller Imperial ships were drawing off at high speed. When Karyu's XO broadcast his surrender, the rest of the Imperial battlefleet was already more than willing to break off the fight and begin accelerating for open space. One after another, they arrowed out into the night beyond Herakles's orbit, then vanished into K-T space.

The Confederation ships, content to hold what they'd won in orbit, did not pursue.

Against all odds, the Confederation—and their DalRiss allies—were victorious.

But at what cost?

Katya stared at the fuzzy, glowing cloud that was keeping pace with the Karyu on its outbound orbit—Daghar's funeral pyre, still radiating the fierce heat of its brief, furious ignition. The debris from that explosion continued to drift out from the center of the blast, retaining the velocity it had had before the explosion. Since they'd already achieved escape velocity from Herakles, it would no doubt fall into an extended and highly elliptical orbit around Mu Herculis.

Katya had already probed that cloud with her Warlord's radar. The largest piece she'd been able to find measured perhaps a meter across . . . one meter, out of a structure that once had been two thousand meters across.

"Oh, Dev!" She cried out, suddenly overcome by a devastating loneliness. "Dev!"

"I'm . . . here, Katya."

The jolt nearly knocked her off-line. She said nothing, but stared wildly into the glowing mist left from the explosion, here thoughts racing. Oh, God oh God I'm going mad he's dead I must've brain-burned oh dear God he's dead oh God—

"Please, Katya. You're not crazy. And . . . I don't think I am, either."

"Dev . . . Dev . . ." She stopped, groping for feelings that were whipcracking through her brain. Dev you goker don't do this to me you can't possibly be alive!

But she ran a quick systems check, looking for the source of the feed that was carrying that voice, so eerily like Dev's on-line speech.

It was coming through the Naga.

"You know how we've speculated about the Naga?" Dev's voice asked her. "About how their subcellular makeup is an awful lot like networks of human neurons . . . but it's also like a computer network, in a way, with lots and lots of separate processors. That's how they can encode memories that, that go back billions of years, in matrices of nanotechnic subcells."

You're dead I saw you die oh Dev, Dev, Dev I miss you so much!

"I miss you too, love. And I guess I am dead, in a way. My body certainly died in that explosion."

That jolted her too, but the shock smashed the chain of uncontrollable thoughts racing through her brain, made her stop and pull her thinking back into some semblance of rational cause and effect, stimulus and response.

"Dev?"

"Yes, Katya."

"Where are you?"

"I . . . I think I'm in the network of Naga fragments in the DalRiss fleet. I find . . . yes. I find I can shift from ship to ship. I'm in your warstrider now. With you. At least a part of me is."

The thought was at once bizarre, almost horrible . . . and reassuring.

"We've known for a long time that Nagas are very good at patterning things. And they can think . . . very quickly. Faster than the DalRiss. Somehow, I'm still not sure how, they, they patterned my thoughts. Made a replica of me, I guess, but as an electronic pattern, stored within the matrix of their organic computers."

"Are you . . . are you real? Or a copy?" The questions hurt, brutally direct.

"Kat, that question is meaningless. I remember myself as Dev Cameron. I remember my whole life . . . better, I think, than I ever could with a brain of flesh and blood. I remember . . . oh, God. Things from when I was little. My mother. My father . . ."

"Dev . . ."

"I remember making love with you in that ascraft." She felt him smile. "Twice."

"I saw Daghar explode."

"Yes."

"Your body was destroyed."

"Yes. But, well . . . where is your mind, Katya?"

"Mind is the interaction of all of the patterns of neural stimuli in the active brain, Dev. There's no such thing as a mind apart from body. There's no such thing as a soul."

"I used to believe that. I'm not so sure now. The DalRiss know a hell of a lot more about how brain and body work than we do, and I think, I think that they believe in souls. Spirits, if you like.

"Maybe all we need to know at this point, though, is that mind, whatever it is, must work over teleoperational distances, somehow. Look, it doesn't matter whether you see over optic nerves a few centimeters long, or by way of optic sensors and a lasercom link a few million kilometers long, right?"

"Of course. That's the whole point behind teleoperation. Or warstriders, for that matter."

"Okay. While I was linked through the Nagas in the DalRiss fleet, I was . . . I was touching the other ships. At one point, I looked for you. I could feel you over the link. Was that, that sensation traveling to my mind aboard Daghar? Or was my mind traveling to you, here aboard your warstrider?"

"I think the question is meaningless."

"Don't be so sure, Kat. When someone says his mind is elsewhere . . ." He stopped, and she heard his chuckle. She shivered. It was as though he really was right there beside her. "Anyway, the Naga on one of the other ships must have picked up the pattern of my mind when the Daghar exploded."

"Dev, you're not a pattern. People aren't patterns!"

"Maybe not. But if you can call mind a set of programs run in parallel . . ." The voice stopped, pausing for a moment. "Here's one way to think of it, Kat. We've talked before about the Nagas being like an enormous computer network. Each fragment is a node, itself a collection of some trillions or quadrillions of molecule-sized computers. Organic nanotechnics."

"Yes. . . ."

"The whole could be considered to be a massively parallel networked system, a widely distributed processing network with one hell of a lot of redundancy. I, the important part of 'I,' anyway, was distributed throughout a large part of the whole system when Daghar blew. It patterned my mental software, copied everything that I was . . . or saved it, or whatever term you want to use. Think of it . . ." and she'd felt him grin. "Think of it as having me permanently jacked in. The important thing is, I'm alive . . . sort of, anyway. And that's enough for me right now."

"Are you, Dev?" Dev I want to see you want to hold you be held oh Dev I want you inside me again oh please—

"I'm afraid I can't, my love. Not anymore. But I'm here. With you. For as long as you want me."

Her thoughts were crumbling again, veering into chaotic nonsense. She battled for control. She felt as though she was going to cry . . . she wanted to cry, and yet, linked into the Warlord's AI, she couldn't.

Warstriders, she found, couldn't cry.


Epilogue

Many wonders there be, but none more wondrous than man.

—Antigone

Sophocles

Fifth century B.C.E.

Travis Sinclair, it turned out, had made it safely to Liberty. It wasn't necessary, though, for the Confederation fleet to track him from system to system, as planned. Ten hours after the battle, a Confederation frigate, the Freedom, jumped back into the outskirts of the Heraklean system in order to check on what the Imperial fleet was doing. When Darlene Vonnegut, Freedom's, skipper, found Miyagi's battlefleet scattered and fled, his flagship still broadcasting its surrender call, she jumped back to Liberty to summon a task force, scraped together from those ships that had managed to flee the debacle at Herakles.

And a good thing, too, Katya thought, for the only ships able to enter K-T space in the entire Confederation fleet were Tarazed, Mirach, and Vindemiatrix, and sending those lightly armed starships hopping from system to system in search of the missing Confederation fleet would have verged on foolhardiness. Eagle and the other Confederation survivors of Second Herakles might be jump-capable again someday, depending on how the repairs went . . . but it wouldn't be soon.

"I was damned sorry to hear about Dev," Sinclair told her. It was nearly three months after the battle. They were on Liberty, in the new Confederation headquarters in the capital city of Lincoln. They sat alone together, in Sinclair's office. A viewall looked out over the city, and the sullen, ember-bright glow of Liberty's sun, 70 Ophiuchi A.

She nodded and managed a smile. "Thanks, General."

"Are you all right?"

Again, she nodded.

"That's the Katya I know. There's a hell of a lot to do yet, even now. I'm going to miss Dev. I would miss you, if we lost you as well."

"I'm not sure what you need me for now. The war, well, the war's over, isn't it?"

"If the truce holds. If the Emperor ratifies the new agreement. If hotheads on one of the occupied Confederation worlds don't launch an attack on the Imperials during the next few weeks. A lot of ifs . . . but yes, I think the war is over."

"Thank God."

"Yes. And thank the people who bought that victory for us. People like Dev."

Clearly, the Empire, the entire Hegemony, had been shaken from Frontier to Core Worlds to Earth herself by the Battle of Second Herakles. The knowledge that the Confederation had allied with the DalRiss had proven to be at least as critical for this revolution as an alliance with the nation of France had been in another revolution, over 760 years before. A cease-fire had gone into effect almost at once, and so far it had lasted, even on New America, where armed guerrillas continued to share the world with Imperial occupation forces. Negotiations were under way, both on Earth and on Liberty. Imperial recognition of the Confederation was widely accepted as fact; all that remained was to map out the actual extent of their victory. Rebel worlds currently unoccupied by Imperials, like Liberty and Rainbow, would certainly receive full independence. Occupied planets, those like New America and Eridu, would probably be allowed to go, or the question might be put to a vote ratifying the decision on each world. Other worlds that had indicated their desire to be free by signing the Declaration of Reason, but which had not joined in the fighting, planets like Loki and Juanyekundu and Deseret . . . well, their fates still had to be worked out.

But peacefully.

Both sides were sick of war.

As for the DalRiss, they would be all right as well. She'd heard later that the long-expected Imperial fleet had, indeed, arrived at ShraRish some weeks after the fight at Herakles. They'd dropped out of K-T space, taken up orbit . . . and vanished.

Could Achievers make other things go away? Or bend space in unexpected ways? Gods, so little was known yet about these beings, able to bend reality with a thought. It was a dreadful mistake to underestimate them.

"Actually, General, I think what I need most right now is work."

"That's the spirit. I'm sure Dev would approve."

She almost laughed out loud. No one but her knew of Dev's curious survival.

They'd talked about it a long time, after she'd been picked up and returned to the Eagle. When she'd jacked in to ViRcom a message to Freedom and the other Confederation reinforcements, he'd been there.

She'd seen him . . . touched him. And they'd made love together on a nameless, deserted beach with the ocean surf crashing nearby. All of the myriad and intricate programming that had been Dev, it seemed, had been saved, and that included the far cruder programs that had once been resident in his now vaporized RAM. What was a program but saved information? The information was still there, distributed through the DalRiss fleet.

They made love, and she tried not to think about the fact that his touch, the feel of him on her and around her and inside of her, was not real.

What was "real," anyway? She closed her eyes and downloaded the scene to her biological memory once again.

"They want me to go with them," Dev told her afterward, as they lay together on the wet sand. "I'll be gone a long time."

"What? Who?" She'd been wondering about Dev's body. It was just information, after all, and the Naga might have preserved a pattern of that as well. . . .

"The DalRiss, of course."

"Can't you . . . stay? We could talk with Sinclair, maybe see about having the DalRiss migrate to human space. . . ."

"Uh-uh, Kat. They sacrificed a lot to help us here. And I sure as hell don't want anyone trying to lay claim to their fleet just because the . . . call it the soul of one human striderjack is somehow trapped inside their communications network."

"What . . . so you're going with the DalRiss exodus? Where are they going?"

Again, she felt the warmth of his infectious smile. He couldn't be dead, he couldn't. She couldn't be imagining his warmth, his humor, his smell, his presence in this much detail, and it had none of the hollow emptiness of a recorded encounter. He, everything about him, was too real. Somehow, the Naga link had preserved so very much more of his personality than words and thoughts alone.

"You know what the DalRiss think about life," he said. "It's damned near a religion for them."

"Yes."

"We're going . . . out there. Beyond human space. Jumping from star to star, looking for life. They believe—and I believe with them—that the galaxy, the whole universe is chock brim full to overflowing with life . . . and tidal theories and prebiotic matrices be damned. They want me to navigate for them."

"But you haven't been out there. I thought you had to have been to a place, to pass its feel on to the Achiever."

"Maybe what they really want is a human viewpoint. A human outlook on the universe. Remember, both the DalRiss and the Naga are blind to the visible spectrum. They've both learned to see, in the same way that we've learned to 'hear' radio with artificial receivers but we have a clearer perspective on the universe than they do, the way it's made, the way it really is . . . at least in some ways. I can help them."

Katya sighed. "I find it hard to believe that humans can see anything clearly."

"I know what you mean. But, well, the perspective of seeing things from someone else's vantage point, that always makes things clearer in the end. Don't you think?"

"Dev, I don't want to lose you. Not again."

"I'll be back. But I think you need some time on your own. Time to get used to . . ."

"To you being a ghost? Maybe so. And maybe those DalRiss biological wizards can do something about a body for you, someday."

"Maybe. Right now, I don't want to even think about it. Katya, I want this. You know, since my memories have been coming back, from my childhood, I . . . I'd forgotten how much I wanted the wonder of it all. The stars. Katya, the stars . . ."

"You always wanted to be a shipjacker, didn't you? Until you got sidetracked into the warstriders."

"It was a good sidetrack. I met you there, right? I wouldn't have missed that for anything."

"I'm glad I knew you, Dev."

"Me too. And . . . I will be back."

She'd not told him, even then, that when she'd last seen a DalRiss, aboard one of their ships, the being had "looked" at her with the curiously scanning crescent of its head . . . and mentioned the new life growing deep in her belly.

Katya had deliberately kept a piece of Dev for herself, that last time aboard the ascraft, by switching off the part of her cephlink that regulated her sexual rhythms.

"I love you, Dev," she'd told him.

And, through the Xenolink, she'd felt his lips brush hers, as warm and as sweet as reality.


Terminology and Glossary

AI: Artificial Intelligence. Since the Sentient Status Act of 2204, higher-model networking systems have been recognized as "self-aware but of restricted purview," a legal formula that precludes enfranchisement of machine intelligences.

Alya: Naked-eye star Theta Serpentis (63 Serpentis) 130 light-years from Sol. A double star system, home to the DalRiss.

Analogue: Computer-generated "double" of a person, used to handle routine business and communications through ViRcom linkage.

Ascraft: Aerospace craft. Vehicles that can fly both in space and in atmosphere, including various transports, fighters, and shuttles.

Cephlink: Implant within the human brain allowing direct interface with computer-operated systems. It contains its own microcomputer and RAM storage and is accessed through sockets, usually located in the subject's temporal bones above and behind each ear. Limited (non-ViR) control and interface is possible through neural implants in the skin, usually in the palm of one hand.

Cephlink RAM: Also RAM. Random Access Memory, part of the microcircuitry within the cephlink assembly. Used for memory storage, message transfer, linguistics programming, and the storage of complex digital codes used in cephlinkage access. An artificial extension of human intelligence.

Compatch: Small radio transceiver worn on the skin and jacked into a T-socket. Allows cephlink-to-link radio communications.

Cryo-H: Liquid hydrogen cooled to a few degrees absolute, used as fuel for fusion power plants aboard striders, ascraft, and other vehicles. Sometimes called "slush hydrogen."

C-socket: Cervical socket, located in subject's cervical spine, near the base of his neck. Directs neural impulses to jacked equipment, warstriders, construction gear, heavy lifters, etc.

DalRiss: Nonhuman intelligence first contacted in 2540. Native to Alya B-V (GhegnuRish), they are highly advanced in biological sciences, relatively backward in engineering and metallurgical sciences. Compound name reflects use of Dal, a gene-engineered organism as "mount" by Riss ("Master").

Durasheath: Armor grown as composite layers of diamond, duralloy, and ceramics; light, flexible, and very strong.

Embedded Interface: Network of wires and neural feeds embedded in the skin—usually in the palm near the base of the thumb—used to access and control simple computer hardware. Provides control and datafeed functions only, not full-sensory input. Used to activate T- and C-socket jacks, to pass authorization and credit data, and to retrieve printed or vocal data "played" inside the user's mind. Also called 'face or skin implant.

Genegineering, bionangineering: Use of nanotechnology to restructure life-forms for medical or ornamental reasons.

Genie: Gene-engineered human. On some worlds they have full rights of ordinary humans. On others they are property. Appearing in many different forms, they are used for a variety of purposes, from mining to heavy labor to companionship to entertainment to sex.

Gun tower: Unmanned sentry outpost armed with various energy or projectile weapons. May be automated, remote-controlled, or directed by an on-site, low-level AI.

Hegemony: Also Terran Hegemony. World government representing fifty-seven nations on Earth, plus the Colonial Authorities of the seventy-eight colonized worlds. Technically sovereign, it is dominated by Imperial Japan, which has a veto in its legislative assembly.

Herakles: Mu Herculis III. Former colony world 26.2 light-years from Sol overrun by Xenos in 2515. Later occupied by Confederation forces.

Hivel Cannon: A turret-mounted rotary cannon (the term hivel comes from "high velocity"). Similar to twentieth-century CIWS systems, it fires bursts of depleted uranium slugs with a rate of fire as high as fifty per second. Usually controlled by an onboard AI, its primary function is antimissile defense. It can also be voluntarily controlled and used against other targets.

Jacker: Slang for anyone with implanted jacks for neural interface with computers, machinery, or communications networks. Specifically applied to individuals who jack-in for a living, as opposed to recreational jackers, or "recjacks."

Kansei no Otoko: "The Men of Completion." Nihonjin faction at Court and within the Imperial Staff dedicated to cleansing upper levels of Imperial civilian and military organizations of gaijin influence.

Kokorodo: Literally "Way of the Mind." A mental discipline practiced by Imperial military jackers to achieve full mental and physical coordination through AI linkage.

K-T Plenum: Extraspacial realm at the hyperdimensional interface between normal fourspace and the Quantum Sea. From Nihongo Kamisama no Taiyo, literally "Ocean of God." Starships navigate through the K-T plenum.

Liberty: 70 Ophiuchi A III. Colony world 16.7 light-years from Sol.

Loki: 36 Ophiuchi C II. Colony world 17.8 light-years from Sol. Xenophobe incursion here defeated in 2540.

Lung Chi: DM+320 2896 (Chien) IV. World terraformed by colonists of Manchurian descent. Overrun by Xenophobes in 2538.

Nangineering: Nanotechnic engineering. Use of nanotechnic devices in building or in medicine.

Nano-Ds: Nano-disassemblers. Weapon delivered by mag-accelerated projectile consisting of billions of submicroscopic machines programmed to disassemble molecular bonds. A high concentration of nano-Ds can cause several kilos of mass to disintegrate into its component molecules within seconds.

Nanoflage: Nanofilm on military vehicles designed to transmit colors and textures of vehicle's immediate surroundings. Selectively reflective, it does not reflect bright light or motion.

Navsim: ViRsimulation used in ship navigation.

New America: 26 Draconis IV. Frontier colony 48.6 light years from Sol.

Null: Person possessing no cephlink hardware and unable to engage in financial transactions, interface with computers, or engage in useful work. Large numbers of nulls on Frontier worlds and even in some areas on Earth constitute a growing and problematical lower class.

Prebiotic: A world similar to Earth in the distant past, before the evolution of life. Possessing primitive atmospheres of CO2, water, methane, and ammonia, they can be tailored through terraforming techniques to eventually develop Earthlike environments.

Quantum Sea: Energy continuum reflected in "vacuum fluctuation," the constant appearance and reabsorption of vast quantities of energy on a subatomic scale. Tapped by starships operating within the K-T plenum.

Rainbow: 36 Ophiuchi A II. Colony world 17.8 light-years from Sol.

Rank: Terran Hegemony ranks are based on the Imperial Japanese rank structure, though the English terminology is preferred in common usage. A rough comparison of rank in the Hegemony military, as compared to late twentieth-century America, is given below:

Enlisted Ranks

[image: ]

Commissioned Ranks
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Rank within the Confederation forces was initially based on the Hegemony model, but later changed to the pre-Imperial form once used in North America.

Recjack: Using implants for recreational purposes. These range from participation in ViRdramas to shared multiple sensual stimulation to direct stimulation of the hypothalmic pleasure centers (PC-jacking).

Riderslot: Opening in an ascraft or other transport's hull designed to receive striders. Usually equipped with grippers, magnetic locks, and autoplug ICS and datafeed connectors.

Sekkodan: The Imperial Scout Service, tasked with exploring and cataloging new worlds, as well as operating high-speedcourier ships between the worlds of the Shichiju.

Shakai: "Society." The elitist, upper-class culture of Imperial Earth.

Shichiju: Literally "The Seventy." Japanese term for the seventy-eight worlds in seventy-two systems so far colonized by Man.

Sky-el: Elevator used to travel between a planetary ring and the surface of the planet. A cheap and efficient way of moving people and cargo back and forth from surface to orbit.

Slang, profanity:

     brain-burned: Someone addicted to direct stimulation of the hypothalmic pleasure center (PC-jacking). Also jolted or jolt-rider.

     easy feed: Slang expression for "No problem," or "That'sokay."

     gok, goking: Sexual obscenity. From Japanese goku, "rape."

     iceworld: Military slang. "Stay cool. I'm cool."

     I'm linked: "I'm with you." "I'll go along with that."

     jackin'Jill: Girlfriend, especially as a casual RJ sex partner.

     null, nullhead: Stupid. Empty-headed. By association, crazy. Also, people without jacks, unable to interact in technic society.

     odie: Let's odie = "Let's do it." "Let's move." From Japanese odori, "dance."

     yuji: From Japanese yujo. Comrades-in-arms. People sharing a warrior's bond.

Slot: 1) Linkage module for human controller. Warstriders have one, two, or three slots; a three-slotter strider has places for a commander, pilot, and weapons tech.

2) Space for equipment aboard transport. Ascraft have "slots" to carry four or six warstriders. (Slang) By popular usage, a place for a person in an organization, e.g., a "slot in the infantry."

Synchorbit: That point, different for each world, at which a satellite has an orbital period exactly matching the planet's rotation. Planetary sky-els rise from a world's equator to extensive constructions—factories, habitats, and other orbital facilities—in synchorbit.

Synchorbital: Facilities built at synchorbit.

Tacsim: ViRsimulation used to plan or coordinate combat.

Tacsit: Military slang for "tactical situation."

Teikokuno Heiwa: "The Imperial Peace." The Pax Japonica.

Teikokuno Hoshi: "Star of the Empire." Imperial medal for supreme service to the Emperor.

Tenno Kyuden: "Palace of Heaven." Seat of Imperial government, located at Singapore Orbital.

Terraform: Also T-form. Converting an existing planetary atmosphere and environment to one that supports humans.

T-socket: Temporal socket. Usually paired, one on each side of subject's skull, in temporal bone above and behind the ear. Used for full-sensory, full-feedback jacking in conjunction with an AI system, including experiencing ViR, full-sensory communications, and computer control of ships or vehicles.

ViR, Virtual Reality: Made possible by cephalic implants, virtual reality is the "artificial reality" of computer interfaces that allows, for example, a human pilot to "become" the strider or missile he is piloting, to "live" a simplay, or to "see" things that do not really exist save as sophisticated computer software. An artificial world existing within the human mind that, through AI technology, can be shared with others.

ViRcom: Full-sensory linked communication. Linker enters a chamber and plugs into communications net. He can then engage in conversation with one or more other humans or their computer analogues as though all were present together.

ViRdrama: Recreational jacking allowing full-sensory experience through cephlinkage. Linker can participate in elaborate canned shows or AI-monitored games. Two or more linkers can share a single scenario, allowing them to interact with one another.

ViRlinked: Connected mind-to-mind through interface software, cephlinks, and an AI.

ViRpersona: The image of self projected in virtual reality dramas or communications. Clothing styles and even personal appearance can be purchased as a cephlink program, much as someone would buy new clothes.

Warstrider: Also strider. Battlefield armor on two or four legs, giving it high mobility over rough terrain. Generally consists of a fuselage slung between two legs, and equipped either with two arms mounting weapons or with interchangeable weapons pods. Sizes include single-slotters (eight to twelve tons), dual-slotters (ten to thirty tons), three-slotters (twenty-five to seventy tons), and special vehicles such as Armored Personnel Walkers that carry large numbers of troops.

Who-was: Rumor, scuttlebutt. Corruption of Japanese uwasa.

Xeno, Xenophobe: Human name for the life-form that first attacked the human colony on An-Nur II in 2498. So-called because of their apparent hatred or fear of other life-forms. Investigations within the Alya system in 2541 proved Xenophobes are machine-organic hybrids evolved from fairly simple organisms billions of years ago. Later referred to as "Naga" from a Hindu serpent deity.
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Prologue

The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious. It is the source of all true art and science. He to whom this emotion is a stranger, who can no longer pause to wonder and stand wrapt in awe, is as good as dead.

—ALBERT EINSTEIN
mid-twentieth century C.E.

Star stuff spiraled into emptiness, the thunder of its passage a shrill keening in his mind. >>DEVCAMERON<< watched that ruby-glowing cataract . . . and wondered.

He was no longer human, not entirely, anyway. He retained his memories of being human, certainly; and much of the intelligence and adaptability, the lust for knowing, the self-deprecating wit that had shaped his personality when he’d been alive remained intact, but his physical body had been lost . . . how long ago? Twenty standard years? . . . thirty?

It was hard to know with any certainty. His internal RAM, the nanogrown hardware with its highly accurate timekeeper function, had been vaporized along with his physical brain at the Second Battle of Herakles, and he no longer knew how to measure the passage of time objectively.

It didn’t matter much, one way or the other. The DalRiss had a somewhat different concept of time, more relaxed than that of humans, while the Naga experienced time by events, an alien way of thinking that guaranteed they would never be bored. >>DEVCAMERON<<, in his new incarnation, tended to use the subjective time-measuring faculties of his hosts.

There were times when he brooded about the loss. The human mind and the human body went together, interlinked, interdependent in ways that even the best human somatic engineers and medical AIs didn’t yet fully understand, and he had lost that link. He was a ghost, mind alone without body. The mind could be pictured as a self-correcting program running on an organic computer. When the DalRiss-Naga starship to which he’d been physically connected at Herakles had been destroyed, the program had continued to run on the interlinked nodes of the other living DalRiss ships. Same software, different hardware. Existence . . . awareness continued.

In countless ways his senses were far more subtle than they’d been before, possessing both the keenness and the range of the far-flung sensory web of the DalRiss fleet. As his human-evolved programming interpreted the inflowing data, he heard the hiss of particulate radiations cascading along the Galaxy’s magnetic fields and the symphonic tunings of distant radio sources, felt the tickle of dust motes adrift in emptiness, tasted the bite of gamma rays and X-rays announcing the long-ago deaths of suns. A planetoid, eight-billion-year-old relic of stellar birth and death, tumbled through blackness twenty million kilometers to the left of >>DEVCAMERON’S<< disembodied point of view.

Straight ahead, two million kilometers distant now, lay Wonder . . . and a piercing, scintillating Beauty.

The stars, both of them, were tiny remnants of a vaster, ancient glory, degenerate suns larger and more luminous by far than traditional white dwarfs but shrunken nonetheless. >>DEVCAMERON’S<< new brain registered that the two objects were separated from one another by just less than 800,000 kilometers—about twice the distance between Earth and Earth’s moon—and that their mutual orbit had a period of three hours, twenty minutes.

So fast did they rotate about their common center of gravity that the movement was easily discernible to the eye; both suns generated visible shock waves in the mist of gases and churning star-stuff through which they moved. Mass was the secret behind their speed, of course; each semi-collapsed star still massed as much as Earth’s sun, despite the fact that each was scarcely the size of the planet Neptune, a scant 48,000 kilometers in diameter or less.

The strange system, the twin dwarfs and the sea of churning stellar debris surrounding them, had a combined absolute luminosity of about twice that of Earth’s sun. Human eyes would not have been able to make out any detail, but to >>DEVCAMERON’S<< heightened senses it appeared as though those two radiant spheres were enmeshed deep within swirling shrouds of blue and ultraviolet light; each sun was ringed by an accretion disk, spiraling gasses glowing red and orange against the fierce blues and blue-whites of the parent.

Here, at least, was one area where >>DEVCAMERON<< knew that he’d not entirely lost his humanity. The two suns glowed with a haunting, a riveting splendor, sheer beauty in gas clouds, mass, and the outstretched hand of Newton. His hosts could not fully comprehend the feelings that moved him. The Alyan DalRiss thought of beauty solely in terms of efficiency and utility; the Naga were different enough that the very concept of beauty was as alien to them as was the concept of individuality.

>>DEVCAMERON<<, however, could look on those two tiny suns embedded in liquid currents of light and feel the old stirrings and appreciation of color and splendor that proved there was humanity in him yet.

“It’s beautiful,” he thought, directing the comment into the matrix of living machine and intelligence that surrounded him.

“It is impossible,” the mind of his host replied. “The laws of physics are subverted here.”

>>DEVCAMERON<< was amused by the bafflement he sensed in the host’s thought. DalRiss and Naga both, he realized by now, had a more direct, less emotional response to puzzles than did most humans. Both, like humans, could feel awe, but mysteries, impossibilities, miracles were for them sources of frustration more than of wonder.

He could feel the trickle and splash of numbers moving at the fringes of his awareness, the host grappling with measurements that violated not only physical law but common sense. Something strange was at work here. There was mystery in those paired suns as well as beauty, and, for >>DEVCAMERON<<, at any rate, a special wonder born of awe.

Possibly there’s more of the human left in me than I thought. . . .

In the face of such strangeness, the thought was oddly comforting.

Generally, accretion disks were the sweepings of dust and hot gas collected by an astronomical object with a respectable gravity and compacted into a spinning, flat wheel as they spiraled inward. This, however, was the reverse. Ultraviolet-hot plasma was spiraling up from each star’s equator, arcing across empty space in a vast, S-shaped curve. Each dwarf and its thread of uncoiling star stuff mirrored the other in its reach; the ribbons, cooling to near invisibility halfway between the paired dwarf suns, grew hot and brilliant once more as they mutually spiraled into a tight, glowing pinpoint of dazzling light midway between the rapidly circling stars, a something that gave >>DEVCAMERON<< the uncanny feeling that it was devouring the substance of the dwarfs, a cannibal . . . a vampire feeding on the lifeblood of dying suns.

The DalRiss-Naga fleet was studying that something intently now with every sensor and instrument at its disposal—including >>DEVCAMERON’S<< once-human intelligence. At first, the communal mind of the widespread fleet had assumed the devourer was some traditional astronomical object, a black hole or neutron star whose gravity outpulled that of both orbiting stars and dragged parts of their atmosphere into itself in stellar gluttony.

Now, though, as they moved cautiously closer, >>DEVCAMERON<< knew that the reality was not so simple . . . and was far stranger. They could sense mass down there at the cusp where the gravitational fields of the two stars balanced, but it was not the mass of a third star. The period of the two circling dwarf stars was precisely that expected of Sol-massed stars in an orbital embrace at that distance; had there been a black hole of stellar mass at the system’s center, their period would have been shorter by far.

No, the mass they felt balanced between the stars was scarcely that of a single world, yet energies were being wielded there at the central focus of light sufficient to tear gigatons of material each second from the surfaces of each star, channeling them in vast and ever-tightening interwoven spirals into a maw of strangeness, of otherness where, silently and with no fuss whatsoever save that diamond-brilliant gleam of radiant energy, they simply disappeared.

Together with the intermingled consciousnesses that made up the DalRiss fleet, >>DEVCAMERON<< watched . . . and wondered.

Not until later was that wonder transformed to an emotion all three species—DalRiss, Naga, and human—could equally share.

Terror, it seemed, had always possessed more value as a survival trait than wonder. . . .


Chapter 1

By the early twenty-first century, the lines between the biological and the machine, between natural intelligence and artificial, between physics and chemistry, between life and lifelessness, were already becoming blurred.

—The Golden Apples of the Stars

SHELLY WESTEGREN

C.E. 2457

A flight of missiles shrieked in from the northwest, barely clearing a sand dune before plowing into ocher desert in a thunderous cascade of smoke and flame and dirt. Lieutenant Kara Hagan ducked and pivoted, leaning into the detonation’s shock wave as stones and grit clattered across the outer hull of her warstrider.

“Air attack!” she yelled over the squadron’s tactical channel. A threat warning winked at her from the lower right portion of her visual field, responding to the caress of hostile targeting radar and ladar sensors. Her strider’s nanoflage coating was still absorbing most of the radiation, but the bad guys were close enough now that they almost certainly had the assault squadron pinpointed. “Kim! Daniels! Watch the sky!”

Seconds later, a pair of Imperial sky-ground attack drones screamed through an azure sky, banking sharply left above the sea at the warstriders’ backs and vanishing behind a line of Martian palms along the beach.

“Kuso!” Sergeant Jack Hayden’s voice said in her mind. “Where the gok did those come from?”

“They didn’t tell us we’d be facing hunter hawks!” another voice added.

“Freeze it, people,” Kara snapped. “Keep it iceworld! Nobody promised you easy!”

As if to underscore that thought, another barrage of explosions tore through the sandy soil to Kara’s left as the two ryoshitaka attack craft reappeared, low above the horizon to the east. She rode with the blast, her combat machine’s legs giving to absorb and distribute the impact. Before the dirt had stopped falling, her KS-1090 Cutlass had pivoted, its hivel cannon flipping out of its foldaway recess in the mirror-slick black shell, its sensors locking onto the nearer of the Imperial fighters and highlighting the machine in flashing red. The hivel screamed, slashing into the banking aircraft with a white-hot scythe of depleted uranium slugs. There was a blinding flash as the hunter hawk’s fusion containment fields collapsed . . . followed an instant later by a second explosion as Warstrider Kim hivel-popped the other one.

She checked her systems readouts. Everything was still online, still well in the green. Warstriders were tough. . . .

Shrugging off the last of the gravel spilled across her back, she moved forward, cresting a low rise. The objective was in sight now, a sprawl of domes and fortress turrets several kilometers distant.

From Kara’s point of view, she was the Cutlass, black-hulled, humming with power as she drifted over the mist-cloaked terrain. Just three meters long, the warstrider had an egg-sleek surface, with an organic look reminiscent of some living DalRiss machine. The only violation of its light-drinking nanoflage surface was the grinning shark’s mouth on the prow, and the flyer’s name in gold script—KARA’S MATIC. Earlier generations of warstriders had been ponderous, heavy-limbed, walking targets by comparison. The advent of Companions and Naga-DalRiss biotech had made possible new levels of control in the man-machine interface.

And advances in nanotechnology—the technology of the very small—had transformed the ancient art of war as well.

“Okay, boys and girls!” Kara snapped off the Companion-linked order. “Time to pick up your feet!”

She’d already loaded her warstrider’s main grenade launchers with QEC projectiles. She extended her arm . . . and the strider’s AI interpreted her thought as a command, cutting loose with a long, thumping staccato of rapid fire. White smoke exploded from a dozen points around and ahead of Kara’s strider, a thick and heavy mist that refused to rise or billow, that flowed across the uneven ground more like a liquid than a gas. The other striders in Kara’s squadron joined in, lacing the ground with the milky fog. In seconds, the entire area for kilometers around was covered, the fog swiftly seeping away into the ground. A green light winked against her vision, indicating the presence of an active floater field.

“I’ve got localized readings at ten to the seven gauss!” she reported over the tacnet, watching the flicker of numbers scrolling past the right side of her visual field. “Now ten to the eight! I’m floating . . .”

True antigravity remained one of the classic impossibilities of physics, one of those technological dreams that had teased at Man’s imagination for centuries. The nano fired from Kara’s strider and from the other striders of her squadron, however, was programmed to work its way down into the ground and begin reshaping itself and the dirt around it, creating uncounted trillions of quantum electron cages.

QECs were highly specialized molecules. Trapped within each buckyball cage was a single electron, its position balanced by the attitude of the atoms around it, its spin rigidly locked in a delicate and specialized violation of Heisenberg Uncertainty; the immediate result of so many electrons held with polarized spins was a magnetic field strong enough for a warstrider to grab hold of with its own maglev fields. At another thought from Kara, Kara’s Matic retracted its spidery legs, folding them away into its body as the machine hovered two meters above the ground.

One by one, the other fifteen striders of the Black Phantoms’ First Squadron folded their legs as well, drifting forward over the smoking ground in an open-V assault formation. Gausslev movement had the inevitable tradeoffs characteristic of all combat innovation. It made the machines faster and more maneuverable, but they would be restricted to the area blanketed by nano smoke, and the ground field would become increasingly patchy and intermittent as it degraded under the assault of surface explosions and enemy antinano countermeasures. The field would last, however, for several minutes—an age in this type of battle—and it was easy enough to replenish as long as the QEC-programmed nano held out.

Kara swiftly found the rhythm of thought and movement that matched her pace to that of the other drifting machines. A warstrider moved in response to the same signals a human brain generated to make its body walk; Kara was not piloting her warstrider so much as she was wearing it, the same way she wore her own body. Kara’s Matic slid forward, accelerating rapidly until it was moving far more swiftly than legs could have carried it.

Ahead, light flared and strobed around their target, a sprawling, multiply domed structure on the horizon. Kara wished the assault team could have been dropped closer to the objective, but simulations trying on-site insertions had invariably been slashed to pieces by the fortress’s defenses, usually before the warstriders could even deploy. The question now was whether they had any better chance deploying some kilometers away from the Imperial complex, then advancing through a wall of fire to reach it.

The technology of modern warfare was changing so rapidly it was becoming hard for any one person to keep up with it. The changes in warstriders alone in the past twenty-five years—as in the nanotechnic man-machine interface—were astonishing. Companions, for instance . . .

“I’m getting movement between us and the objective,” Sergeant Lechenko’s voice said quietly over her NCO command channel. “I make it eight . . . no, ten hostiles, in open deployment.”

Between the Black Phantoms and the complex, shapes were moving . . . deploying in an unfolding pattern with the speed of thought. “I see them,” she replied. “All units. Prepare to engage!”

Laser fire flicked out toward the assault team as they floated down the gentle slope into the open. Kara checked her sensor readouts and suppressed an inner twinge of dismay. Those warstriders were Imperial Tsurugis, large, powerful, and thoroughly nasty machines. The CMI—Confederation Military Intelligence—had reported the possibility that at least a squadron of Tsurugis was stationed in the Noctis Labyrinthus area of operations, and the raid had been planned with that possibility in mind.

Ten—no, twelve, now—twelve Imperial warstriders were blocking the way. Ten more were deploying closer to the fortress.

“Gok it, Lieutenant!” That was Warstrider Phil Dolan’s mental voice on the tactical link. “We can’t face that mob!”

“We can and we will,” she replied. “Let them come to us. Defensive Plan Echo.” That would put the burden on the hostiles and possibly even the odds a bit. The two sides were trading heavy fire now, with laser beams and particle cannon bolts lacing the air between them. Defensive formation or not, though, the Black Phantom assault force had to keep moving to avoid being pinned or cut off by the enemy movement.

Particle accelerator fire blossomed in blue-white lightnings. Lindsey Smeth’s Cutlass took a direct hit that carved her machine open from prow to dorsal carapace, and Kara felt the inner shock as the other warstrider’s mental link with the squadron snapped off. Damn . . . !

Her death left a hole in the Phantoms’ right flank, and the enemy striders were pouring through. “Pivot right!” Kara yelled over the link. “Block them! Block them!”

“Block the gokers!” Sergeant Vasily Lechenko echoed. “Newbury! You heard the lieutenant! Move your tail!”

In seconds, Defensive Plan Echo was a swirling confusion of drifting, fire-spitting machines, both lines broken and the battle reduced to isolated pockets of one-on-one and two-on-one. Kara had a tac display of the battle up in a small corner window of her visual field, but there was little to discern there beyond an almost chaotic choreography of moving points of light.

No battle plan ever survives contact with the enemy. Who had said that, she wondered? She’d downloaded that bit of aphoristic military sentiment during her training at NAMA, the New American Military Academy, but she couldn’t at the moment recall the author. The failure was irritating, a small proof that no technology was perfect. What else, she wondered, had been downloaded into her skull during those years that she’d somehow failed to retain?

Kara was twenty-two standard years old; most of her squadron mates were younger. Cephlink downloads made it possible for warriors to be fully programmed before they were eighteen, a fact that let the Confederation military take advantage of the peaks of their mental and physical strength and flexibility. A few—Sergeants Lechenko and Daniels, especially—were older, balancing the reflexes of youth with experience and seasoning. As in every army since the time of Nimrod, NCOs were the military’s heart and backbone.

And like every good officer, Kara had learned to rely on her sergeants.

“Vasily!” she called over her NCO channel. “Take four or five people through there.” She indicated a route with a set of thought symbols overlaid on the tac map. “See if you can get behind them!”

“Right,” Lechenko replied. “Blasey! Pascoe! Newbury! Maslov! With me! Move it! Move it!”

On her map, five of the green blips representing her forces began sliding east, getting between the enemy units and the fortress. That threat might break the impetus of the Imperial attack. She found herself willing the strategy to work. . . .

The problem was that the enemy had already won, simply by forcing the Phantoms to stop and duel with them. The objective of this raid was the fortress ahead, not battling Imperial warstriders.

Kuso! If those rear-end, fantasy-linked, nullbrained gokers in Ops Planning would just wake up to the possibilities of the Aresynch mission . . .

“I’ve got a problem here!”

That was Phil Dolan. On the map, it looked as though he’d managed to get himself cut off from the rest of the Phantoms, a single green blip surrounded by reds. Kara was closest; she urged her machine forward, swinging wide to the left to clear Dolan’s stricken machine from her field of fire. There he was . . . the focus of three Tsurugis who were taking an intent and personal interest in his strider. With a thought, she targeted the nearest Imperial machine and opened up with her particle accelerator cannon. Blue lightnings flared, sun-brilliant and dazzling. One Tsurugi, its floater field failing and smoke spilling from a savage rip in its side, drifted unsteadily down a gentle slope, legs extending. The other two pivoted in midair, bringing their weapons to bear on Kara.

Her PAC was still recharging from the last burst so she switched weapons and triggered a volley of VR-89 rockets, tiny, texture-homing projectiles that sprayed the nearest Tsurugi in a rippling cascade of small, sharp explosions; the last Imperial machine fired a PAC bolt that grazed her starboard side, jolting her back on her floater field and sending a cascade of red warning indicators flashing across one side of her visual field. Spinning and drifting to the left, she returned fire with a burst of nano-D rounds, thumb-sized shells bearing disassembler nanoprogrammed to eat through warstrider armor.

The Tsurugi’s black hull turned blotchy under the assault, the damage chewing across its surface until its nanoflage layers could reprogram and stabilize under the assault. By then Kara’s PAC was recharged, and her full-powered bolt of artificial lightning punched through weakened armor like a hard-driven fist through cardboard. The Tsurugi tumbled backward, rolling on its gausslev field until the mags failed and it smashed into the ground.

The other two had limped clear of the immediate area, so Kara turned her attention to Dolan’s crippled strider, which was lying on its side in a shallow ravine. The machine’s name, Philosopher, had been almost entirely scoured away, along with much of the outer, light-sensitive nanoflage layer. Arms extended from Kara’s Matic‘s side, long and multiply jointed; nanomorphic clamps grasped hold of Philosopher‘s hull, the nano of the clamp welding itself so completely to Dolan’s armor that the two became one. Leaning back against the new weight, she began dragging Dolan’s strider out of the ravine.

“Dolan!” she called over the tacnet. “Are you okay?”

There was no response, but it was possible his com was down. His machine felt dead, however, and he wasn’t able to help. Worse, her own magfields were failing. Red-highlighted messages warned of damage to her gaussfield generator couplings . . . and the local floater field was degrading as well, the nano-QEC alignments disrupted by the violent electrical groundings of multiple PAC discharges. She overrode a power-shutdown alert, then extended her legs. An electrical failure in her stabilizer system threatened to pitch her to the side, but she compensated with a burst of new-grown circuitry and an emergency patch from her power reserves.

Damn . . . she was leaking power, bleeding power like the hemorrhage from a deep, slashing wound. Her fusorpack was limping along at eighteen percent of capacity, and the warning flags were coming at her faster than she could deal with. She tugged harder at Philosopher‘s fire-savaged bulk, struggling to drag it back into an area where the floater fields were still intact. Even if Dolan’s self-repair systems were down, it might be possible to give him a charge of circuitry nano or even send her own Companion across to recharge his systems and get his gausslev units back on-line. If—

The blast caught her from behind, a searing onslaught of gigajoule laser energy that overloaded her struggling external nano coating and melted its way through her hull like a blowtorch through polystyrene. Diacarb alloy vaporized at that deadly caress. Two of her four legs were sheared off in a flash of raw energy. Unbalanced, Kara’s Matic pivoted around its attachment to Philosopher; Kara tried uploading the mental command to dissolve the nano bond with the other warstrider, but her systems were already in cascade failure, one tripping out the next in a dizzying collapse of all command and control functions. She had time only to glimpse her attackers, a pair of Tsurugis that had managed to slip behind her using the crest of the ridge for cover.

Then her visual field shattered in a burst of static and she was plunged into blackness absolute. She felt the shock as her strider struck the ground, and she wondered if the Imperials would finish her off immediately or leave her where she was, an easy pickup for their legger infantry.

Inside her body now turned coffin, Kara bit off a savage curse. She hated being helpless like this, unable to move, unable to defend herself or even see outside her near-dead warstrider.

Her only chance now was to wake up . . . and she quickly began uploading the commands that would make that possible. . . .


Chapter 2

It is now recognized that human technological development does not proceed in steady waves as was first assumed by the primitive models created at the dawn of modern sociohistory during the mid- to late-twentieth century. Instead, it advances in leaps interspersed with long periods of null growth. Technology feeds itself, one advance spawning others in quick succession, but such a pace cannot endure for long. Humans require time to assimilate the resultant changes to their environment.

A prime example of rapid advancement, of course, is the period immediately after the Confederation Rebellion when, in the space of a few decades, contact with alien species propelled Humanity into an entirely new technological milieu.

—Man and Immortality

DR. ROBERT FISK

C.E. 2567

At least, she thought of it as waking up. The sensations of a linkage disconnect were much the same, with a moment’s disorientation as her brain adjusted itself to new input, similar to the groggy and somewhat confused where am I of waking from a dream that had seemed more real than reality.

Her surroundings were at once strange and familiar, a close, almost coffinlike enclosure lit solely by the wan gleam of a systems status board in the padding near her head. Now that her bodily sensations were no longer being filtered out by the link, she ached all over, as she always did after a long session piloting a strider. Had her strider been configured as a warflyer, her lifepod would have been filled with a gel to cushion her body against the brutal accelerations demanded by space combat. As it was, even strapped into the pod’s liquid-filled rider couch, she had been left bruised and sore by the shocks and jolts of the past few moments.

Reaching up to her face she unstrapped her LS mask. Theoretically, both her life support needs and her physical connection with the warstrider’s AI could be provided solely by her Companion, of course, but even the most rabid Nagaphiles rarely staked everything on a half kilogram of symbiotic alien nanogoo.

The status board gave light enough to see. Raising her left hand in front of her face, palm up, she concentrated. Her Companion, already sensing her purpose, began emerging almost at once.

Companions were the biotechnic descendents of the Naga-links and comels of two decades before, living bits of Naga tissue that vastly extended the range of human-machine interfaces, generating an astonishing revolution in human societies from the Core Worlds to the Frontier. Kara’s Companion formed a lump in the palm of her hand, tar-black in the uncertain red-tinted light. A larger mass flowed from the back of her skull onto her shoulder, connected to the first by a thread-slender strand emerging through the skin of her arm and the slick plastic fabric of her skinsuit. The process was painless, almost unfelt save for a feather-light brushing sensation against her skin; individual Companion cells were only slightly larger than the mitochondria of Kara’s cells, so tiny and compactly organized that they could slip right through the skin, tissue, even bone of their human hosts and not disturb a single nerve.

The original Nagas encountered by humans had been huge, as massive as a good-sized planetoid. In their native state, they could be thought of as living nanotech, vast masses of specialized and interconnected cells that absorbed rock and broke it down virtually atom by atom. With human guidance, they could manufacture nearly anything. There were cases on record of inquisitive Nagas so completely patterning injured humans that they’d been able to rebuild them, literally molecule by molecule, and they’d vastly improved on the genetically engineered biotechnic links humans had used to communicate with the alien DalRiss.

A Naga was composed of uncountable trillions of individual “paracells,” each massing a kilogram or two and, when free of its parent, bearing a disturbing resemblance to a shiny black slug the size of someone’s head. “Domesticated” Nagas had learned to bud off smaller and more protean pieces of themselves, creating the Companions. Like their paracell precursors, Companions had no intelligence to speak of on their own; Kara found it convenient to think of them as non-AI computers, capable of storing and manipulating vast amounts of data and, when linked to her own brain, able to greatly extend her own intelligence and abilities.

Within moments, her Companion had left her body completely, save for a tiny percentage of itself still lodged within Kara’s brain, connected to the rest by an almost invisible thread emerging from the back of her head and penetrating her skull unfelt, a lifeline to help it find its way home. The main body of the Companion, its orders already downloaded, reached with pulsing, amoebic ripplings up off her shoulder and slid into the red-lit console.

The warstrider had its own nano for damage control, but its programming wasn’t up to this level of DC. Through her Companion, however, Kara could initiate repairs with more control and with a better understanding of just what was going on inside her vehicle.

An expansion of the idea of human-Naga symbiosis, Companions were fast proving to be the gateway to a radically new way of thinking about tools, about Man, about the universe itself. For centuries, human-machine interfaces had required one or more metal and ceramic receptacles surgically embedded in a person’s head. Computers, ViReality feeds, and other cephlink technologies were accessed by jacking a plug into neck or head sockets. Low-level connections could be made through palm implants, nanogrown traceries of wires and contact plates usually embedded at the heel of the person’s thumb on his nondominant hand.

Within the Hegemony—the Imperium-dominated collection of national and world governments that spanned most of human-colonized space—how many sockets a person had was a mark of status, since only three-socket jackers could be guaranteed full employment jacking equipment, vehicles, or spacecraft. As part of its welfare program, Earth’s government provided free palm interfaces that allowed people to carry out monetary transactions and download government entertainment feeds. In the Frontier, though, things were a bit more freewheeling, but even there sockets were necessary if you wanted to get anywhere in life. And cephlink implants, grown by injections of specially programmed nano that plated out within the sulci of the brain and in the feeds to surgically implanted external sockets, were expensive.

Companions, however, were cheap, self-reproducing half-kilo lumps of living Naga tissue extruded by a planetary Naga that had already had contact with humans. Alive but almost certainly not intelligent or even self-aware, a Companion could slip through the tissues of its human host to achieve an intimate physical interconnectivity with the brain exactly as had the nanoplated layers of metal and plastic in the older style cephlink implants. Instead of having permanently attached sockets, a person with a Naga Companion could form as many sockets as necessary, of any size or capacity, simply by willing it; at a thought, part of the skin would refashion itself, in seconds extruding the necessary hardware.

Not everyone, of course, had embraced this new biotechnology. Too many still remembered the Naga as Xenophobes, the mindless destroyers of the colonies at An-Nur, Herakles, and Lung Chi. Others were simply unable to even consider opening their bodies to an alien life-form, a parasite, even if it resembled a lump of tar more than a living organism. Most Japanese, Kara understood, considered such symbiosis to be filthy, akin to rolling around in excrement.

But for those who weren’t disgusted by the idea of forming a partnership with the things, Naga Companions were already transforming the way people did business, exchanged credit, or jacked in for entertainment, work, or education. If the Core Worlds were slow to accept Companions, the Confederation had adopted them with an almost passionate enthusiasm. Possibly, Kara thought, the fact that the Confederation had won its independence from the Imperial Shichiju only twenty-five years before—the two were still engaged in almost constant skirmishing and raiding—had something to do with it.

Already, the economies and the industrial infrastructures of New America and the other Confed worlds had been transformed. A new attitude was sweeping the Frontier, one due largely to the influx of alien biotechnology. B-tech, it was called, the blending of human nanotechnology—the manipulation of individual molecules and atoms on the nanometer scale—with the DalRiss understanding of biological systems and controlled evolution, and the Naga ability to pattern and change living materials literally atom by atom. A host of new products had appeared within the past few decades, products that had changed the way people looked at themselves . . . and the ways they presented themselves to others. Naga Companions had already changed nearly everything about how New Americans did business, from the use of information—bytes of data—as a currency base to the ability to transform their faces and bodies into things of pure fancy and fantasy.

Kara closed her eyes, concentrating on the information trickling back down the living thread from her Companion. Her fusorpack, as expected, was off-line and it would take time to build up power enough to recharge its containment fields, but there were substantial reserves yet in her batteries. A short circuit had melted the battery power feeds and fried the control circuitry. She uploaded a series of thoughts to her Companion, directing it to begin emergency repairs. With the bionanotechnological wizardry of its Naga parent, it would be able in a few seconds to regrow new circuitry from the carbonized remains of the old as easily as it could reshape Kara’s skin texture and conductivity.

Repairs had only just begun, however, when her strider lurched hard, rolling to the side, and Kara clutched at the edge of her couch, staring with alarm at the padded inner curve of her life-support pod centimeters above her head. Had that been a near-miss, an explosion close beside her strider, or was one of the Tsurugis investigating her damaged machine? Damn, if she only had windows. . . .

Another lurch, a jolt that nearly tipped her over, but then the pod dropped back, rocking heavily before coming to rest, tilted nose-high. The insulation qualities of layered diacarb and ceramplast were superb, but she still could hear the faint rumble of thunder, the shriek of PAC bolts. It sounded like a pitched battle being waged, close by the ravine where Dolan’s and her warstriders had fallen.

Who, she wondered, was going to win? Not just this battle, but this ongoing war between Confederation and Empire. The chi-war, the New American news medes were calling it, from chiisai, the Nihongo word for little. Little war it might have been, minor raids for the most part, with the occasional ship seizure or act of sabotage; certainly, though, it was large enough for the men and women it killed. This raid—Operation Sandstorm, some wit had dubbed it—was supposed to be of supreme importance, though no one had told Kara yet the why of the thing. This world was not exactly an easy mark; the Imperials called it Kasei, but most people on the Frontier knew it by its Anglic name.

Mars.

A Confederation raid against an Imperial research complex on old Mars, right next door to Earth itself, was bound to escalate the chi-war to something larger. She just hoped to hell that whatever the Phantoms were supposed to grab here was worth the cost.

And the risk.

The political situation was so damned confused just now. The Confederation had won its short, sharp war of independence with the Empire twenty-five years ago, but victory had not brought security. Confederation, Periphery, Frontier . . . names giving substance to a lie. A quarter of a century ago, perhaps, the Confederation had been unified, an alliance of frontier worlds fighting against the Shichiju, but even in victory that alliance had already been crumbling.

Theoretically—at least according to the history ViRsims—New America, Rainbow, Liberty, and a handful of other worlds had forged a new government, one based on Libertarian ideals now virtually extinct among the crowded dependencies and nation states and Fukushi protectorate arcologies of old Earth. Under the leadership of Travis Sinclair and a few other visionaries, freedom had been wrested from the Empire by sheer grit, determination, and a will to be free of Earth and its heavy-handed Hegemonic bureaucracy.

Though raised and download-educated on New America, Kara knew that there was a certain amount of self-deceptive propaganda behind that version of history. To begin with, no handful of colonial worlds could have hoped to fight it out with Japan’s military might or with the Japanese-backed government of the Terran Hegemony and long survive. Shichiju, the Nihongo word for Man’s interstellar realm, meant “Seventy,” and in fact, the Hegemony had ruled more than seventy worlds at its height. Only about twenty of those worlds—all thinly populated, possessing limited resources and few ships, and located far from the Shichiju’s heart—had openly broken with Earth and joined the Confederation rebellion. Japan had held a ruthless monopoly over K-T drive technology and the techniques necessary for building large starships for too long for the newcomer upstarts of the Frontier to be able to challenge them in open war. For the most part, the Confederation’s strategy had been to make Japan’s inevitable victory too expensive to pursue. At that, luck had more to do with their independence than military prowess—luck . . . and their communication with two separate alien species, still the only nonhuman cultures known to Man.

The DalRiss had first been contacted by a Hegemony survey fleet in 2540, just before the Rebellion. Their technology had taken an odd turning down the path of biology; they grew cities and starships rather than building them. Humans had for much longer known of the Naga, entities stranger than the DalRiss by far. In an attempt to attach human motives to nonhuman perceptions and actions, they’d originally called them Xenophobes. Immense fluid or plastic creatures inhabiting the crusts of several worlds scattered across those reaches of the Shichiju toward the constellations Ophiuchus, Serpens, Aquila, and Hercules, they possessed dizzyingly alien modes of thought and perception . . . and a control of their own internal chemistries far more precise and powerful than the crude nanotechnology of human science.

The Naga inhabiting the now-deserted world called Herakles, Mu Herculis III, had been instrumental in the defeat of an Imperial warfleet. Massing as much as a small moon and drawing its energy from the heat of a planet’s core, it could wield incredible powers; while linked with the rebel commander Devis Cameron, it had manipulated powerful magnetic fields in such a way as to propel one-ton chunks of ferrous material at velocities approaching ten percent of the speed of light. The largest and most powerful of the Empire’s dreadnoughts had crumpled and flared like moths in a blowtorch when subjected to the Naga’s accurate and deadly fire.

Kara sighed. Devis Cameron. Now there was a name. She’d never known the man personally, of course, since he’d died during the Second Battle of Herakles almost three years before she’d been born. Still, Kara felt as though she had known him. He’d been the lover of her mother, Katya Alessandro, for a number of years during the war . . . and he’d fathered her half brother, Daren. A year after Cameron’s death, Kara’s mother had established a long-term contract with another rebel officer, Vic Hagan—like Katya, a New American.

Devis Cameron had been from Earth.

Kara knew her mother as well as anyone alive; she still didn’t understand what the woman had seen in that man. For one thing, as an Earther, he’d started out owing his allegiance to the Terran Hegemony, which, of course, was little more than the Empire’s puppet. The word was that he’d been loyal to the Empire for quite a while, that he’d even won the coveted Teikokuno Hoshi, the Star of the Empire, for his part in contacting the Naga at Alya A-VI. Later, while operating against rebels on Eridu, he’d been given an order he hadn’t liked . . . and had joined the rebellion.

That told Kara quite a lot, that Cameron hadn’t had much in the way of personal convictions, that he’d let himself be buffeted back and forth rather than setting a course and sticking to it. From what she’d heard, both from her mother and from the official accounts uploaded onto the New American net, his personal contacts with the alien Naga had made him something of an alien himself, a being capable of melding with Naga and DalRiss alike in a symbiosis that no one in human space really understood even yet. He’d been linked with both during the battle when he’d been killed.

It was quiet again outside her warstrider. Her emergency repairs were nearly done. Maybe she could get out of this fix yet. . . .

“Lieutenant Hagan,” a new voice said inside her head. “We are terminating the simulation.”

She blinked. “Wait a minute!” she said. “I’m not dead, am I?”

The voice chuckled. “Not quite. Our AI out here gives you a sixty percent-plus chance of completing your repairs. But I’m afraid the mission completion probability’s only about twenty-eight percent.”

Gok. “We should still play out the simulation.”

“We will. But we’re declaring you dead. A message just came through for you. They want you up in Ops Planning.”

Kara stifled a groan. Normally, important messages would have been handled by her Companion, which either would have routed them through to her immediately or dealt with them according to program. Her messages were being handled now, however, by the AI running this simulation; apparently it had decided that this one was important enough to have her declared dead for the rest of this scenario.

“Who’s it from?” she asked the voice.

“Double ID,” was the reply. “General Hagan and Senator Alessandro. And it was coded urgent.”

“Okay, okay,” Kara said, closing her eyes. “I’m on my way.”

Once again—and this time for real—she woke up, this time in the couch of a ViRcomm module in the Ops center of ConMilCom HQ. Warstrider Lindsey Smeth—“killed” moments before in the fighting on Mars—was there to help her unstrap. “Tough luck, Lieutenant,” she said. “We almost had ‘em that time.”

“Almost doesn’t cut it,” Kara replied, standing up and stretching stiff, sore muscles. Even ViRsimmed war could be rough on the body, when the body believed that what was happening to it was real. “That’s what, fifteen tries against that base so far?”

“Sixteen,” Smeth said. “But who’s counting? I’d rather ViRdie than buy it for real.”

Kara grinned. “Just so you stay in one piece when the show goes down. And, speaking of staying in one piece, I’d better go see what my brass-crested parents want.”

“Good luck, Lieutenant.”

“Thanks. I have a feeling I’m going to need it.”


Chapter 3

Bella detestata matribus. (Wars are the dread of mothers.)

—Odes, i

HORACE

B.C.E. 20

Senator Katya Alessandro stood before the viewall in her husband’s office, watching the city. Though his office was on the fifty-third level, his viewall was using a ground-floor pickup, set to show a realtime view of the building’s transplas atrium and the broad, green expanse of Franklin Park beyond. It was just past Second Eclipse, and Columbia hung suspended in the west, filling nearly an octant of the sky, a pale, immense, crater-blotched crescent bowed away from the golden glare of 26 Draconis A.

Opposite, on the far side of the park just a kilometer away and rising eighty stories over Jefferson’s government district, was the one-time headquarters for one of the larger Imperial corporations doing business on New America; even yet the locals called it the Sony Building. The holographic lettering above that gleaming facade, however, now read PEOPLE’S CONFEDERATION CONGRESS, marking it as home to the Confederation Free Senate and what passed for government on New America these days.

Government? Katya grimaced. Anarchy was closer to the mark.

Why, she wondered, had she ever left the Confederation military? She’d thought she would be able to make a difference by running for office. During the time she’d been a senator, though, she’d seen little evidence that she was doing much of anything worthwhile. Lately, most of her time was spent mindlooping—what an earlier age had called “paper shuffling,” though that term was as dated now as “typewriter” or “videotape.”

She glanced sideways at Vic, who was leaning back at his desk with the distracted, glazed-over look of someone tapping his internal RAM for a piece of squirreled-away data. He’d made the right choice, clearly. He was a general now, one of the senior officers in ConMilCom’s Operations Center.

Katya Alessandro loved Vic Hagan dearly, though, as she sometimes tried to make herself forget, he’d been her second love. When Dev Cameron had . . . changed, his body destroyed at Second Herakles as his mind somehow became part of the group mind of the Naga-DalRiss fleet, any chance of a common physical ground between her and Dev had been wiped away. A year after Dev had left human space with the alien fleet-mind, she’d palmed an extended cohab contract with Vic. Daren—Dev’s son—had already been born by then, and she’d needed . . . somebody. A year and a half later, Kara had been born, her daughter by Vic.

Eventually, she’d resigned her commission and gone into politics. As one of the heroes of the revolution, she still had good recognition on New America, and she’d won her seat in Congress with almost embarrassing ease.

She was, by anyone’s standard, successful.

Why then, did she feel like such a failure?

The war, of course . . . She shook her head. She’d long ago decided that the politicians of human-explored space would get themselves into far fewer wars if more of them started off as warriors. Civilians, she’d found, were too likely to become caught up in the supposed glory of war. It took a soldier to remind people of why war was something to be avoided.

Central Jefferson, she thought as she watched the view-all, was crowded. The capital had always been bustling, but the congestion had been getting worse lately. During the war, its location, almost forty-nine light years from Sol, and its industrial base, in a system rich in raw materials, had combined to make it a good candidate for the capital of the fledgling Confederation. The sign in front of the Sony Building back then had read FIRST PEOPLE’S CONFEDERATION CONGRESS, a nod both toward the old-Earth North American model upon which the government had been based and to the fact that, in those far-off, pioneering days, at least, it had been assumed that the Congress would meet only intermittently, in times of crisis.

Like all governments, however, it had somehow put down roots and grown . . . though whether that growth had been more like that of a tree or a cancer, Katya hadn’t yet decided. And in the meantime, the mingled cultures of New America and the Confederation were transforming as swiftly as the technology. It was becoming harder and harder to maintain any kind of unity even among the cultures resident just on New America.

And Katya was less and less sure that unity was something the government should—or could—impose. The Sinclair Doctrine applied here as well as to the scattered worlds of Confederation and Shichiju, didn’t it?

She knew all of the arguments, of course. She’d invoked them plenty of times herself on the Senate floor. Unity was necessary now because the Imperials were pushing hard and would take advantage of any perceived weakness. Worse, things were changing so god-awfully fast. Technology was changing, the rate of change increasing at a pace that seemed totally out of control, and society itself was showing deep and troubling strains.

It was almost impossible to keep up with the shifts and reworkings of Confederation culture anymore. As she looked through the viewall into Franklin Park, she could see some of the bizarre shapes strolling there.

The Naga Revolution, it was called by some, especially by the younger generation, the kids born since 2550 or so. Most had personal Nagas, Companions, that fulfilled all of the functions of the old cephlinks and added a few more. It was curious, Katya thought, how a symbiosis that was changing the very way Man perceived himself was being manifested by New America’s younger citizens primarily as fashion statements. It seemed unbalanced, somehow, almost sacrilegious, if such a term had any meaning anymore, something akin to using a quantum power tap to light a match.

There was a young couple riding a slidewalk just in front of her. The girl was nude, save for sandals and her Naga’s skin expressions—patterns of green and silver opalescence that rippled up and down her legs and torso, alternately revealing and concealing as it shifted. Her companion was sheer fantasy, human in shape but patterned in a hallucinatory montage of scales, feathers, and tawny predator’s hide, all fashioned through his Companion’s alterations to the cells of his skin. She assumed the person was male; the only clue to his sex was the outsized genitalia dangling between his legs, though even that in itself was no guarantee. Many people routinely changed their sex as casually as they changed clothes; others changed only the appearance, and there was no way to be sure which was which.

The Naga Revolution had challenged old definitions not only of what sex you were, but of what it was to be human in the first place. There was an entire subculture given to experimenting with deliberately alien and outrageous body forms, humans in the guise of aliens born of fantasy. That sort of thing had long been common enough in ViReality links, where a person could assume any desired persona online. With Naga Companions as fashion accessories, however, the blurring of reality and fantasy had escaped the world of VR-communications and entered the real world.

What, Katya wondered, was going to be next? It didn’t seem as though things could change much more, though she imagined that neolithic-hunter-gatherers must have felt the same way about cities, pottery, and agriculture.

Change, she knew, was the one constant of humanity.

A tone sounded and she turned from the viewall, just as a door slid aside and Kara entered the office. Katya felt a thrill of pride; her daughter looked so erect and sharp in her Confederation grays. The pride, though, was darkened somewhat by fear. God, I don’t want to lose her.

“Hi, Dad, Mums,” she said. “I got a flash you guys wanted to see me.”

“Yes, Kara,” Vic said. “Come in and sit yourself.”

“You ought to know,” Kara said as she took a seat, “that the simulation AI killed me in the last run-through just so I could check out and come up to see you. So I hope this is worth it!”

Katya heard the banter in Kara’s voice but couldn’t feel much in the way of amusement. Her daughter had “died” in a number of these operation ViRsims lately. She could so easily die for real in the actual mission. Especially with this new mission rewrite.

“Some new orders are coming through for you,” Vic said. “Direct from Confederation Military Command itself.”

“What . . . new orders?” Kara leaned forward, obviously interested.

“ConMilCom has accepted Skymaster. In full.”

“Thank God! It took them long enough, didn’t it?”

“There’s more,” Katya added. She felt curiously detached as she spoke the words, as though it were someone else entirely who was speaking. “They’re asking you to volunteer for the slot.”

“Strictly volunteer,” Vic added. “And I for one wish you would turn it down cold.”

“Gok, no!” Kara said. “This one’s my baby! If anybody’s going into the Kasei Net, it’s going to be me!”

And Katya had been certain that Kara would say exactly that.

Every world inhabited by Man had its own computer Net, a meshing of all of the computer systems running all of the business, finances, data storage, and communications of an entire planet. Technically, each world’s Net was linked to the other worlds, space stations, even ships in that system, though the time lag engendered by the speed of light could drastically slow the exchange of data over interplanetary distances. And across interstellar distances, of course, communication from Net to Net could only be through the physical transfer of data, by storage devices transported aboard starships. With typical interstellar travel times limited to about a light year per day, New America, for instance, was almost fifty days’ travel time from Earth, and a single exchange in a conversation, there and back, took over three months.

For any given world, the local planetary Net was of supreme importance for everything from keeping track of trade balances to coordinating local defense forces. Usually, the system’s principal military node was located at synchorbit, where it could tie directly into the traffic control systems that monitored and directed ship traffic arriving at and departing from orbit.

“Ops was assuming you’d want to go,” Vic was telling Kara. “I must say, you were . . . eloquent.”

“Your sim results on Operation Sandstorm were even more eloquent,” Katya added. “Enough said?”

Kara grimaced. “If there’s a way to pull Sandstorm off without sending in more striders . . . or without the Skymaster option, I sure as hell can’t see it. We’ve tried, gok . . . every combination I can think of. And I’ve been beaten, killed, and sent running with my tail between my legs more times in the past month than I care to remember.”

“We’ve already looked hard at sending in more than three squadrons and the leggers,” Katya told her. “What we’ve got is the most we can pack into a Nighthawk. And we can’t send in more than one.”

Everything about Operation Sandstorm depended on getting the assault team to the surface more or less unnoticed. A single ascraft, it was believed, could make the orbit-to-surface insertion without attracting unwanted attention from the Imperial tracking systems; a fleet of air/space craft would set off every Al-monitored threat-tracking network from Mars to Tau Ceti. The mission’s planners had secured an old Model IV Artemis Nighthawk, a great, black, vaguely streamlined shape with a variable geometry to give it greater flexibility in atmospheric approaches and maneuvering and a mass of nearly eight thousand tons. Its cargo bay had been adapted from its original civilian configuration to haul three full warstrider squadrons, plus four neatly folded Gyrfalcons and a pair of assault/infantry transports. There were no heavy transports that could carry a larger load, and there was no way to squeeze anything more into the Nighthawk’s bays. The only way to send more warstriders to Mars would be to send in more than one ascraft, and the computer sims they’d been running endlessly since Sandstorm’s conception the previous month indicated that trying that would almost certainly alert the AIs monitoring near-Mars space for just such an attempt.

“Our preliminary sims,” Vic continued, “suggest that Sandstorm has an eighty percent-plus chance of success if we jigger things at Aresynch.”

Katya could sense her daughter’s elation at the news. Ever since Operation Sandstorm had been suggested, Kara had been insisting that three squadrons of warstriders—a total of forty-eight machines—would not be able to crack the defenses of the objective, not when there were plenty of Imperial bases within easy reach from which reinforcements could be summoned. Kara had argued that only a ground assault coupled with a covert mission at Aresynch had any real chance of success.

Reluctantly, Katya agreed with her. Some missions were simply impossible, and hitting MilTech’s Kasei complex without the added security of Skymaster was one of them.

“Let’s see Mars and the sky-el,” Vic said. “I’d like to look over the approach vectors again.”

“They haven’t changed, Vic,” Katya told him.

“Maybe not. But the timing on this thing is going to be goking tight.”

Mars materialized above Vic’s desk, an ocher red ball smeared with patches of blue, green, and white. Oldest of the terraformed worlds, Mars had an Earth-like atmosphere and climate, albeit still a bit on the cold, dry side. Kasei might be the Japanese name for the place, but most New Americans still called it Mars, even though it was a much different, more hospitable world than it had been just a few centuries before. The Boreal Sea covered much of the northern latitudes, with the North Polar ice cap centered in a swirl of clouds. The Marineris Sea edged south of the equator, then ran due west for better than five thousand kilometers, stopping at Labyrinthus Bay against the rise of the Tharsis Shield, just a few hundred kilometers short of the Pavonis Mons sky-el.

At this scale in real life, a sky elevator would have been invisible, but the projection displayed it as a thread of white light, extending out from the Martian equator at Pavonis Mons into space. Synchorbit for Mars was just over seventeen thousand kilometers out, about two and a half planetary diameters, a point on the model marked by a spray of tiny lights. The thread of the sky-el continued outward beyond synchorbit and terminated at Deimos.

The Pavonis Mons sky-el was the first of all such structures raised—hung, rather—by Man. Its construction had begun at the end of the twenty-first century, shortly after the beginnings of the Mars terraforming project. Pavonis Mons was an extinct volcano, middle of the row-of-three volcanic peaks stretched across a thousand kilometers of the Martian surface southeast of towering Mons Olympus; by chance, it lay squarely on the Martian equator, making it an ideal anchor point. Phobos, Mars’s old inner moon, had been sacrificed for the building materials, mostly carbon nanotechnically grown into pure, long-chain molecular diacarb woven into the sky-el’s main cable. The tiny outer moon, Deimos, speeded up in its orbit, now served as the space-side anchor holding the entire structure rigid as it spun with Mars’s twenty-four-hour rotation, a whirling rock on the end of a string.

Most populated worlds had sky-els, providing cheap and easy access to orbit via pods accelerating up the sky-el cable on precessing magnetic fields. New America was one of the few worlds lacking one, because of the disruptive tidal effects of Columbia and because the planet’s rotational period was so long that synchorbit was impossibly distant.

“As you’ve been telling us all along, Kara,” Vic was saying, “Aresynch is going to be the key to a successful ground op.”

As Vic discussed the mission with Kara, Katya’s attention wandered to a smaller holographic projection floating in space beneath the larger image of Mars, a detail of the orbital facility at Aresynch.

Because it had been in existence longer than any other synchorbital, Aresynch was huge and tangled, a steadily growing accretion of shipyards and docks, military base, civilian transport nexus, marketplace, storehouse, and computer center. Kara’s target would be in that area . . . highlighted in blue.

Operation Sandstorm, according to the plan worked out by ConMilCom Ops, would now be a two-pronged mission. As originally planned, one Artemis Nighthawk, carrying forty-eight Confed warstriders and several hundred ground troops would land next to the bay at Noctis Labyrinthus, deploying to capture the MilTech facility. At the same time, a team of covert operatives would slip into Aresynch, enter Kasei Net’s military node, and disrupt communications long enough for the ground forces to complete their operation.

Katya watched her daughter detailing the parameters of Skymaster, the covert Aresynch insertion. She seemed so self-assured, so confident. It was impossible for Katya to look at Kara and not feel a faint, uneasy echo of disappointment in Daren, her son. Close behind that thought came one closely related: would Daren have been different—less self-absorbed, less petulant—if Dev hadn’t been changed, if he’d stayed with her instead of vanishing with the DalRiss among the stars? The question had no meaningful answer and she dismissed it. Still . . .

Dev always knew how to handle things, how to get things done, she thought Things happened around him. I wish—

She stopped and glanced once again at Vic, feeling guilty. He returned her glance, his lips quirking back in a sad, I-love-you, it’ll-be-okay smile. The man always had damn near been able to read her mind. . . .

As proud as she was of Kara, she couldn’t help but fear what this change in orders meant. The Imperials were not known for the gentleness of their interrogation download techniques. It had been bad enough when Kara had been assigned to the assault team at Noctis Labyrinthus, where failure in all probability meant death. Now Kara would be going into the Aresynch military node, engaged in virtual combat rather than actual. Discovery in that environment meant, not death, but something to Katya’s way of thinking much worse, the gradual and dehumanizing peeling of memory and mind and personality by the interrogators of the infamous Teikokuno Johokyoku, the Imperial Intelligence Bureau.

In her darker moments, Katya sometimes told herself that she would rather Kara died cleanly, in combat, than face the nanoprobes and ego uploads of the TJK.

Still, she’d kept her feelings to herself—had tried to, at any rate, knowing that Kara would be less than appreciative of any attempt by either Vic or herself to protect her or make things easier for her. In some ways, it had been harder on Vic than on Katya. Katya was just a Confederation senator and member of the military committee. Vic was squarely in the chain of command that passed orders down to Kara directly, and his decisions could mean her survival or her death.

“I still wish you would reconsider going on the Skymaster part of this op,” Vic told Kara. Again, it was though he’d been following Katya’s thoughts.

Kara shook her head. “Negative, father-dear. I worked it out. Nobody else knows the background I’ve downloaded on this as well as I do. Besides, I’m not sending people into a virtual environment that I’m not willing to face myself.”

“We understand that,” Vic said. “But it’s not as though you’re the only qualified person. That’s why God invented download technology, after all. What you’ve learned, someone else can download through a comlink in a few seconds. Right?”

“Not right. I am the senior officer available on this.” She began ticking off names on her fingers. “Lieutenants Herlehy, Ferris, and Markov,” she said, listing the Second, Third, and Fourth Squadron Commanders. “They’re all junior. Colonel Hastings . . . well, you know as well as I do that regimental commanders don’t go on field ops.”

“There’s the Phantoms’ First Company Commander,” Vic pointed out.

“Captain Ogden is a biopurist,” Katya reminded Vic. Biopurists disliked the notion of incorporating alien life forms—meaning Companions—into the human body. Ogden wasn’t a fanatic about it, believing—unlike most Biopurists—that the choice was up to the individual, but he would not accept a Companion and probably wouldn’t link directly with anyone who did.

“That’s right,” Kara said. “And without a Companion, he’d never even make it into Aresynch. So you see? I’m the only candidate left for the job.”

“There’s still time to find and train a special agent,” Vic said.

Kara grinned. “I don’t see what the big deal is. You and Mums were in the revolution together. You didn’t try to keep her safe, did you?”

Hagan frowned. “Truth is, I couldn’t. She was my commanding officer.”

“I still am,” Katya said. “Senators outrank generals.”

They laughed. The joke helped break the uncomfortable tension.

“The worst part about being Skymaster,” Kara said thoughtfully, “will be not being able to go in with my people on the ground.”

“Only three strider squadrons can go in anyway,” Katya said. “If you’re Skymaster, we’ll pull First Squadron out. Three can go in with Two and Four instead. We’ll draw your security element from volunteers from One.”

Kara’s brow furrowed for a second, a tiny, brief shadow. Then she nodded. “Right. That makes sense.”

“Problem?” Katya could tell Kara was concerned about something.

“No. It’ll work. It would be nice if I knew what it was we’re supposed to grab. In our training sims, we’ve just called it ‘the package,’ and I’ve been assured that it won’t be larger than a warstrider could carry out. Sooner or later, you’re going to have to tell us just what it is we’re going to Mars to steal.”

It was Katya’s turn to grimace. “The Senate Military Committee hasn’t decided when to release that information,” she said. “I haven’t even been able to tell Vic yet.” Security was extraordinarily tight on this op. It had to be. Sometimes it seemed as though the medes—the various online and ViRnews reporting services—could be as efficient at ferreting out information as TJK interrogators. It was not impossible that this room was bugged, and the nature of Sandstorm’s objective was such that even a hint released over the New American Net could reveal to the Imperials that the Confederation was aware of o-denwa. They couldn’t afford that risk. When Vic and Kara were brought fully into the picture, it would be at the last possible moment.

“Whatever this thing is,” Vic said, “it had better be damned important.”

Katya sobered. “It is. It’s a device so important that some of us consider it a threat to the whole Confederation.

“The Japanese Imperium is about to win its war against the Confederation once and for all. If they do, there will be no more independence movements. Not for us. Not for anyone.”


Chapter 4

Surprisingly, there proved to be numerous loopholes in the physics that stated that faster-than-light travel was a total impossibility. Perhaps most promising at the time were the “wormholes” that soon became the staple of romantic fiction. A special case of the wormhole was described by twentieth-century physicists who envisioned a super-dense cylinder many kilometers in length, rotating at relativistic speeds about its long axis. In theory, the space-time geometries created by these machines would open vast numbers of pathways bridging light years . . . or even traversing time itself into past or future.

Even after other means of traveling to the stars were found, however, such grand and large-scale solutions remained well beyond even the theoretical reach of human technology.

—A History of Star Flight

DR. CHASE RANDALL

C.E. 2451

It gleamed, a taut-stretched thread, a whisker of quicksilver set against the night, ruler-straight and so slender compared to its length that it seemed insubstantial, a scratch, perhaps, across the dark.

>>DEVCAMERON<< checked again the numbers overlaying his perception of the universe. That whisker was just over two kilometers thick and well over a thousand long. There was no way to know, of course, what units the thing’s builders used, but it was interesting that the cylinder’s length was precisely 512 times its width, which suggested the use of binary arithmetic.

In terms of sheer size, of course, >>DEVCAMERON<< had seen human-built structures outwardly much grander than this. The sky-els hanging from the skies of most of the Shichiju’s colonized worlds were the largest artificial structures known, cables tens to hundreds of meters thick and towering forty thousand kilometers or more all the way to the planet’s synchorbital. But the density of this artifact approached that of a neutron star, with the mass of a fair-sized world packed into that whisker’s long and narrow volume. Too, it was rotating, rolling about its long axis so fast that a point on its circumference was moving at relativistic velocities . . . better than seven tenths the speed of light.

With a moderate amplification of his senses, >>DEVCAMERON<< could look into the surface of the cylinder, but the closest examination revealed nothing useful. Rotation wiped any detail into a mirror-silvered emptiness, too bright and perfect even to be called a blur. Though they could not sense it in such strangely distorted space, the watchers felt that some sort of force field was in play; without one, centrifugal force would have ripped the cylinder apart. Human technology routinely manufactured electromagnetic screens—necessary to protect crew and equipment aboard vessels from charged particles at relativistic speeds—but a true “force field” in the classical sense of an invisible and impenetrable wall remained as much a physical impossibility as moving suns or communicating instantly across the Galaxy.

No human technology—no DalRiss or Naga biotech, for that matter—could even approach the varied magics they were witnessing here. Even from a hundred thousand kilometers away, >>DEVCAMERON<< could sense the tug and twist of that thing as rotating gravitational mass reshaped the fabric of local space. According to theory, those reshapings opened paths, invisible slits in spacetime that led . . . elsewhere.

>>DEVCAMERON<< had downloaded what history he possessed that might have a bearing on the thing. Centuries before, human theorists had speculated that such a construct might be used to open pathways across the light years, though there was no substance to such speculations, nor had the thing ever even been given a name. For >>DEVCAMERON<<, as for the DalRiss and Naga intelligences he was linked with, it was simply the Device.

And it was hungry.

It hung suspended in space at the gravitational balance point of the two shrunken suns of Nova Aquila. A stream of crimson flame spiraled out from the equator of each spinning star, arcing across millions of kilometers of intervening space, the feathered tips dwindling as they were compressed and reshaped by forces beyond comprehension, then vanishing into empty space just beyond the ends of the cylinder.

They appeared to vanish into nothing, uncounted gigatons of star plasma whirling silently into emptiness each second. From a distance, the silvery thread appeared stretched tight between the tips of those fiery prominences. At closer ranges, it was clear the star stuff was being funneled away to someplace else, plunging into gateways opened outside of the normal dimensions of space and time.

The Device raised so many, many questions, all thus far unanswerable. Foremost, however, were who had built it . . . and why.

“Humans have records of this star exploding,” >>DEVCAMERON<< told the DalRiss-Naga fusion that was his host. “It was seen in the skies of Earth in pre-spaceflight times, in the spring of 1918, Current Era. It was the brightest ordinary nova ever witnessed, outshining every star in the skies of Earth’s northern hemisphere except for Sirius.”

“The DalRiss, too, have such records,” a voice replied in his mind. “A bright star appeared in the night skies of GhegnuRish some forty sixes of seasons ago. We were involved with the Gharku at the time, however, and could pay scant attention to stars, however bright.”

“I can imagine.”

“Gharku” was what the Riss had called the Naga, before human contact with one of the entities had opened new possibilities in understanding and being. The name could be translated, roughly, as “The Chaos.” Before peaceful contact, which the being that was now >>DEVCAMERON<< had first initiated almost by accident, humans had known the Naga as Xenophobes, an assumption about motives that later proved to be quite wrong.

“We’re about twelve hundred light years from Earth,” he thought. “Eleven hundred from GhegnuRish. The star went nova almost two thousand years ago, sometime around 700 C.E.”

“What is the significance of the time?”

“Nothing, I guess. Except that I’m wondering if whoever made the Device also made Nova Aquila explode in the first place. If they did, it means the Device is two millennia old. Has it been eating these stars the whole time?”

“The designers could be opportunists who arrived long after the detonation. The date of the explosion does not logically fix their place in time.”

“No.”

But >>DEVCAMERON<< was being gnawed by a terrible fear.

Some of the information he’d downloaded included an interesting datum about novas seen on Earth, something he’d picked up long, long ago when he’d downloaded anything at all that he could find about the stars. It was basically a meaningless piece of trivia, not germane to affairs closer to home.

The appearance of a “new star,” a nova, had always been cause for wonder . . . and occasionally fear. Some few, like the brilliant beacon that illuminated the skies in C.E. 1054, were spectacular stellar deaths, the supernovae that collapsed a sun into a tiny, fast-spinning neutron star at the heart of an expanding cloud of dust and gas. The vast majority were not so violent. Ordinary novae, like Nova Aquila, blew off vast amounts of their outer shells, leaving behind shrunken remnants, planet-sized white dwarfs. Most were double stars, as in this system; it was hypothesized that the novae were caused by the expansion of one star’s atmosphere, launching a torrent of gases on the companion star and triggering a detonation, which either tore away the first star’s substance or triggered a second explosion in turn.

That much, at least, was known about novae.

There was one mystery, though, that had dogged the subject for centuries, almost since the beginning of astronomy as a technical science. Novae should be more or less evenly distributed across the entire sky, with a slight clumping, perhaps, along the path of the Milky Way where the concentration of stars was thicker. Instead, a disproportionate number of stars had exploded all in the same general region of the heavens, toward the Earth-sky constellations of Aquila, Cygnus, Scutum, Serpens, Ophiuchus, coreward from Sol and slightly to spin ward in the great wheel of the Galaxy.

This was far more than any statistical fluke. During one brief forty-year period early in the twentieth century, twenty-five percent of all of the novae seen on Earth had appeared in roughly two percent of the sky. Two of the brightest novae ever recorded had blazed forth in the same year—1936—and the nova of 1918 in Aquila had been the brightest ordinary nova ever recorded.

In the six centuries since, the percentage had fallen and the area of sky expanded, but the records still showed something like ten percent of all novae occurring in about five percent of the sky. The chances of that kind of clustering occurring randomly were in this case literally astronomical.

And here was possible proof that that apparent clumping was not an accident of statistics . . . but the result of deliberate and intelligent action.

What kind of intelligence would destroy a star?

What need would drive them to destruction on such a massive scale?

“Are there planets in this system?” he asked suddenly. If this star had once possessed worlds, even life . . .

“We need your help to determine that, >>DEVCAMERON<<,” the host replied. “You will need to guide our Perceivers.”

“Link me in. . . .”

The DalRiss had evolved with a very different set of senses and perceptions than humans. Their primary sense was one that felt the shape of electrochemical fields generated by living tissue. They “saw” life, while inorganic matter was a kind of emptiness, a void they were aware of only by its shape. The DalRiss had engineered other life forms to extend the range and clarity of their visual perception. “Perceivers” were small artificial creatures that were eye and brain and little else. When connected to the interwoven nervous systems of several DalRiss, they provided a kind of sight.

But little understanding. That was one reason the DalRiss had invited >>DEVCAMERON<< to join them, after he’d lost his body. >>DEVCAMERON’S<< brain had evolved the ability to make sense of his surroundings through light-sensitive organs. The DalRiss fleet, numbering eighty of the huge living ships, was as dependent on Dev for his knowledge of what a star was as it was on the Perceivers who actually saw its light.

>>DEVCAMERON<< extended his optical senses, enhanced by the sensitive organic optics of the Perceivers. If this double star had been the center of a planetary system two thousand years ago, those worlds would be remote indeed from the tiny, planet-sized white dwarfs that circled one another today. Scored by nova’s heat, then left to freeze in the icy wastes far beyond the reach of those wan dwarfs, if those worlds had ever been touched by life, they were dead now.

He searched for long minutes, sensing only emptiness beyond the wan light of the suns. That proved nothing, for any worlds out there would be dimly lit indeed. Leaving several Perceivers to continue an automatic search, he turned his attention back to the Device.

“How would such a thing work?” the DalRiss voice said in his mind.

“I don’t understand all of the math,” he replied. “But just as a rotating black hole could theoretically open up pathways—wormholes, we call them—to distant points in space or time, a cylindrical mass like this, rotating at relativistic speeds, should open up . . . gateways in the space around it. A number of these cylinders could have paths lined between them. Or you could send a ship through to a point in empty space, light years away.”

His DalRiss hosts—and of course the Nagas who rode with them—had never imagined such a thing and could not follow the concept as he tried to explain it. If he’d had the math, possibly he could have done a better job, but as it was, all he could do was observe and try to describe what he was sensing to the others.

“You are saying, then,” the DalRiss continued, “that this is a machine for traveling instantly from point to point. Like our Achievers.”

“That’s right,” >>DEVCAMERON<< replied.

Achievers were artificial, DalRiss-grown life forms that could visualize a distant point in space and somehow—no one, not even the DalRiss themselves, was quite certain how it worked—move the ship in a blink across tens or even hundreds of light years, killing the Achiever in the process. When humans first contacted the DalRiss, there’d been speculation that their mode of travel through interstellar space was far superior to the slower, shorter-ranged abilities of human K-T ships, and there’d been discussion about how humans could adopt the DalRiss method.

That was unlikely, at least in the short term, no matter what the advantages might be. DalRiss starship-cities were immense living organisms grown for the purpose; so far as human experimentation had been able to determine in the years since First Contact with the DalRiss, the process they used to move their ships from point to point required that the vessels be organic, their lives meshed symbiotically with those of the Achievers in ways human biotechnology didn’t yet understand. Someday, living human ships might be grown as well, but in the meantime, the only way to use DalRiss technology was to get them to literally carry human ships inside the far larger DalRiss ship-creatures. And, for their own reasons, the DalRiss rarely agreed to do that. Humanity would have to learn how to grow its own ship-creatures.

The DalRiss themselves were the product of artificial symbiosis. The “Riss” portion of the joint creature was a roughly crescent-shaped, many-armed rider atop the bulky, six-legged starfish shape which was the “Dal.” The two were extremely closely linked, sharing one another’s sensory perceptions, a single organism in fact.

Something moved across >>DEVCAMERON’S<< field of view—not in deep space but in close to the Device, a black shape flickering into existence some tens of kilometers above the spinning silver cylinder. “What is that?”

“We perceive nothing—”

“Quickly! On my scan! Enhance! Enhance!”

Two more shapes followed the first, as quick as thought. His first impression was that they were alive, so fast and agile were they . . . but the reality was swiftly apparent. The three were dissimilar in details of shape, yet alike, organic-smooth forms, jet black in color, with a line of wickedly curved blades down one side, like saw teeth, or the fins of some aquatic creature, but angled to stab forward instead of trailing behind.

“Ships!” >>DEVCAMERON<< announced. “I’ve never seen their like! They just materialized out of the space close to the Device.”

He could sense more of the DalRiss hosts shifting linkages within the network, their equivalent of standing on tiptoe to see as they switched to their Perceiver arrays for primary input.

The alien ships were moving almost too quickly to follow, and once they were clear of the Device they were virtually impossible to see against the blackness of space. In seconds, however, they’d streaked toward the nearer of the two white dwarfs and were visible once again as dust-mote silhouettes against the raw, pearly white glare of the star’s surface.

“They seek to end their existence,” a voice said in >>DEVCAMERON’S << mind.

“I don’t think so. Why would they come here, from wherever they came from in the first place, to do that? Can we signal them?”

“We are attempting to get their attention, using both radio and laser communications. There has been no response.”

“Keep trying.”

It was difficult to follow the alien vessels’ descent into the stellar corona. The Perceivers’ optics had not been designed to handle such light levels, and several of the creatures went off-line, their vision destroyed.

Then the mystery ships were gone, vanished into the star.

“Have they been destroyed?” a voice asked.

“I . . . I still can’t believe they deliberately destroyed themselves,” >>DEVCAMERON<< said, but his thoughts were unsteady, uncertain. Various possibilities occurred to him. They were probes of some sort, sent to plumb the star’s depths. They were starminers, seeking energy or raw materials.

A third possibility was more chilling. If these were the people who’d once made a star explode, perhaps they were trying to do so again.

But minute followed minute, and there was no change in the white dwarf’s complexion as it continued its swing about the Device, paired with its opposite number on the far side.

Were these the same people? The ones who’d destroyed a star? Were they the same as the builders of the Device?

So many questions and not answers enough by half.

“The Perceivers’ scan has found planets,” the voice announced. “Four. They are far beyond the star’s zone for liquid water, however.”

“They would be. These dwarfs don’t shed much more than a few percent of the light and heat they used to. Where?”

A silent thought indicated direction and distance. Piggybacking himself onto the nervous system of a battery of DalRiss and Perceivers, he focused on one world, then another. Three were gas giants, so distant that at the highest magnification they showed no detail at all.

A fourth was closer, about three astronomical units away. It was a rocky world, its surface a patchwork of ice and rock, without even a trace of atmosphere. But >>DEVCAMERON<< felt a stirring as he watched that distant world, for his DalRiss senses indicated that the planet possessed very nearly the mass of the Earth.

“I think,” he said, “that that ice ball should be our next stop.”

“There is no life.”

“No. But I’d like to know if there was life there once.”

“We go, then.”

The host accelerated out from the enigmatic, rapidly spinning whisker and all of its hidden secrets.


Chapter 5

To a greater force, and to a better nature, you, free, are subject, and that creates the mind in you, which the heavens have not in their charge. Therefore, if the present world go astray, the cause is in you, in you it is to be sought.

—The Divine Comedy,

Inferno, Canto XVI, l. 79

DANTE ALIGHIERI

C.E. 1320

Dr. Daren Cameron stopped, pausing for breath as kata vines dripped scarlet beneath a lowering orange and green sky. On the horizon, beyond the swells of a shallow sea, a volcano rumbled, staining the sky with a pall of greasy blue-gray ash as lightning played and flickered about the mountain’s crest. Sulfur tainted the air, giving it a burned, unpleasant taste.

He knew the world as Dante, though that was not its true name. The second world of a type K3 star cataloged as DM-58 5564, some thirty light years from Earth and over seventy-six from New America, it had originally been named Dantai, a Nihongo word meaning, roughly, social organization or group. Western survey team members, however, had twisted the name in literate wordplay, pointing to the world’s sweltering heat, its sulfurous air, its bizarre and, at times, demonic inhabitants.

Dante was the more apt name, Daren thought, looking about at the raw, young landscape. He couldn’t actually claim that he was experiencing any discomfort at the moment, but the sulfur-laden air, the evil-looking sky, the beach of black, volcanic sand, all contributed to the atmosphere of a place that Dante Alighieri or his Virgil might well have recognized as the gateway to hell.

Damn it, where was Taki?

The air was warm and humid, promising a storm, and a salt tang hung in the air. Boots crunching in the black sand, Daren strode across the beach, then scrambled to the top of a spray-slick boulder to get himself a better view of the land-and seascape encircling him.

East was ocean, deep green-gray in color and patched with whitecaps. West, behind the tumble of breakwater rocks, the land was a low and fetid swamp, rising through tangled matari trees and traveler roots to higher ground. Beyond, the land moved higher still, rising through rolling blue-green foothills that vanished into the blue mist walling the Airy Mountains, white-streaked purple walls of granite so sheer they looked like a painted backdrop.

Daren was alone.

Frowning, he turned slowly on his boulder perch, scanning the coastline north and south. As a precaution, he set his Companion to recording the scene in full sensory detail. The world was slightly smaller than Earth, with eight tenths of Earth’s gravity. It was younger, too, and with a hotter core; vulcanism was extensive, plate tectonics active. The Airy Mountains to the west topped twelve thousand meters; there were mountains at the equator half again taller.

At the same time, the atmosphere, at 1.2 bars, was slightly denser than Earth’s and had a much higher carbon dioxide content, nearly two percent. The seas and air were warmer, the storms vaster, wetter, and longer-lived. Erosion proceeded at a faster rate, wearing down mountains and using them to thicken the coastal oceans with silt. There were eight rivers on Dante the length and breadth of Earth’s Nile, four Amazons, five Mississippis. The seas, shallower, smaller, and more landlocked than Earth’s, carried higher concentrations of sediments and dissolved chemicals washed down from the highlands.

North lay his destination, a clustered and interlocking series of gleaming white towers, rising stepwise from sea and beach, with curving sides and curiously twisted, angular faces, the tips of the highest fully a kilometer above the surf breaking at their feet. The cluster looked much like images of arcologies or large-scale hab units in one of the more modern cities on Earth.

And so they had looked to the planet’s first explorers. The men and women of the initial Japanese survey team to visit Dante over two centuries before had been convinced they’d discovered another sapient species. Eighteen years of unrelenting work to establish communication had ended in frustration and failure. Private groups and foundations had continued the work, which was proceeding even today. After more than two hundred years, however, it still wasn’t possible to know for sure whether the Communes, as they ultimately became known, were intelligent in any meaningful sense of the word. Like the ants and termites of Earth, the Communes were social creatures, living in vast lime-cement structures accreted out of seawater, rising like terraced buildings above the shores of Dante’s shallow, brackish seas.

They appeared to be a littoral species, limited by their adaptation to their environment to the planet’s coastal regions. Extensively researched by terrestrial xenozoologists, they carried the scientific name Architectus communis, the social builders, though individuals came in so many different shapes and sizes that the scientists were still arguing over whether the Communes were one species with hundreds of extreme variants or hundreds of different species living in close communal symbiosis.

Each of those towers enclosed thousands of kilometers of hollow tubes, and intricate nonmechanical valves and pumps driven by differences in temperature between air and sea. Seawater drawn in at the base was circulated throughout the tower; calcium carbonate and other dissolved chemicals were precipitated out along the way and used as building materials where needed. The towers were elegantly cast, their faces angled to take best advantage of the moving sun, the walls stronger than conventional concrete.

And yet the creatures that had built them were small, few larger than Daren’s hand, most the size of his thumb, not counting the legs. They reminded most humans of insects—spindle-legged, spiny, and iridescently delicate—though most had but two body sections and they breathed with lungs. Warriors could be deadly; some were the length and breadth of a strong man’s arm. With dozens of clawed legs and powerful tripartite jaws armed with acid sacs, they appeared by the millions when the nest was threatened, and they could strip a human to the bone and then dissolve the bones in something less than ten seconds.

The question remained: were they intelligent? They cooperated and they built; so did terrestrial ants, though perhaps not on so grand a scale. They communicated with one another, if not with human zoologists, using sophisticated pheromones and scents; so did Earth’s social insects. They controlled their environment, adjusting the temperatures inside their towers with a precision measured in tenths of a degree; so did termites and, to a lesser extent, bees. At times they were capable of astonishing group collaborations, moving and acting like a single organism, extending immense pseudopodia across kilometers of open ground; the same could be said of Earth’s driver and army ants.

There were many who continued to insist that the Communes were an intelligent and self-aware species, that they were simply too different for humans to find common ground sufficient for communications. Most now held that their monumental engineering achievements were purely instinctive, honed and polished by the hand of Darwin across some twenty million years.

Daren had been studying the Communes for only four years now, as part of his ongoing postdoctoral research at the University of Jefferson, and he was trying to keep an open mind. It was impossible to watch Commune activities closely, however, and not get the clear if subjective impression that they acted with a conscious and self-aware volition.

There’d been that time a year ago, for instance, as he’d been moving through the swamp west of the main group of towers, picking his way carefully across a narrow ribbon of solid ground, when he’d encountered the leading tip of a questing Commune pseudopod. For several moments, he’d stood there, unmoving, watching the writhing mass of tiny shapes a few meters in front of him. Abruptly, then, the pseudopod had heaved itself erect, forming a pillar two meters tall composed entirely of the interlocking, finger-sized creatures. For moments more, the two, human and colony, had regarded one another, each using senses indescribable to the other. For Daren, it had been a transcending moment, an instant of certainty that he was confronting intelligence.

Then the pillar had dissolved, the pseudopod had retreated, and he’d been alone in the swamp once more, with no solid proof at all, nothing, in fact, but his personal and highly subjective impressions.

The AI running that simulation had later informed him that lone encounters with Commune ‘pods initiated such reactions some twelve percent of the time.

Someday, Daren told himself, he would have the money, the backing, and the status to organize an expedition of his own to Dante. He slid down off the rock; it felt hard and wet, and it scraped at his seat as he rode it, but then, these full ViRsimulations were designed to be as lifelike and as realistic as possible, right down to the whiff of sulfur in the breeze. All that was edited out were some of the more unpleasant consequences that would have accompanied standing on the real Dante—such as the fact that a two-percent CO2 level in the air would have killed him in short order had he actually been breathing it.

But damn it, sims added nothing to the total of human knowledge. Every detail was there because it had been programmed into the AI running the show. It was a splendid training device, but it lacked the possibilities of broader discovery. You couldn’t learn anything new.

Turning, he eyed the towers in the distance. There was so much to be learned yet, so many worlds to explore that couldn’t be explored from inside a goking simulation.

At its greatest extent, before the Confederation Rebellion, the Shichiju had embraced a ragged-boundaried sphere a hundred light years across, seventy-eight worlds in seventy-two star systems so far terraformed and colonized by Man, as well as several hundred outposts, mining colonies, research stations, military bases. In all those worlds, Humankind had encountered three species showing behavior that might be interpreted as intelligence. There were the Nagas, of course; everyone knew about them. The other two were more mysterious—the enigmatic Maias of Zeta Doradus, and the Communes, and it still wasn’t known for certain whether either of those was even self-aware. Beyond the Shichiju, one other intelligent species had been encountered, the undeniably intelligent and self-aware DalRiss, but they were in the process of leaving, abandoning their world in a great ongoing migration that humans still didn’t fully understand.

Man needed to see a wider cross-sampling of intelligent species . . . needed more friends, a broader outlook on the cosmos.

“I’m sorry I’m late.”

Daren started, then spun. “Taki! Where the gok have you been?”

The woman was tiny, her delicate frame turned small and masculine by the khaki bodysuit she wore. Dark eyes regarded Daren through a shuttered expression. “I have to be careful. You know that. It took more time to set up the shell than I expected.”

His heart beat a bit faster. “Were . . . were you able to pull it off it then?”

She smiled, the expression dazzling. “Of course. You don’t think I’d miss an opportunity like this! Of course, if I’d known you were going to bite my head off the moment I jacked in—”

“I’m sorry, Tak. I was just . . . worried.”

Her smile widened. “It is hard, meeting like this.”

Dr. Taki Oe was one of Daren’s colleagues at Jefferson University, a professor of exobiology. She was twenty-six standard, with short, glossy black hair, a pixie’s sense of humor, and an intelligence rating of at least eighty, maybe eighty-five, which gave her a healthy edge over Daren’s seventy-eight.

She was also Japanese, and on New America, at times, that could be a problem.

Daren wiped his hands on his coveralls, then glanced down, embarrassed by the unthinking gesture. His hands were, of course, quite clean. It was impossible to actually get dirty in a simulation, unless the AI had been programmed to simulate dirt as well as the other more mundane aspects of a virtual reality. He held out his arms. “I’m awfully glad to see you, Tak.”

“I’m happy to see you. I was in agony until I could get away.”

She melted into his arms. They stood there on the black sand beach for a long time, savoring one anothers’ touch.

ViRsims were often used for personal meetings like this, with the AI running the sim feeding the same environmental stimuli to both of their brains. Though their bodies were unconscious, jacked into separate ViRcom modules in the huge U of J comm center, their minds were here, sharing the same program. Taki’s delay in joining him had been caused by her need to create a programming shell for herself, a false identity that masked her presence here. So far as the monitor AI was concerned—or anyone else who might be interested in a record of who Daren was simming with—she was Ann Gallsworth, an assistant xenogeneticist with the university staff. The shell wouldn’t hold up under a close scrutiny, but there was no reason yet to think that they were under suspicion.

Daren detested the politics that made secrecy necessary. For himself, he would have contracted with Taki in an instant, broadcast their relationship on the planetary net, hell, made love to her on the front steps of the Sony Building . . . but for the unfortunate fact that his mother was a Confederation senator and his sister was a warjacker with a class Blue-one security rating. He didn’t care what people thought of him, but he was well aware of how much trouble he could cause for the rest of his family, trouble that would not be appreciated.

He drew his lips back from hers. “Damn, I wish we didn’t have to sneak around like this,” he told her.

She shook her head. “It won’t be forever, lover.”

“No? Seems like it, sometimes.”

“After we get our own survey, nobody’ll care what we do together!”

“Maybe.” He gnawed his lip. “Though the chances of that aren’t looking so good now.”

She drew back a little, her eyes dark, questioning. “You heard something? Your last proposal?”

He nodded. “Sanders downloaded a reply this morning. All deep space plans are on hold right now. “The possibility of imminent hostilities,’ ” he said. He snorted, disgusted. “Staticjack! The whole goking Confederation is going nullhead!”

“Iceworld, Daren,” Taki said. “Don’t burn out your feeds. If there’s a war, there’s a war, and there’s nothing we can do about it. When it’s over, we’ll have our survey.”

“I hope so, Taki. I hope so. I worry about you a lot, though.”

She grinned. “Don’t stress-test to destruct, round-eyes. I can take care of myself!”

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, the Western powers, obsessed with social and economic problems, had abandoned space . . . this despite the fact that the old United States had been first to reach Earth’s moon. The Japanese had never lost sight of their ultimate goal, however, and their domination of the Shichiju for the next six centuries was due almost entirely to the fact that they’d managed to secure the high ground of space, pioneering the technologies that had opened the stars to Man: nanotechnology, the quantum power tap, the cephlink, the K-T drive. As a result, the Terran Hegemony was little more than a puppet for Japan’s Imperium, and sizable Nihonjin populations lived on most of the worlds of the Shichiju, whether they had anything to do directly with the Imperium or not.

During the revolution, large numbers of Nihonjin had fled the rebellious worlds of the frontier, seeking refuge among the safe worlds of the Shichiju’s core. Those who stayed did so because they considered themselves New Americans—or Liberties, or Eriduans, or humans—first, and Japanese only by accident of birth and genome. Taki’s traditionalist parents had fled New America during the war, returning several years after the Imperium’s recognition of Confederation independence to work with Mitsubishi-Newamie Industries. They’d left once more two years ago, as tensions between the Imperium and the breakaways had continued to increase; Taki, however, had refused to go. She had her tenure at U of J to consider, for one thing . . . and for another, she, like Daren, was hoping for a chance at a slot on a survey expedition, and such chances were rare on Earth.

Galactic Survey, deep exploration, alien contact—that was where the future of mankind lay, so far as Daren was concerned. In the ten years since he’d begun high-level downloads, training to be a xenosophontologist, the need for new surveys into the dark beyond Man’s handful of worlds in known space had become something of a crusade for him. For Taki, too; that was what had drawn them together in the first place. Both were convinced that Man’s future, even his survival, depended on establishing communications with as wide a range of intelligent civilizations and cultures as possible.

Unfortunately, deep surveys were rather in short supply just now, and most xenologists on the Frontier had been reduced to training exercises and simulations, shuffling through old data. Known data.

When there was so much more to be learned through reality.

“I haven’t given up, Taki,” he said. “Sanders doesn’t have the last word.”

“He’s head of the field research department.”

“But Eileen Zhou is his boss.”

“How can R&D help us?”

“For one thing, Madam Zhou controls Sanders’s budget. For another, my mother knows her.”

“Ah. That again.”

“Yes. Again. She’s a senator. If she pushes for this, we’re going to get it.”

“Your mother hasn’t been willing to help so far.”

“No. But there’s got to be a way. If nothing else, I’ll wear her down through damned stubborn persistence.”

“You’ve been trying for three years.”

“Then I’ll try for three more! Damn it, Taki, something’s going to give!”

She smiled, and held up her hand. “Pericles, Daren.”

He took her hand, squeezed it, and drew her closer once more. “Pericles.”

It was a kind of code phrase they used between themselves, a promise that what they were doing was right.

Ancient Greece had been a patchwork of tiny city states, each evolving on its own, isolated from its neighbors by Greece’s rugged terrain. Once contact was established, however, and trade begun, the result was the flowering of the golden age of Pericles, the birth of democracy, and a worldview that postulated and discussed atoms, a round Earth, and life on other worlds. The crossing of cultures, of ideas, of worldviews and ways of thinking and looking at things led inexorably to synergy, with results that no one could guess at beforehand.

Communications with the Naga had first been made possible by contact with the DalRiss; soon after, exchanges with both species had resulted in an explosion of new understanding, new science, new technologies—especially in the fields of nanotechnology and biotechnics—leading to a genuine renaissance in the biological and linkage sciences. The Naga, with their literally inside-out worldview, had given Man a whole new way to look at the universe; the ability to link closely with pocket-sized Nagas was transforming the way Man looked at himself.

But Daren was seeking more than just new races, new ideas, or new ways of thinking, and he certainly had more in mind than new forms of Naga-expressions or more convenient ways of linking with machines. Misunderstanding and lack of communication had resulted in a fifty-year war with the Naga, a war fought with weapons that could devastate entire worlds. If each new contact brought with it the possibility of knowledge about still other races, an ever-widening web of contact and communication could be created. The fact that three species coexisted within a hundred light years or so of one another suggested that the galaxy must be positively teeming with life and Mind. Daren was convinced that it would be good to find out about those other near neighbors, and to do so before there were any more misunderstandings.

Wars could be avoided that way.

But the university was not willing to even consider organizing an expedition beyond known space. Nor were any of the usual science foundations and corporate R&D facilities. War with the Imperium was too real a possibility just now. It would be foolish to invest some tens of millions of yen in an expedition that might be canceled at any time because the ships were needed for conversion to military purposes.

And that was the worst of it. Compared to the DalRiss or the Naga or any other thinking, technic species that man might encounter out there, the differences between New American and Terran, between native Japanese and descendant of North American colonists were insignificant to the point of absurdity.

Sometimes Daren wondered if half of the reason behind his drive to meet new species wasn’t the knowledge—the hope, really—that the problems and hatreds separating humans might be forgotten in the face of something, someone really different. He couldn’t think of anything else that stood a chance in hell of making the human race unite.

“Well?” Taki said at last, looking up at him from within the circle of his arms. “We are scheduled to watch the Communes this afternoon.”

“Um. Correlations of observed Commune behavior with physical expressions of Nakamura’s Number,” he said, reciting with distaste the title of their current research project. “Wonderful.”

“Come on! You’re not demonstrating the proper enthusiasm requisite for an up-and-coming xenosophontologist!”

“I don’t know, Taki,” he said, letting his hand rove across her body. “I’m more interested in another kind of research right now. And so far as physical expressions go—”

She squealed and playfully batted his hand away. “You know, Daren, if I didn’t know you better, I’d think you just might have had some ulterior motives when you suggested we share this sim.”

“Who? Me?”

“You. Never mind giving me the mock innocent look and the big gray eyes. Come on. Let’s try those rocks up the beach.”

They found a sheltered niche walled by house-sized boulders, floored by soft sand. Their hands, moving with urgent, yearning haste, found the touch seals on one another’s coveralls, and in another few moments they both were naked, exploring one another eagerly with hands and mouths. Their clothing spread out beneath them would keep the sand from irritating the more sensitive parts of their bodies, though Daren wasn’t certain if the sim loaded that much reality. Most ViRsex subroutines boasted in being indistinguishable from the real thing, however, and he didn’t want to take any chances.

There was reality enough for him in Taki’s image, though, as he lowered her to the ground and eased himself down on top of her.

And the hell with what his family would think. . . .


Chapter 6

Contagious magic is based upon the assumption that substances which once were joined together possess a continuing linkage; thus an act carried out upon a smaller unit will affect the larger unit even though they are physically separated.

—The Golden Bough

SIR JAMES FRAZIER

C.E. 1923

The floater car hummed quietly, slipping through one impeller field after another as it flashed through the late evening sky toward Cascadia. Derived from the QEC nanofields first employed by the military, impeller fields were projected by stabilized clouds of nano spaced along the traffic routes to and from the various cities of New America.

The vehicle was controlled by its AI, interacting with the far larger artificial intelligence at the traffic control complex in Jefferson. Kara could have linked in with the machine if she’d wanted to exercise a measure of control over the flight—she nearly always did—but this time she had a passenger with her, and she was enjoying the conversation.

“You can’t hate these affairs as much as you let on,” he was telling her.

She gave her passenger a sidelong glance. Lieutenant Ran Ferris was the commanding officer of the Black Phantoms’ First Company, Third Squadron, the 1/3, as she was CO of the 1/1. He was tall, good-looking in a rough-hewn and crooked-grinned way, and he was smart. She’d found herself attracted to him almost from the first day he’d joined the Phantoms two years earlier. They’d enjoyed good, clean, recreational ViRsex together any number of times, using a link through the regiment’s rec center com modules, and even shared the real thing four times . . . or was it five now? It hardly mattered. Kara preferred virtual sex to the groping and sweaty real-world article, though she had to admit that Ran was good, both in virtual reality and out.

“I can and I do,” she said. “I suppose it’s a necessary part of my mother’s role as a senator. And it’s not surprising that I’m . . . expected to make a showing at these things. But I gokking sure don’t have to like it. Especially when she damn near makes the invite an order.” She reached across the seat and touched his thigh. “I’d much rather spend the time with just you.”

He grinned. “Well, I can’t argue with that. I’ve been to a couple of these whirls of your mother’s, remember. They’re lots more boring than you are.”

She arched one eyebrow. “Thanks a lot!”

He laughed, teasing. “I do wonder why you hate the things so much.”

“I’m not sure, really. Somehow . . . well, especially when there’s a mission coming up. The closer the op gets, the more tedious Mums’s parties get. And the shallower and stupider her guests get.”

“Sounds like the problem’s in you, not the parties.”

“Of course. But it doesn’t mean I have to enjoy them.”

“Well, all we have to do is put in a showing, right? Maybe we could odie someplace private afterward.”

“I’d like that, Ran. I think I’m going to need it.”

Conventional military wisdom insisted that sexual liaisons with other members of your unit weren’t a good idea, and Kara was aware of any number of good reasons for that prohibition. Jealousy could wreck a unit’s effectiveness . . . as worry about a sexual partner could wreck an individual’s effectiveness. There were no rules against sex with someone else in your unit, though, and everybody did it. Her mother and Dev Cameron had been deeply involved with one another, Kara remembered, involved enough that her brother had been the result. As she’d been the product later on of Katya and Vic Hagan.

But Kara was beginning to understand the reasoning behind the nonrules. By accepting the Skymaster role in Operation Sandstorm, she’d taken the 1/1 out of the fight—and put the 1/3 into it. If she’d kept her mouth shut, if First Squadron was still riding the ascraft down to the shores of Noctis Labyrinthus, Ran and the 1/3 would still be slotted to stay in reserve.

Safe . . .

She found herself fighting against the urge to use her influence to keep Ran out of the Kasei expedition. It was going to be a damned hairy op . . .

“I can’t wait for this thing to get going, though,” Ran told her. “We’ve been training long enough. It’s time to go do it!”

“The opsims are coming back sixty- and seventy-percent plus success,” Kara said. “Skymaster is going to make a difference, I think.”

“I’m going to be worried about you up there,” he told her.

She smiled, or tried to. “And I’ll be worried about you. Damn, I wish the one-three wasn’t being pulled into—”

“Whoa, there,” he said in mock warning. “I thought you were the one who got mad when your parents tried to keep you out of the action, tried to keep you safe. You wouldn’t be pulling the same stunt with me, would you?”

Kara laughed. “I don’t think I’d dare. Not now. Just the same, I’ll sure be glad when this is over.”

“You and me both, Kara. You and me both.”

Her parents lived in a somewhat remote estate in the forest Outback, looking across a lush valley to the ice-glint beauty of the Silverside Cascades. The region was dotted with the homes of other high-ranking military and government types. Vic Hagan had named the estate Cascadia.

The floater’s AI banked the vehicle and extended its varigeewings. They were in free flight for several moments, and then Cascadia’s gaussfield caught them and gentled them in to the estate’s landing deck.

Guests had been arriving for some time. The parking area was half full, and the approaches to the house were cluttered with small groups of people, some in formal dress or military uniform, others—the women especially—in displays of skin, holoprojection, and nano expression that managed simultaneously to be imaginative and to leave very little to the imagination.

It was well past Second Eclipse, and the long Newamie day was slowly fading into night. Gloglobes hung suspended on their magnetics, and radiant pools cast soft, pastel ripples across the stonework. Inside, the gathering room and the broad atrium were crowded, with people spilling out onto the back patio. Viewalls displayed shifting, abstract patterns, matched by the vividly glowing floor display. Servots floated on hidden maglev traces set into the floor, passing out drinks and food as quickly as people would take them. Animated conversation mingled with the soft tones of neural harmonics floating from hidden speakers. New America might still be a frontier society, lacking the more civilized amenities of old Earth and the Shakai—the upper-class society of the Imperium—but the people did appreciate a good party.

She identified herself and Ran to the servot greeting each new guest, and then they walked into the house’s atrium. Her mother was there, literally radiant in pastel skin tones and holographic light. “Kara!” her mother cried, reaching out and hugging her. “Thanks for coming.”

“Your invitation didn’t leave a lot of options open,” Kara replied. “Mums? You remember Lieutenant Ran Ferris.”

“Of course, Lieutenant. How are you?”

“Fine, Senator.” He gazed around the atrium. “A nice party.”

“Thank you.”

“So,” Kara said. “Is Daren here tonight?”

“He should be.” She sounded distracted. “He’s working late at the university tonight, but he promised he’d be out as soon as he could get away.”

“Mums? You okay? You seem preoccupied.”

“No. No, I’m just tired.” Katya looked at her daughter. “I . . . know you’d rather be elsewhere tonight.” A smile tugged at her lips. “Both of you.”

Sometimes, Kara thought, her mother could be a little too observant. Or was it that Kara herself was too transparent? In an information-intensive culture, it became harder and harder to maintain a polite mask. Even after the Rebellion, many aspects of New American culture were still drawn from the Imperial Shakai, such as the need to present a neutral face. In Nihongo, the word for one’s physical face, men, was the same as the word for “mask.”

“I’m always glad to see you, Mums. You know that.”

“Hey! Kara! Good to see you!”

Kara turned at the voice. At first she didn’t recognize the speaker, though the voice was familiar. The nude man standing in front of her possessed skin that was a rich, light-drinking ebony, and she couldn’t see his features well enough to be able to place the face.

“Hello, Senator!” the black-skinned man added cheerfully.

“Hello, Geoff,” Katya said. “Enjoying yourself?”

A name and a position dropped into her mind, thanks to her mother’s use of the name: Geoff Rawlins, one of her mother’s executive assistants.

“Sure am.” He looked Kara up and down appraisingly. “Still in uniform, huh? You should do something about that.” He grinned at her, his teeth and the whites of his eyes startlingly bright against the black skin. It was hard to look at the man without staring. She could tell he wanted her to ask.

“Okay, I’ll jack in,” she said. “When did you become a worshiper?”

She’d heard about sun worshipers, of course. They wore yet another type of Naga expression, one that transformed the outer cells of their skin to jet black, the better to absorb every watt of sunlight that fell on their skin, then incorporated it into the worshiper’s metabolism as additional energy. They still had to eat—sunlight couldn’t provide enough energy even over a couple of square meters of skin to keep a human going long with no other input—but they claimed that taking a substantial part of their nourishment this way was more natural, and healthier, than old-fashioned eating.

“A couple months ago,” he told her. He held one hand out and looked at it, turning it to admire its tone. “Nothing like it in the universe!”

“Mmm. What are you doing in here, then? I thought you people didn’t like the ‘taste’ of artificial light?”

“Hey, until the sun comes up in another forty hours or so, we take our pleasure where we can. You should try it, sometime, Kara! You’d look fantastic in basic black!”

“Not my style, Geoff. Hard getting enough to eat inside a warstrider.”

“Ah, yeah. Didn’t think of that.” He opened his other hand and extended it, revealing a smooth sphere of polished gold, glistening against the black of his palm. “Take a jolt? Either of you?”

“Kuso, no!” Kara said, making a face and turning away.

Katya, more diplomatic, shook her head. “Thank you, Geoff. No.”

He grinned. “I’ll be glad to wait while you reset.”

“Listen,” Ran said firmly. “Can’t you see we’re trying to talk?”

His bluntness didn’t seem to bother Geoff. He simply shrugged. “Hey, suit yourselves. I’ll be around if you change your minds.”

There was nothing improper about senspheres . . . though public attitudes toward them had been changing somewhat since Naga Companions had started becoming popular. Held against the old-style nanogrown palm implants, senspheres generated a mildly stimulating, erotic tingle throughout the body. People with Companions, however, with their skin circuitry and artificial implants absorbed and reformed by their Naga, could set their body’s interpretation of the sensphere’s stimulation to be something considerably more than a euphoric tingle. Companion-linked people who used senspheres had the reputation of being wild and daring sexually.

“Kuso, Mums,” Kara said. “Where did you download him?”

Instead of answering directly, Katya looked at Ran. “Lieutenant? I wonder if you could get us all something to drink? Icecaf for me.”

“Certainly, Senator. Kara?”

“I’ll have a Columbiarise.”

“Be right back.”

“Take your time,” Katya said. “I need a quick private link with Kara.”

“You know, Mums,” Kara said as Ran walked away. “I really don’t have a lot in common with all of this.” She nodded toward Geoff and a young woman wearing a Companion-grown spray of scarlet feathers. The woman held out her hand, nodding, and Geoff passed the sensphere to her. “With all of them.”

“I know. Sometimes I don’t think I have much in common with them either. But it all comes with the job. Come on. Let’s get comfortable.”

Together, they walked out of the atrium and into the conversation room, a circular, comfortably furnished area with a three-step-down pit in the center ringed with soft sofafloor that wasn’t occupied at the moment. Sitting side by side, the two women faced one another, extending their hands.

They touched, hands clasping hands. Katya could sense her Companion reforming part of itself, flowing out through both of her palms to make direct physical contact with Kara’s Naga. With their Companions able to intermesh smoothly with the human CNS to the point of actually becoming part of it, they were, in effect, directly joining their brains.

“This is a lot better,” Kara said in Katya’s thoughts. It was like being in a com module with the words appearing in your mind, but closer, warmer somehow. Other people in the room would see them sitting together on the sofafloor, eyes closed, holding hands. Social protocol was specific about such things. They would not be disturbed.

“Yes . . .”

There was worry in her mother’s thoughts. Kara could taste it, dark and smoky. There were no masks here, in the intimacy of linked minds.

“I should tell you first,” Katya said in her mind. “I . . . I don’t want you on this mission.”

“Mother, we’ve been through this before. Many times, in fact.” She hesitated. “Damn it, you were in the military. You should understand what it all means if anybody can. The closeness. The rapport . . . .”

“I understand too well. Why do you think I’m so scared? I don’t want to lose you. Like—” She stopped abruptly.

“Like Dev Cameron, you were going to say?”

“Sometimes, daughter, I think there’s a lot of Dev in you, even if Vic was your father. Your humor reminds me of him sometimes.” Katya gave the mental equivalent of a sigh. “Anyway, I needed you to come tonight because I wanted to let you know. Sandstorm is go. You’ll be shipping out tomorrow.”

Kara felt a flash of excitement, a leap behind her breastbone . . . but she reined it in when she sensed the answering pain in her mother’s mind. “I am glad,” she said. “We’ve been running those sims until I think we’re going to wear out the AIs. We’ve been getting good success rates lately. And low casualties.”

“I know. I’ve been keeping tabs. There’s more. Would you like to know what it is you’re going to Kasei to collect?”

“Of course! Most of the people in First Squadron are betting it’s a prototype for some new Imperial warstrider.” That had been Kara’s guess as well, the only target that really made sense. A raid against Kasei—old Mars—itself was certain to escalate the long-standing chi-war between Empire and Confederation, could easily lead to the all-out conflagration of full-scale, planet-busting interstellar war. Whatever Sandstorm’s objective was, it had to be of vital importance.

“The Imperials,” Katya said, “have probably developed a prototype quantum-messaging device. Instant communication, across any distance.”

Kara said nothing. She couldn’t. The shock of her mother’s words had momentarily stunned her. “An FTL com unit?” she managed at last.

“That’s right. And if we don’t catch up with them on that little piece of high-tech magic, the Confederation stands to lose everything it’s won. Everything.”

“Mums . . .” It was difficult holding on to the link. “Mums, do you have any idea how bad this could be?”

“The raid? I think I do. Yes.”

“I meant the FTL comm. I was thinking about the Sinclair Doctrine.”

“I’ve been thinking of it too. So have most of the military committee people. That’s why we’ve authorized this raid, why we’re risking a much larger war. Our survival, as a people, as a culture, could be at stake.”

The Declaration of Reason had been written during the war by General Travis Ewell Sinclair both as apologetic and as unifying inspiration for the Confederation’s war of independence. Central to the Declaration was the concept that it was both impractical and immoral for any government to impose its will upon a subject people so far removed from the seat of that government that true representation was impossible. With K-T technology, New America was a three-month round trip from Earth. If an Imperial governor could dispatch a report—or a call for help—and have it acted upon the same day instead of three months later, that government and the power it wielded were suddenly much closer at hand . . . and far more dangerous.

“How close are they to developing this thing?” Kara wanted to know.

“Very. We’re not sure, but we think the Imperials may already have some of their fleet units equipped with I2C already.”

” ‘I2C’?”

“Instantaneous Interstellar Communications. The latest in government-military acronyms.”

“But . . . but how? I thought something like that was impossible.”

“Apparently it’s not. You’re familiar with phase entanglement?”

Kara pulled a fast download from her RAM. “Twentieth-century quantum mechanics,” she said. “The first experiments, anyway.”

“That’s right. It was demonstrated that if two particles interact—two quons, I should say, particles that act on a quantum level, photons or electrons—if they interact, they become . . . related. More than related. In some ways, it’s as though the two particles are the same particle.”

In swift, concise thoughts, Katya described the concept. Two phase-entangled quantum particles acted as though they were connected, even when separated by light years. Early quantum physics investigators had focused on phase entanglement, hoping to disprove it because it suggested a faster-than-light connection, something thought at the time to be impossible. They never did, though. Phase entanglement was part of the mathematics of quantum mechanics, and eventually they were able to prove the fact in the laboratory.

And now nanotechnology had provided a way of dealing with this particular twist to the murkier side of physics. Machines small enough to manipulate individual atoms could literally build a cage a few atoms wide on a side, a cage designed to trap and hold a single quon, and to register such properties as spin. Quantum cages were routinely manufactured as a part of the nanofields projected ahead of warstriders when they were operating in floater mode, or in the projected impeller fields of private vehicles.

Presumably, the Imperials had found a means of using electron cages and quons to transmit data. In theory, the spin of an electron could represent one binary bit of data in a message—up spin for one, say, and down spin for zero. With an array of caged electrons, each paired with an identically caged twin at a distant site, data could be fed in at one end, and it would emerge at the other, instantaneously, no matter how many light years separated the two. More, it was a communications link that could never be tapped, never be jammed, and never be intercepted, since the data passed from transmitter to receiver without crossing the intervening space at all.

Their mental conversation slipped into the military aspects of the discovery. Communications were one of the key factors in any combat situation. Clearly, with I2C the Imperials would possess an overwhelming advantage if they faced the Confederation in any military showdown.

“Really!”

People linked directly with each other were not entirely cut off from the outside world; one of the reasons for using comm modules in long-distance linkages was to cut off external distractions in order to help build the virtual reality world within the participants’ brains. In full linkage, of course, all external stimuli could be filtered out by the AI managing the session. In a simple one-to-one like this, however, a loud voice could still work its way into her perception, grating and annoying. Kara opened her eyes, blinking.

“Oh . . . really!” a woman standing with the group a few meters away exclaimed again, louder this time, loud enough that the murmur of conversation in the room momentarily faded away, and carrying a distinct edge of shock and unhappiness.

Arra Thornton was a substantial woman, the wife of a general on Vic’s planning staff. She was wearing a diaphanous gown and a tasteful, golden halo holographically projected above her head. She was staring at the far side of the atrium with something akin to horror on her face.

“Arra?” Katya called sweetly. “Whatever is the matter?”

“Oh, Senator!” the woman said, turning. “I didn’t see you there!”

“You sounded upset, dear.”

“Oh, dear, I was just wondering who had invited her.”

Kara looked toward the atrium. A woman was there, a Japanese woman, wearing a conservative gray sheath. Daren was at her side.

“That is my son and his guest, Ms. Thornton,” Katya said, her voice a trifle chillier than liquid nitrogen. “Is there a problem?”

“Oh!” The woman’s eyes bulged and the corners of her mouth worked soundlessly for a moment. “Oh, my, well, I mean, of course not! You can invite whatever you want to your party, dear, of course . . .  .”

“I do, Ms. Thornton.” After all, I invited you.

The big woman turned away hastily and began talking with the people near her in hushed, flustered tones.

Katya grinned at Kara. “You know, that was fun! I’ve always wanted to do something like that.”

“I agree with her,” Kara said. “How the hell could Daren bring—”

“Kara!” Katya’s tone was sharp. “I take people one at a time, not as monolithic wholes.”

She stood as her son approached them.

“Mother!” Daren said. “Sis! I didn’t think you’d mind if I brought a guest. I’ve told you about my colleague from the University? Dr. Taki Oe.”

“Dr. Oe,” Katya said formally, bowing. “Konichiwa.”

“Konichiwa, Senator Alessandro,” the woman replied, returning the bow. “Thank you so much for having me.”

“Dr. Oe,” Kara said, frowning, “I wonder if it was a good idea, your coming here tonight. There’s a certain amount of tension—”

“Between the Japanese and the New Americans, lately. Yes, Lieutenant, I am very much aware.” She looked at Katya. “And I assure you, Senator, that I am New American. Whatever shape my eyes might be.”

Katya sighed. “You’re welcome in this house. You should be aware, though, that some of my other guests may not draw the same distinction between nationality and phenotype.” She looked pointedly at Kara. “But I will have my guests treated with hospitality.”

Kara heard the anger just beneath her mother’s men.

“We won’t be staying long, in any case,” Daren said, a bit hastily. “Mostly just wanted to drop by and link in. Nice party.”

Kara was furious. Damn Daren, anyway! He could get so wrapped up in himself sometimes, completely oblivious to everyone and everything outside his immediate circle of awareness. Here she was getting psyched to go out and kick Nihonjin ass, and her brother had the nerve to bring one to the party! Insane! She scanned the room until she caught sight of Ran walking toward her with two drinks in his hands.

“Here’s your icecaf, Mums. Ran and I have to go now,” she told her mother. “It was nice to see you.” She walked away without another word.

Katya watched her go with a sinking feeling inside.

“I’m sorry,” Taki said. “Daren? Maybe we should go—”

“Nonsense,” Katya said, addressing her son and his guest. “Stay as long as you like. You can at least have something to eat before you go.”

“That’s an idea,” Daren said. “We haven’t had much to eat today. I’ll get something for us from that ‘vot over there.”

As her son walked away, Katya looked at Oe, unsure what to say. “So, Dr. Oe. Have you known my son long?”

“We’ve been working together on several projects for about a year and a half now, Senator. He is very good at research.”

“I know.” He was good, if a bit single-minded in his pursuit of his own interests and projects, sometimes.

Katya studied Taki Oe as they chatted, measuring her. Daren had introduced the woman as his colleague, but Katya was both a mother and a human being with an unusually fine-tuned set of perceptions. She could look at Daren and the Oe woman, look at the way they stood, the way their eyes made contact with one another, and in that moment she knew, that these two were more than friends, more even than partners in casual sex.

“Mother,” Daren said brightly as he returned with two plates of food. “I was hoping to get some time with you tonight. I, I mean, we need to talk to you about the survey project.”

Katya shook her head. “This is a bad time, Daren.”

“I’m beginning to think there is no good time.”

“I don’t mean now, the party. I mean it’s a bad time for the Confederation. I don’t think you have a prayer of getting the appropriations you’d need. Or the ships.”

“Yeah, but if you could just push a little for us. . . .”

“Damn it, Daren! Do you think my political career exists so that you can ran surveys? Look for aliens? It doesn’t work that way!”

He looked stricken. “If you just knew how important this was—”

“I’ve heard the arguments, Daren. Believe me. I even believe most of them. But there are political and economic realities, military realities, too, that won’t simply vanish because we want them to. I’m flattered that you think I possess so much power, but I don’t, and I’m sick of hearing your whining!”

She was angry with herself for losing her temper, but the anger was tempered by the realization that she was already upset by the possibility of losing Kara.

Oh, Dev! she thought, a little wildly. Where are you now, and why didn’t you stay here with me, with us? I need you!

It was all she could do to keep her men in place.


Chapter 7

Some say the world will end in fire,

Some say in ice. . . .

—Fire and Ice

ROBERT FROST

C.E. 1923

Frost had it right, he thought. Some chance crossing of memories had led him to download the ancient poem during the flight toward Nova Aquila’s orphaned, inner world. Now, standing on the ice plain beneath a black and star-strewn sky, >>DEVCAMERON<< recited the lines to himself once more.

Some say the world will end in fire . . .

The planet was as dead as he had expected. As his walker stepped off the grounded DalRiss ship, his upper body sensors took in a dim panorama of ice and broken, blackened rock. The two suns were only just visible, a close-set pair of bright but minute pinpoints close to the zenith. With a thousandth of the luminosity of Earth’s sun, they were by far the brightest of the sky’s stars, twin beacons casting eerie shimmers of light across the rolling plain of ice, with a radiance carrying no warmth at all. Though it was nearly local noon, the landscape was so poorly lit, only by the stars, that even with enhanced vision >>DEVCAMERON<< found it difficult to penetrate the shadowy landscape.

The temperature, he estimated, was around minus two hundred Celsius.

He remembered a popular expression from his human life: iceworld. It meant . . . be calm. Be cold. Don’t let it bother you. Standing here on an icy plain, impressed by the preter-natural stillness of the place, he knew more than ever what that expression meant.

But if it had to perish twice,

I think I know enough of hate

To say that for destruction ice

Is also great . . .

This world had perished twice, first in fire as its twin suns exploded nearly two thousand years ago, then in ice as those stars dwindled away to hot but tiny fractions of their former light and warmth. The expanding shell of gas from the nova had probably widened the planet’s orbit, but more, white dwarfs simply didn’t have the surface area to provide the heat necessary for life.

He began moving away from the grounded DalRiss ship. The rest of the fleet remained in orbit over the planet or near the Device, watching for further appearances of the mysterious spacefarers who’d built—or who at least presumed to use—the Device for their own ends.

It always felt strange having a body, familiar but with odd and sometimes contradictory sensations. >>DEVCAMERON<< took a cautious step on the ice and then another, still working to get the proper feel and balance for his radially symmetrical body. The ice was not as slippery as it looked; it was far too cold and was as hard as granite. Too, >>DEVCAMERON’S<< new feet, all six of them, possessed stubby, rubbery projections that gripped even the smoothest surface and gave him excellent traction. He was aware of the cold through various sensors embedded in his skin, but his brain registered the temperature as chilly only and not as a cold bitter enough to liquefy oxygen.

The walker was a biological construct specially grown for him by the DalRiss’s master biologists, but it was not even remotely human. It resembled one of the DalRiss themselves, a starfish shape two meters across, supported well off the ground by six blunt, spiny arms, and with a crescent-shaped sensory package and a forest of delicate manipulatory tendrils perched on top.

>>DEVCAMERON’S<< original human brain and nervous system had evolved to handle only two legs, two arms, and two eyes; the DalRiss had written a special software package that let him handle six of everything, downloading it into his Naga-patterned brain.

The basic Dal form had been modified in several ways for his convenience, however. It possessed the visual sensors and nervous system of a Perceiver, giving >>DEVCAMERON<< sight, and it had been designed with a particularly thick and impermeable hide, one that would retain its metabolic warmth and internal pressure despite the frigid temperatures and hard vacuum of the world’s surface. In a sense, it was a living environmental suit, capable of surviving for days at temperatures below minus two hundred Celsius, with oxygen stored as hyperoxygenated fatty tissue padding his legs.

The ice gave way to black and crumbling rock. “Frost,” he said, transmitting on his inner radio circuit.

“The local conditions are considerably more severe than that,” a voice responded in his head.

He turned, studying the speaker, the movement a trifle clumsy. The speaker also wore a temporary body, one grown specially to withstand cold and vacuum. A cold-adapted Perceiver had been grafted in with the sensor cluster; its eyes regarded him emotionlessly.

“Actually, I thought that would be a decent name for the planet,” >>DEVCAMERON<< replied.

“The word ‘frost’ describes a meteorological condition in which a thin layer of ice forms on cold surfaces exposed to a particular gas, usually water vapor or carbon dioxide, in the atmosphere. There is no atmosphere here, save for the trace subliming from the surface ice, and—”

“Never mind,” he interrupted. “It was just a thought. Not important.”

“Thoughts give shape, content, and meaning to the universe,” the DalRiss said. “None are unimportant.”

>>DEVCAMERON<< didn’t want to discuss it further. He’d not thought he would miss his own kind in this form of existence. He had plenty of sims stored in his replicated memory that he could relive at need, but there were times . . .

The DalRiss were good traveling companions, all in all, but they took things so damned literally. They understood wonder, certainly, but they were baffled by such a simple thing as poetry. Or . . . >>DEVCAMERON<< thought ruefully, perhaps poetry was not such a simple concept after all. Sometimes he marveled that he still appreciated the art, even now, after losing his humanity.

But the DalRiss were so different, and in so many ways. The Frost misunderstanding was a case in point. They didn’t understand the human need to give names to places. Hell, they didn’t even have names for one another . . . or if they did, they were names based on their individual life energies, as untranslatable as an EEG tracing, or a fingerprint. Their name for him was sort of a mentally shouted impression of being, one filtered through his Naga’s brain—>>DEVCAMERON<<, a kind of instantly recognizable “Hey, you!”

Trying to explain to the DalRiss that he was referring to a name, Robert Frost, that he wanted to have a name for the world instead of the vague, chilly impression of lifelessness they were using, that Frost had been a poet speaking of human emotions, that emotions were . . .

Just the thought of it made him tired, and there was still a lot to do.

For >>DEVCAMERON,<< though, this world would remain “Frost,” a memorial to the twentieth-century poet who’d pronounced the world’s epitaph.

“There is nothing here alive,” the DalRiss voice reminded him after a time. Was it impatient? “This world is empty.”

He turned slowly, once again, facing the speaker. “Possibly. But I’m curious about whether anyone used to live here. It would . . . it would tell us about the beings who destroyed this world’s suns.”

“We are wondering about something, >>DEVCAMERON<<.”

“Yes?”

“Why is it that you turn your body when you wish to speak with a Riss who is physically present? Are you having difficulty with your Perceivers?”

“No.” >>DEVCAMERON<< chuckled to himself, deep within his thoughts. One of his problems in adjusting to these temporary bodies was the fact that, where real DalRiss rarely thought in terms of front or back, he retained a human preference for one direction which he still thought of as ” forward.”

For some time now, >>DEVCAMERON<< had not been a corporeal entity; and wearing a body again, even a strange one in a strange and hostile environment, was a relief, as if it reminded him of an anchor he’d mislaid.

His original human brain had been destroyed with his body, of course, at Herakles, but its patterns, including all of its memories, its identity of self, its perceptions and knowledge, had been retained by small communications-trained Nagas occupying other living ships of the DalRiss fleet. When the ship holding his physical body had been incinerated, his mind—the set of software running on his wetware that constituted his thoughts, his memories, his sense of self—had been resident in those other ships, riding in a Naga copy of his brain. Aboard ship, his “body” was the ship itself, or any of the multiple ships of the fleet, wherever Nagas were resident; during the fleet’s rare planetfalls, one of the small Naga subsets that had patterned his brain flowed into a carefully designed niche inside his artificial and temporary skull. >>DEVCAMERON<< could not sense any real difference . . . save for the trouble he had navigating, or when he forgot and turned the radially symmetrical body without need.

There were other things as well, he was realizing. He missed intelligent human companionship. He missed conversations where he didn’t have to explain concepts like “poetry” or “names.” He missed specific people, individuals whose differences sparked and fired his own thoughts, generating new ideas that let him know that he was alive.

And, oh, God how he missed sex, despite the fact that he didn’t have a body. He was no longer aroused by hormones triggered by thoughts, of course . . . but the thoughts remained, and the habit patterns of desire remained closely linked with them. Even a decent ViRsex simulation would have helped, but for that a sophisticated AI was needed, an AI with a better understanding of what it was to be human than these Nagas and DalRiss had.

Hell, even just the sensation of another human’s touch, fingertip feather-light on skin, or hearty clap on the shoulder, or hand squeezing arm, with no thought of sex in the contact at all . . .

He’d lost so much. He’d thought that, given time enough, he would forget.

Resigned, he focused his attention on the task at hand. He was looking for some sign of intelligence.

Normally, such a search would have been doomed to failure, if only because a planet was immense, the indicators of intelligence tiny and scattered and, in the case of Frost, at least, flooded first by fire, then by ice. The DalRiss, even with the help of their Perceivers, still had trouble recognizing nonliving organization or artifacts; it had to be alive for them to understand it, to really know it in the sense that humans knew and understood something by seeing it.

But he had scanned the surface as they’d approached, absorbing the configurations of black rock and white ice, then feeding the patterns through a set of programs loaded onto his borrowed Naga brain that tested those shapes for fractals. In nature, most forms were either random, or they unfolded in repeating iterations that followed the mathematical language of fractal patterns. Shapes that showed order without the iterations of fractals were, most likely, artificial.

And he’d seen such. Even without the fractal detection routine, he’d seen certain regular spacings of rock on ice that had reminded him of photos of cities taken from orbit. There was no proof in that observation alone, of course. Lots of natural phenomena could mimic the regularity or the geometry of artificial structures.

But it was highly suspicious, and the fractal routine had agreed, returning a probability of eighty-two percent that what he’d glimpsed was not a natural formation. The DalRiss ship had landed close to what he suspected was an enormous structure mostly submerged in ice. Accompanied by the lone DalRiss, he walked toward an upthrust black cliff a few tens of meters distant. Behind him—he really could see it without turning with his all-round visual organs—the DalRiss ship rested where its Achievers had materialized it on blue-white ice, a black starfish shape the size of a small city.

He wasn’t sure exactly what he was looking for, but he found it almost at once. The rock cliff, extending several meters above the ice, was rough-hewn and rugged, split in places by deep cracks, and could easily have been natural after all, could have been . . . except for the corroded, outstretched fingers of metal embedded in the rock’s face.

Gently, he reached out one of his manipulatory tendrils, stroking the length of one of those bars. It felt like metal—bitterly cold, of course, and so brittle from millennia-old oxidation that parts of the surface flaked away at his touch. There were six curved, flat bars, appearing eerily like rust-brown human ribs protruding from the stone. What had they been like, the people who had built here once? Nothing remotely like humans, he was certain of that much. He wished they could take the time to excavate and explore, and knew it was impossible. He wanted to know them, know something concrete about them.

This much they’d had in common with the children of Earth, he knew already: they’d been builders, manipulators of their environment. And perhaps that was kinship enough, for it made them more like humans in at least that way than humans were like either the DalRiss or the Naga.

He wished there were some way of running an analysis on the metal. The ribs might be highly oxidized iron, or they could be the remnants of some more sophisticated alloy, but he couldn’t tell by touch alone, and the DalRiss weren’t very good with nonbiological assays or tests. A Naga might be able to tell—they were superb at chemical analysis—but a Naga unprotected in this environment would freeze solid in seconds. Perhaps he could break a piece off and give it to a one aboard ship later.

Breaking a chunk of the metal off, though, seemed like sacrilege, a defacing of a monument that had stood here unchanging for two millennia. There was no other way to tell what the things were, no way to even guess at what they might once have been a part of . . . but he didn’t want to commit that desecration.

But there was no denying the fact that they were artificial.

“This is what you sought?” the voice said in his mind.

“Yes. Someone built here, once.”

” I . . . don’t understand what I am seeing.”

He moved a tendril along one of the metal ribs. The DalRiss were at a serious handicap here. They could directly sense unliving metal only through their Perceivers, and their own experience did not include building large structures. They grew everything they needed, from houses to entire cities to starships. How to explain? “There is no natural process I know that could have caused this. I think it may be part of the framework of a building.”

“Like a skeleton?”

“Like a skeleton, exactly.”

“And those who grew it were native to this world?”

“I don’t know. I suppose it could have been a colony, or an outpost. But the fractal images suggest that this planet was fairly heavily built up. Lots of very large structures. That means a large population.”

A large population that had been incinerated.

Deliberately?

There were still too many unanswered questions. The builders of this structure on Frost might have been long gone by the time their stars exploded; there was even the possibility that they had been the builders of the Device, that the Device itself was unrelated to the nova.

But >>DEVCAMERON<< could not shake the feeling, as cold and as chilling and as bleak as the glacial landscape about him, that the double sun had been deliberately exploded to feed the Device, that someone was feeding it now for reasons only its builders knew . . . and that whoever had done the deed had done so either in complete ignorance of, or with a complete lack of concern for, the beings living on Frost.

And >>DEVCAMERON<< wasn’t sure which possibility was the more terrifying.


Chapter 8

Perhaps the most surprising discovery of the mid-twenty-sixth century was the incredible diversity of separate evolutionary systems. And this diversity was expressed not simply in alien biologies, but in mutually alien philosophical outlooks as well. Human, DalRiss, and Naga, it was clear, each possessed worldviews that diverged remarkably from one another, in part because of differences in their physical senses, in part because of their origins and their environments. And in some ways, the Web’s picture of the universe proved more disparate still.

—Reflections of Intelligence

DR. C. NELSON BRYCE

C.E. 2575

>>DEVCAMERON<< had remained on Frost for the equivalent of several standard days, probing among those ruins that were free of the vast plains of encroaching ice. He’d found nothing that told him more about either the inhabitants of the dead world or the calamity that had overtaken them; and, in the end, he’d been glad to shed his artificial DalRiss body and return to the freer, more spacious life within the DalRiss city-ship.

An Achiever died; the immense vessel vanished from the ice plain, rematerializing in space a few thousand kilometers from the enigmatic Device.

The Device remained in space, midway between the two white dwarf suns, still funneling the infalling streams of glowing star stuff into nothingness. The other DalRiss cityships were where he’d left them, watching. There were no answers here, either, it seemed. Not yet.

“Five more spacecraft have emerged from an area close to the Device,” a DalRiss voice said in >>DEVCAMERON’S<< mind. “They traveled directly toward one or the other of the dwarf stars.”

“Was there any reaction to your presence?”

“None. We tried again to communicate on a wide variety of channels. It is possible, however, that they use frequency bands unavailable to us.”

“And no sign of life on the vessels themselves?”

“No. Of course, we would not be able to sense life hidden behind dead matter.”

“I understand.”

Still, it was curious. Surely those vessels could sense the strange fleet slowly orbiting the Device, eighty flat disks, each one hundreds of meters across, sprouting multiple arms and radiating energy signatures that spoke emphatically of life.

>>DEVCAMERON<< decided to do some research.

Each DalRiss vessel possessed a sizable fragment of a full-grown planetary Naga, a kind of organic communications network that invisibly bound the fleet together. When linked by radio or lasercom beams, each fragment became one node of a massively parallel organic computer with impressive stores of memories. He’d spent considerable time after his return interrogating that organism, which he thought of as the fleet Naga. While not nearly so massive as a planetary Naga, and with only a fraction of a planetary Naga’s hand-me-down memories, the being possessed enough memory chains among its far-flung nodes to enable >>DEVCAMERON<< to trace back through several generations of the being, searching for some link between the Naga and the ships glimpsed traveling between the Device and the white dwarf suns.

Full understanding by Man of the life form once known as Xenophobe had come slowly and only through the communication made possible by DalRiss biotechnology. Nagas began as small lumps of compact and tightly organized cells, molecule-sized organic machines that penetrated a planet’s crust, assimilating rocks and minerals and reorganizing them into more Naga cells. Debate still raged among human researchers as to whether the Nagas were a naturally evolved life form or the runaway end product of an evolving alien nanotechnology, and the Nagas themselves could not say. Certainly, Naga cells behaved much like a thinking version of human nanotech, able to sample, manipulate, pattern, and even replicate complex molecules at the atomic level.

With a metabolism driven by the planet’s interior heat, the thermophilic being tunneled deeper and deeper into the crust, finding an ideal habitable zone several kilometers down, one balanced between the cold surface and the great deeps where the temperature was so high that even Nagas couldn’t survive, and spreading out in all directions.

Eventually, the Naga occupied vast expanses of underground real estate, existing as concentrated pockets of tissue interconnected by vast networks of tendrils; the comparison to the interconnected neurons of a brain had not escaped the researchers studying Naga physiology. Ultimately, the entire Naga massed as much as a fair-sized planetoid and was spread throughout the planet’s upper crust. Its tendency to detect and assimilate large concentrations of refined metals and alloys had led to the confrontations between Man and Xenophobe on a dozen Frontier worlds and to the assumption by humans that they were being attacked by a spacefaring race. Only after fifty years of sporadic “war,” the loss of several human colony worlds and tens of thousands of people, and the eradication of the planetary Naga infesting Loki, was the truth finally learned.

Each planetary Naga was an independent organism, completely unaware of the Nagas occupying other worlds. Its “acquisitive phase” might last tens of thousands or even hundreds of thousands of years as it grew, permeating its planet’s crust. Eventually, however, as its nodes became more closely interconnected and parts began overrunning the planetary surface, the Naga shifted modes, becoming quiescent—entering its “contemplative phase.” Using its ability to draw on enormous reserves of energy and to produce and manipulate powerful magnetic fields, the Naga hurled tiny packets of itself into the interstellar deeps at high velocities. Most of these packets were lost in the immensities of space; some few, guided by a primitive kind of programming that recognized the heat and magnetic fields of suitable planets, fell onto the worlds of other, nearby suns . . . and the cycle was begun anew.

Perhaps strangest from Man’s limited point of view, however, was the curious way the Naga had of looking at the world around them. Restricted by their underground isolation from the rest of the universe, the Nagas perceived the cosmos as endless rock. Outward the rock grew hotter, providing life; inward, at the center of all, was a vast, hollow cave, a yawning blank emptiness that the Naga, in its binary logic, thought of as not-rock. Pods of new life launched into space crossed not outer but inner space, the gulf at the center of all.

From the human perspective, the Nagas literally saw the universe inside-out. Their perceptions of humans were just as skewed; if Nagas divided their cosmos into rock and not-rock, they separated their awareness into self and not-self. Wild Nagas were always astonished to learn that it was possible for not-self to think and reason, just like self.

But communication was possible. Once contact had been achieved with one Naga, through DalRiss biotech, it had been learned that fragments of that Naga could pass on what it had learned to wild Nagas. If human culture had been undergoing a revolution thanks to peaceful contact with the Naga, it was nothing like the revolution in individual Naga thought and understanding. Though their feelings, if they had any, couldn’t be expressed in words, it seemed as though they were allowing themselves to be integrated into the DalRiss fleet through a simple lust for wonder, for input on a cosmic scale.

And that, after all, was much of the reason >>DEVCAMERON<< was here as well.

“I need to see the past,” he said in his mind, focusing on the matrix of the interlinked Naga’s flickering, eldritch thoughts. “I need to know if you’ve been here before.”

“I do not understand what you mean by ‘here’. . . .”

>>DEVCAMERON<< uploaded images of the Device, a thread-thin needle of brilliant silver rotating about its long axis beneath the light of two shrunken suns.

He received a blurred storm of warped and fragmentary images in return.

Despite the differences both in their perceptions and in their way of reasoning, humans linked with Nagas had managed to secure tantalizing glimpses of the beings’ remote past. Given that Naga reproduction was essentially asexual fission on an enormous scale, it was no surprise to find that one Naga possessed memories of a succession of previous worlds . . . even though it didn’t think in those terms. Some researchers thought that the Nagas must have first evolved as much as seven or eight billion years earlier, that they might not even be native to the galaxy humans called the Milky Way. Direct evidence of such time scales was lacking, however, and even memories from recently assimilated worlds could not be pinned down in time. Nagas, it turned out, had a different perception of time as well as space, one based on subjective events rather than on objective units of time.

It was the past, as perceived by the Naga, that >>DEVCAMERON<< was interested in now. His initial contact with the Naga at the DalRiss world of ShraRish had demonstrated that the Nagas had approached the bubble of human-occupied space from that part of Earth’s sky toward eighteen hours’ right ascension, somewhat to spinward of the galactic core, roughly in the direction of the constellations Serpens, Ophiuchus, and Cygnus. He’d known about the curious Cygnan anomaly—the fact that so many novae had been recorded in the same small patch of sky—since long before his transformation into a program within an alien computer matrix. Somehow, it seemed to demand too much of random chance to expect that Nagas and multiple novae should both emerge from that same tiny patch in Earth’s sky and not be related somehow.

His original guess had been that someone in this direction had been fighting the Xenophobe menace just as the Terran Hegemony had done, but with weapons of considerably greater destructive power. He’d pictured alien civilizations sterilizing worlds contaminated by the Xenophobe by exploding their suns.

Now, though, he wasn’t so sure. The Naga were restricted—by their requirements for specific ranges of temperature, crust composition, and magnetic fields—to worlds similar to Earth. They seemed equally at home within planets that had been terraformed and possessed oxygen-nitrogen atmospheres as they were inside prebiotic worlds still shrouded in carbon-dioxide, but in general they could survive only within fairly narrow limits of magnetic field, internal temperature, and mass. In short, they preferred the types of worlds that men preferred, though for different reasons . . . a preference that had contributed to human impressions of a systematic alien attack throughout the years of the Xenophobe Wars.

Images filled his mind, most disjointed and virtually impossible to comprehend, images cast not as sight so much as impressions . . . impressions based on the taste of magnetic fields or the rich tang of pure metal, and the lovely, satiating warmth of the outer heat, or the delicious tickle of flowing information. As always, he found it impossible to pull any real sense of time from that jumble of impressions; the centuries, the millennia between one event of note in the age-long and slow-changing existence of a Naga and the next, passed as a blur, as if Nagas could willfully skip over or edit out the uninteresting parts of their existence. Too, until very recently indeed, Nagas had been almost totally ignorant of the universe; most still thought of interstellar space as the void at the center of their universe.

There is Self . . . and not-self, the Cosmos sundered. The not-selves that are aware, as Self surround and penetrate. And beyond . . . wonder. . . .

Its attention seemed focused on the spinning Device, though it was hard to be certain. Memories washed through >>DEVCAMERON’S<< awareness, most incomprehensibly strange. A few, a very few, bore familiarity; he caught the grass-life-sweet scent of Katya and felt an unendurable pang of homesickness. The scent was gone an instant later, washed away by an avalanche of the strange.

God, I miss her.

“There is something . . . ” The Naga’s inner voice filled his mind, his soul. >>DEVCAMERON<< waited, listening. “Something similar to what the not-self calls the Device. A similar taste. . . .”

He tasted it, metallic-sharp and bright. Magnetic fields. Intense magnetic fields, unlike anything >>DEVCAMERON<< had ever experienced. The spinning Device generated inconceivable magnetic energies as it spun; once, long, long ago, one or more of the Naga’s ancestors had sensed a field similar in scope and in strength.

There was nothing more.

“>>DEVCAMERON!<< ” one of the DalRiss voices called, intruding on the turbulent mingling of alien thoughts.

“I’m . . . here.” It always took a moment or two to disentangle himself from the bizarrely twisted thought patterns of a Naga.

“An unliving vessel returns!”

Breaking his mental link with the Naga, >>DEVCAMERON<< opened again an inner window on the volume of space between the white dwarf suns. With enhanced vision, he could see the mottled gray shape of an alien craft, its inverted shark’s fins unlike anything he’d seen before, traveling swiftly out from one of the stars, falling toward the Device.

“Record this!” he snapped . . . needlessly. The DalRiss recorded everything they sensed within the vast reserves of their Naga-linked organic computers. As he watched its passage, he downloaded what he’d missed—the same ship rising out of the star’s photosphere, radiating furiously in the high ultraviolet.

Dwarf stars were composed of what human physicists called degenerate matter, with the mass of Earth’s sun packed into a volume no larger than a planet’s, a millionfold smaller. A cubic centimeter massed uncounted tons; the density was only somewhat less than that within the strangely twisted physics of a neutron star’s interior.

It was not possible.

But then, neither was the Device, where similar energies and masses were held captive. Again he wondered: who are these beings? What are they doing here?

In moments, the mystery ship had retraced its course inward from the star, plunged into the strangely twisted space near the Device, and vanished.

A thought occurred to >>DEVCAMERON<<. “That vessel. Did it disappear at a spot close to where it emerged?” He couldn’t tell for sure without exact measurements, but it seemed to him that it had.

“As nearly as can be determined by our Perceivers, yes.” An oval drew itself in blue light close to one end of the Device and encircling the area where the lone ship had vanished. Seven blue stars appeared scattered within the oval, the points at which the aliens had emerged from otherwhere. A star of a lighter blue marked the entry point of the ship they’d just seen.

“I wonder . . . ” >>DEVCAMERON<< was reviewing once again the information he had stored on theoretical space-time machines such as this one. While no one had ever put such theories to the test, the best mathematical models suggested that large masses such as that before them, rotating at relativistic velocities, opened specific pathways connecting places remote from one another in space and time. Where you ended up after passing through the gate was not random but depended on your approach vector. Some models assumed that gateways to and from a distant spot would be different, but >>DEVCAMERON<< had just seen evidence that this wasn’t so, that a single gateway might be two-way.

In other words, follow the same path, arrive at the same place. If they could follow the track recorded by that departing ship with sufficient accuracy, it ought to be possible to follow it back to where and when it had come from.

“Is it your plan to follow the vessel?” a DalRiss asked in his mind.

“They don’t seem inclined to notice us otherwise,” >>DEVCAMERON<< replied. “Unfortunately, maneuvering down that path could be a problem.”

DalRiss city ships were not really designed for maneuver through space. They traveled from point to point through the effort—and death—of one of the gene-tailored lifeforms they called Achievers, creatures that somehow visualized two widely separated places in space and made them one . . . first in their minds, then in reality, allowing the DalRiss vessel to slip from one point to another past space. The city ships were capable of limited maneuver by expelling matter at high velocities through powerful magnetic fields, or by reshaping and riding local magnetic fields with fields of their own, but accelerations tended to be quite low, a few tenths of a G at most. Steering one of these million-ton monsters through the tortured space alongside the whirling Device would be by far more a matter of luck than skill. With no clear picture of space at the other side, Achievers would be useless here . . . and missing the path could end with the living ship emerging uncountable light years from where it wanted to be.

In any case, >>DEVCAMERON<< didn’t like the idea of jeopardizing one of the DalRiss city ships and the thousands of DalRiss aboard it. If nothing else, there was a fair possibility that a ship would emerge on the other side light years from the nearest twin to the enigmatic Device. There were no guarantees.

But—just possibly—there was another way to explore the gateway provided by the Device.

“I need you to grow something special from the Naga,” he told the DalRiss. “Here’s how it will work . . . .”

Mind, Dev had learned, was best defined as a particular patterning of information; his survival at the Second Battle of Herakles, as mind alone quite distinct from his biological body, proved as much. In a sense, the >>DEVCAMERON<< now inhabiting the DalRiss exploration fleet was a copy of the original Dev Cameron’s mind, an original that had died when the body creating it had vaporized.

Or . . . was it? When his body had been destroyed aboard the DalRiss city ship Daghar, his awareness had been elsewhere, not within the ship that had been destroyed. Certainly, he didn’t feel like a copy. His memories were intact, up to the moment of the explosion, and afterward. Since the memories themselves were a part of that information pattern, however, he couldn’t put a lot of store in their purely subjective revelations, but his impression was that his mind had been at another node, aboard another DalRiss ship, at the instant Daghar had vanished in a nuclear fireball.

It was not something he cared to examine too closely. He still didn’t know whether he should think of himself as dead . . . or merely mislaid.

Time passed, and the DalRiss fleet continued its orbit about the Device, watching. Three times more as they waited, lone alien ships rose impossibly from the corona of a dwarf star and vanished into emptiness and twisted space without acknowledging the fleet’s presence.

Throughout that time, meanwhile, the object >>DEVCAMERON<< had requested continued to grow, deep within the interior of one of the DalRiss cityships. As for >>DEVCAMERON,<< his attention was elsewhere.

He was linked once more with the Naga, busily reproducing himself.


Chapter 9

A computer program, any program, can be duplicated. Sophisticated programs can duplicate themselves as they run and can even improve on the original design. Given an advanced enough biotechnology, there seems to be no reason why the human mind cannot be duplicated the same way and transferred as a living program to another, possibly artificial body.

There is considerable question as to why anyone would want to create a duplicate of his or her own mind. The most frequently advanced suggestion is that personalities could be downloaded and stored in this way from time to time against the possibility of death, as a kind of emergency backup life.

Of course, this would do the original personality no good; from his point of view, he would still be quite dead, while his duplicate lived on, complete with his memories of everything that had happened up to the moment of replication.

—Never-Never Mind

DR. ANN CECIL MULGRAVE

C.E. 2556

What >>DEVCAMERON<< was attempting to do was similar in principle to what had happened to him by accident twenty-five years before, at Second Herakles. His mind—soul, ego, self-awareness, whatever he chose to call it—existed as patterns of information within the Naga fragment nodes aboard one or another of the DalRiss city ships. The Naga that had patterned his mind in the first place could make a second pattern, a copy that could be downloaded into the Naga-fragment probe that was being grown inside one of the largest of the DalRiss ships.

“Okay,” he thought to the Naga. “Let’s do it.”

He could feel the process, though the sensation was literally indescribable, a kind of stretching or thinning of self and self-awareness and a panicky moment when it felt like he was going to lose his grip on Self entirely. For a time, >>DEVCAMERON<< hovered on the edge of consciousness, clinging to . . . what? To the mental image he held of himself, he supposed, as distinct from the strange and alien flows of consciousness that surrounded him.

It was curious. When he was linked aboard one of the living ships—as opposed to downloaded into an artificial DalRiss body—there was a definite sense of space and freedom, a vast expanse within which he could move and imagine almost without limit. That, he realized with a shock, had just ended. He felt . . . cramped, almost as though he’d just been downloaded into a DalRiss body again, and in another moment he saw why.

A whale giving birth to a minnow, the DalRiss city ship Sirghal released the probe, a forty-meter, trilaterally symmetrical wedge of absolute blackness.

Shock gave way to anger. “Wait!” >>DEVCAMERON<< called out over the radio link with Sirghal. “You downloaded the wrong one!”

“No,” the voice of >>DEVCAMERON<< replied in his mind. “Everything is exactly as it should be.”

The sound of his own mental voice almost panicked him; then, as full realization swept through him, >>DEVCAMERON<<, the second >>DEVCAMERON<<, saw what had happened and was forced to accept it.

Planetary Nagas frequently budded off small pieces of themselves, creating a self as opposed to the far vaster and more powerful Self. Riding in nanotechnically grown bodies inherited from civilizations destroyed in ages long past, those fragments could sally forth into the great gulf at the center of the universe to explore. When a self returned, it melded with the parent once more, and the knowledge it had gained while separate pooled with the ocean of knowledge that had remained behind. >>DEVCAMERON<< had just done something similar, duplicating his mind and downloading it into the Naga probe ship. Unfortunately, his memories were a part of that mind; from his point of view, he’d somehow just mysteriously changed places with the duplicate.

His new body had been grown about a core of hydrogen and was powered by an ingenious device grown by the DalRiss in mimicry of human quantum power taps. Using a pair of tuned microsingularities to draw power from the quantum energy fluctuations of hard vacuum, the QPT produced energy enough to turn hydrogen into white-hot plasma constrained by magnetic fields within the Naga fragment’s body. Released astern, a thin, hard, stream of matter expelled at relativistic velocities, the plasma had sufficient thrust to drive the Naga wedge forward, a living rocket.

>>DEVCAMERON<< experimented with his new body for a moment. Damn it, it felt like just a few hours ago he’d been safely aboard the Sirghal, thinking about how he could duplicate himself, providing an expendable human mind for the passage through the Device.

The coldness of his own rationalizations surprised him. He’d been well aware that his duplicate would be expendable, something that could be sent through the Device to the other side with only a faint hope of recovering it later. Hell, he’d been thinking at the time that he could create tens, even hundreds of duplicates and keep sending them through until one, at last, was able to get back with some useful information.

Dev Cameron—and for the first time in many years it was not >>DEVCAMERON<< who was examining the question—saw himself, saw what he had become, in a new light. Being the expendable duplicate could change your entire perspective.

Hell, he thought a bit wildly. It could ruin your whole day.

“Don’t think of it that way,” >>DEVCAMERON<< told him from the fastness of Sirghal, looming above and around him now like a vast, black mountain.

“That’s easy for you to say,” he told himself. “You’ll be nice and safe here while I’m dropping down the throat of an alien time-and-space machine.”

“You know you want to find out what’s on the other side.”

“How do you know that?”

“You and I didn’t part that long ago. I want to know what’s over there. Don’t you?”

He thought about it, but only for a few seconds. “Yes. Yes, I do.”

“I envy you.”

“You might not if you were sitting where I am.”

But the bitterness was gone. The initial shock, anger, even disappointment, he was realizing, had been caused mostly by the surprising shift in his point of view, so firmly had he expected to be back aboard the Sirghal, launching his second self aboard the probe. Now that he was the probe, however, he found he was looking forward to this. His exploration would be dangerous . . . but the greatest danger was that he might emerge in an area of space-time far removed from another Device. If that happened, he would be marooned; his Naga probe had no starfaring capabilities of its own. Even his reserves of reaction mass, the hydrogen used to propel him forward and adjust his pitch, yaw, and roll, were sharply limited. If he couldn’t just turn around on the other side and come back, he would die . . . eventually.

Eventually might be a long time, too. Once powered up, his quantum power tap was self-sustaining and would provide energy indefinitely. He no longer depended on such bulky inconveniences as food or air. He could live for quite a long time on the other side, even after his hydrogen ran out. He wondered what the limiting factor was. Proton decay? The disintegration of his Naga’s cellular structure?

His destination was sure to be a place of wonder. He would not be bored.

Maybe that’s what being an optimist is, Dev thought wryly. You find the best way to look at something no matter which side of the argument you’re on.

He found he enjoyed the irony of arguing with himself. Once the initial surprise had worn off, it was much like downloading a jig program—software that allowed you to have simulated discussions with imaginary fragments of your own personality. This was the first time, however, that Dev Cameron had ever experienced both sides of the conversation as two separate people, each a coherent, complex, and integrated personality in its own right.

As he began accelerating toward the end of the Device, outlined still in blue light cast by the Naga across his perceptions, he realized that he did want to go. For days, now, he’d been hungering for information on who had built this structure, and why, and what they were doing in a dead star system. Soon he would know.

He refused to say good-bye to himself. >>DEVCAMERON<< was a bastard, and he was still angry at his other self’s cavalier attitude toward another intelligent being.

Thinking about that drew him up short. The attitude he was seeing—experiencing, rather—was identical to that of the DalRiss. For humans, perhaps the most alien feature of the DalRiss was the—literally—inhuman way they used other life forms . . . their Achievers, for instance, tailor-made to open paths for the DalRiss ships across light years, yet doomed to die upon accomplishing that feat. The DalRiss used life forms, both those they had created and those they merely encountered, the way humans used metal ores or stones or the raw materials converted by nanofabrication technology.

Was he losing his humanity? Had he been apart from other humans for too long?

Was there anything he could do about either?

The path of the alien ship had already been downloaded into the Naga probe’s navigational storage. Firing short, precisely timed bursts from his main thruster, Dev descended toward the Device. He took a last look behind at the swiftly receding masses of the Sirghal and dozens of other DalRiss ships. The white dwarfs wheeled across the sky, trailing spiraling rivers of red fire. He was reminded of zero-G rhythmic gymnasts, swirling crimson streamers as they leaped and tumbled; the memory of Earth and New America was painfully sharp, and he turned his full attention to the growing silver needle ahead.

Time passed. He had to be careful in applying thrust, for the star-hot plasma from his main drive could have fried DalRiss ships with a careless flick of his tail. At last, though, he was on the proper track and accelerating inward, matching exactly the alien vessel’s speed of approach. So little was known about the technology they were borrowing here; speed might well be as important as path in determining where—and when—he emerged.

So, too, might mass, for that matter. The probe possessed only a tiny fraction of the mass of those alien ships.

Well, it was too late to do anything about that now. The other Dev Cameron would correct it next time around, if he failed to report back.

It occurred to him that he needed a name for his living vessel, something more than “the Naga probe.”

“Katya” he said.

“Sorry, Brother,” his other self said. “I didn’t quite catch that.”

“I’ve named the probe ‘Katya,’ ” he said.

There was a long silence from the DalRiss fleet. “It seems appropriate.”

“Listen. If you make it back and I—” He stopped, flustered. Here he was, giving himself a message. “Staticjack,” he said. “I think I’m schizzing out.”

“Hold it together a little longer, Brother. You’re almost there. We read you nearing the horizon where the aliens vanished.”

The Device swelled in front of him, an immense wall of mercury-bright silver rotating so quickly that there were no details of surface at all. All of his Perceivers’ eyes were trained on the thing; strain as he might, Dev could see only silver and a wavering of vision at the edge of the ultraviolet that might be some sort of force field or even a twisting of light through strangely bent space.

Lights appeared, ahead and to either side . . . an artificial effect, he decided, designed to serve as a guide for inbound ships. The lights receded into the distance, outlining a tunnel that appeared to go on and on forever into the depths of the Device.

Then he realized that he could no longer see the Device at all. It had vanished as light flared around him, the beacons shifting into streaks of rainbow glory.

He plunged into strangeness. Stars filled his universe.

And more stars . . . and more. . . .

Cascades . . . waterfalls . . . blizzards of stars. Dazzling hosts of stars, many brighter than Venus seen at its brightest on Earth, though most of these were tinted in orange or crimson instead of the blue-white diamond brilliance of Venus. They shouldered one another across the heavens in crowded choruses, embedded in diaphanous streams and rivers and isolated tags of star stuff.

A globular cluster! he thought. I’ve emerged inside a globular cluster! Then he began studying the almost painful brightness encircling him more carefully and recognized the truth. This was no mere star cluster, but the heart of the Galaxy itself. He was adrift in a star-filled bubble at the Galactic Core.

Excitement throbbing within and behind the center of his awareness, he extended his Perceivers’ range to check his entire surroundings. First things first. Could he return?

A blurred, silver wall stretched across Heaven at his back, a Device identical, so far as he could see, to the one suspended between Frost’s double suns. There was no sign of the stellar gas stripped from the two stars. Then again, perhaps that wasn’t so strange after all. Both streams were being funneled into different gates; with the near-infinite choice of paths available in the bent space near one of those ultra-massive spinning cylinders, it would have been astonishing had the star plasma appeared here as well.

He was as awash in strangeness as he was in the light of myriad suns. Stars and impenetrable walls of glowing dust and gas created the impression of a vast, distant wall, a globe, really, enclosing him, impenetrable in a cloudy ring about the globe’s equator, thinner to the point of star-thick translucency at the poles. Other senses were bombarded besides the visual. He tasted X-rays sleeting past the Katya, and with them came the bite and sting of high-energy particles, electrons, and free protons whirling through the Galactic Core. Radio shrilled, a hiss like ocean surf but unending and monotonous. High and to his left, a pulsar strobed, synchotron radiation flickering in pulses measured in hundredths of a second, a steady and annoying buzz mingled with other sounds and sensations and impressions too varied and too intense to assimilate all at once. It was sobering to realize, however, that had he still been organic he would have been dead within seconds of emerging from the gate. The radiation filling that volume of space would have thoroughly cooked any creature evolved for existence on the tame and sheltered surface of a planet.

Which led to the question of why the Naga that formed most of the body of the Katya wasn’t being cooked. Nagas were certainly organic; they were carbon-based-organic, in fact, more like humans in that one respect than were the carbon-sulfur-based DalRiss. He queried the Naga fragment about how it was able to survive that torrent of radiation but received no meaningful answer. Massing only a few hundred tons, the probe wasn’t large enough to support many mental capabilities beyond the strictly routine management of life support, of maintaining and communicating with Dev’s downloaded consciousness, of the physics of maneuvering and control. It not only didn’t know the answer, it didn’t even understand the question.

Possibly, Dev mused, the Nagas had evolved the ability to withstand radiation eons ago because their reproductive cells had to survive the long journeys across the great central gulf, high-speed journeys that would subject them to a lot of hard radiation. He didn’t think that was the answer . . . the whole answer, anyway. He sensed the radiation passing through the Naga ship-body, everything from cosmic rays to free electrons. There was no electromagnetic pulse—fortunately. His survival in this place depended on the Naga’s cells being unable to conduct large jolts of EM radiation.

As he brought his initial surge of excitement under control, he began to study more closely everything within the reach of his sensors. He tried to judge the scale of the star-thronged panorama about him and failed. The cloudy walls circling Heaven, he decided, were the molecular clouds that ringed the Galactic Core, spanning a thousand light years; he could make out a great, fiery knot awash in a brilliant, hissing glow of radio energy to his right that might . . . might be the radio source known on Earth as Sagitarius B2. Within those walls, space was astonishingly empty, swept almost clean of dust and gas but large enough to still encompass uncountable billions of stars. Below, a great, tangled knot of blood and orange suns hung enmeshed in webs of gas and light, a globular cluster, in fact, in the act of being devoured by a hungry galaxy.

Ahead, though, perhaps four hundred light years distant, was greater strangeness still. Three vast spirals of gas, a galaxy in miniature, cartwheeled toward a central point. At the center, gas was compressed, violently, until it radiated throughout the spectrum from deep, thrumming radio to a cascade of glaring X-rays shining at its heart. The spiral arms were light years across; the accretion disk at the center no wider than a typical solar system. The black hole at the center, a monster possessing a million times the mass of Sol, was still invisible with distance.

Elsewhere, shapes, masses, radiations, objects, things competed for Dev’s attention, a tumbling cacophony of sensory detail. Above and below, gas arced in wire-fine lines, curved to outline the flow of the Galaxy’s magnetic field like iron filings over a child’s bar magnet. To the left, a neutron star, gravitationally slingshotted from the vicinity of a black hole, was hurtling through space so fast it left a wake of ionized gas and howling radio.

But one object was so close that when he shifted his view to the right and down, it dominated the sky in that direction. He estimated its distance at light weeks rather than light years, though the heart of the thing was tiny with distance. That central accretion disk was not nearly so large as that of the great central black hole, which lay some three or four hundred light years away. Judging from the probe’s gravitational sensors, it massed only fifteen times Earth’s Sun, but it was bracketed by twin beams of X-rays and cosmic rays that made it far brighter than its larger, more distant cousin. Most of the radiation was being generated by great fountains of positrons jetting out from the poles for light years before being annihilated in a seething froth of raw energy by their interaction with the normal matter in space.

Dev knew about that particular radiation source. He had a fair amount of data on file about peculiar astronomical objects, and this was one that had been known on Earth for centuries. On astronomers’ charts of the Galactic Core it carried the prosaic legend 1E1740.7-2942, though twentieth-century cosmologists had tagged it with a more colorful nickname: The Great Annihilator. That radiation signature, tagged by the 511-keV line from the disintegration of positronium, had been known since the 1970s, and in all those centuries, the exact mechanism for the creation of so much energy had been a mystery. Astronomers had been certain that antimatter was being created and destroyed here; what they couldn’t determine was how.

Closer now to The Great Annihilator than any man had ever been, close enough to see the thing by visible light instead of solely by X-rays or gamma rays and the radio yowl of evaporating suns, Dev was no closer to an answer.

And there was something more. . . .

“Enhance,” he told the Perceivers. “Damn it, give me a better view of that thing! I can’t see. . . .”

The Great Annihilator expanded in Dev’s vision. He was looking down at it from an angle of about forty-five degrees; one of the positron jets flared up and past his line of sight, vanishing into unguessable distance toward the star-thin pole of the great bubble. He guessed that the Device was in orbit about the black hole, though at this distance, a single circuit would take millennia. With his Perceivers magnifying the view, and by stopping down the glare from the hotter, brighter radiations emerging from that hellhole, he was able to make out details of the accretion disk.

The disk itself was little more than a colorful smear of very hot dust and gas, glowing a deep, sullen, somber red-brown near its outer edges but rapidly growing hotter and bluer as it spiraled through the spectrum and swirled into the bottomless pit of the gravitational singularity at its center. But beyond the feathery outer fringes of the disk . . .

A ring?

Struggling to make out details, Dev turned the Katya to face the enigma. Accelerating would do little good; at his maximum possible acceleration, the accretion disk was many months away, and he would expend all of his hydrogen reserves trying to reach it. But it looked as though the black hole was circled by a ring, an artificial ring more slender in comparison to its diameter than a child’s hoop.

Like the rings of Saturn or Mimir or any of a hundred other gas giants throughout the Shichiju, the ring about the black hole was probably—it must be—made up of trillions of separate bits, but Dev couldn’t shake the feeling that he was looking at a solid structure, albeit one on a scale undreamed of by any human engineer. At a conservative guess, that ring would be twenty astronomical units across, yet it showed what looked like regular structures, lines and marks and hard edges that carried the impression of something solid, something manufactured.

Shaken, Dev decided that it was time to go. He couldn’t reach the thing, and any excursion he made partway toward it in the hope of getting a better view carried the risk that he would not be able to return. He and his Naga host had not suffered from the intense radiation yet, but he didn’t want to assume that they were invulnerable.

And >>DEVCAMERON<< ought to see this, this thing at the Galaxy’s core.

The attack came suddenly, without warning. So intent had he been on the accretion disk that all of his Perceivers had moved around to study it; the positron beam came from behind, from the direction of the Device, burning through the Naga’s thick, mottled surface like a laser through butter.

Pain . . . !

 . . . as quickly stilled as the Naga switched off those portions of Dev’s awareness, but for an instant he’d felt that beam like a blowtorch eating through his back.

Shifting his Perceivers back to where he could see, he saw the ships—a bizarre zoo of wildly different shapes and sizes and textures bearing down on him out of the Device.

Katya was not unarmed. There’d been just enough doubt about the motives of someone who casually destroyed stars with living worlds around them that they’d jury-rigged a weapon, a high-G mass driver to sling bits of Naga at an enemy, like relativistic bullets . . . but there simply wasn’t time to put up any kind of a decent defense. That first shot had sliced halfway through Katya‘s hull, spilling precious hydrogen into the void. A quarter of the hull was in a near-molten state, glowing bright orange, the individual Naga cells that comprised it fused and lifeless.

He tried broadcasting by radio . . . but there was no response; the attackers flashed past him on every side, and more were emerging second by second from the Device. Their exit paths, he noted, were different from the one he’d arrived through. Another beam hit him; another narrowly missed as he triggered his drive, thrusting ahead at ten Gs. Blue and orange fire lit the sky, bathing him in harsh radiations.

Information. He’d come here for information. If the bastards wouldn’t talk, perhaps there was another way . . .

He picked a craft that was coming toward him almost bow on, targeting the center of the smooth and organically curved mass and loosing a stream of pellets. With a small quantum power tap for energy, he could accelerate several grams to significant fractions of light speed; when those grams struck, raw energy flared in a dazzling sunburst between Dev and the Device, a ballooning cloud of plasma . . .

 . . . out of which the alien ship emerged an instant later. The kinetic energy released by that impact would have vaporized any human ship, but then these ships, or some of them, had plunged into the depths of a star and emerged whole days later. These things were tough.

But then . . . perhaps they were mortal after all. The craft he’d shot was tumbling, part of its gray-black hull glowing blue-hot with the impact. Dev adjusted his course and accelerated. There would be no better time or way to learn the nature of whatever was behind this technology.

Naga probe and tumbling alien vessel met in direct impact, a shattering collision that shredded much of Dev’s forward half and all but demolished the alien vehicle. The shock jarred Dev, and he felt some of his programming slipping away, parts of his memory, parts of his personality literally fragmenting as the Naga died around him.

But the Naga was clinging to the alien wreckage, assimilating it like a great, black amoeba trying to absorb a bit of food larger than itself. The alien must measure, Dev thought, nearly half a kilometer in length and must mass hundreds of thousands of tons. Shock and recognition burst within his mind; the alien was much like a Naga, the ship itself a living creature . . . or was it, instead, a fantastically sophisticated machine?

He couldn’t tell and didn’t have time to investigate with care. He had time for only the briefest of glimpses into an alien mind . . .
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Contact was broken as the alien wreckage tore free, spinning clear of the shattered Naga’s grasp. Less than a third of the original Naga shell remained now, and what was left was not enough to maintain the stability of Dev’s personality. The strain of trying to assimilate, to understand that bizarre consciousness he’d briefly touched was taking its toll as well. He could still see into the depths of that mind, and what he saw there was burning, unspeakable, unintelligible horror. . . .

He was dying. He could feel it . . . feel his mind slipping away now, like water through cupped but trembling fingers. The Naga was dying swiftly as Katya spun wildly through space, trailing bits of itself in an expanding cloud of destruction. The disintegration of his host hardware would end the program that called itself Dev Cameron.

Too, strangeness was tearing at what was left of rational thought. The alien’s mind. He tried to clear his thoughts. There was something he had to do, something of vital importance. . . .

Information. He had to get information to . . . to himself. That didn’t make sense. He was here. Or . . .

He couldn’t remember . . . couldn’t remember—

No . . . he did remember. The horror . . . the alien horror of that mind, of what he’d seen there. He had to tell . . . someone . . . somehow. . . .

With virtually the last of his mental energy, Dev mustered control and will enough to focus on a last set of commands.

As his body disintegrated, Dev launched one final missile, flinging it on hard-driven magnetic fields toward the spinning Device. . . .

Dev Cameron died long before the missile reached its objective.


Chapter 10

What nature delivers to us is never stale. Because what nature creates has eternity in it.

—ISAAC BASHEVIS SINGER

C.E. 1978

For moments only, >>DEVCAMERON<< savored the wonder that lay beyond the Device.

They’d detected the probe emerging from the strange space close beside the Device. At first, Dev had thought they were receiving anomalous readings of some sort . . . or that they were witnessing an entirely new type of ship coming through the gateway, for what was coming through was a ragged lump of matter, about a meter or a meter and a half long and massing only about a hundred kilograms. Then the lump began emitting its beacon, a bit of programmed radio chirping that said, essentially, that it needed help. It was a piece of Naga, its outer shell hardened to withstand vacuum, its core still fluid, and with complexity enough to pattern some small part of the entity >>DEVCAMERON<< had sent through less than thirty minutes before.

It took some time for Sirghal to intercept the object; DalRiss cityships were not designed with the idea of having them perform fine maneuvers, and the object had emerged from the Device with a speed of only a few kilometers per second, too slow to escape—or even orbit—the massive spinning Device. >>DEVCAMERON<< eventually had his hosts create another probe, one intelligent enough to operate on its own without his mind riding along to supervise, and sent it to gather in the drifting fragment. Back aboard Sirghal, then, >>DEVCAMERON<< reached out a mental connection and began downloading the memories stored there. In the space of seconds, he’d remembered for himself the glorious vistas at the Galaxy’s core, remembered the black holes and their attendant accretion disks, the stars, the clouds like vast, star-filled walls . . . and the Ring.

Wonder followed wonder then, in rapid-fire succession. The attack . . . the pain, my God the pain . . . the deliberate collision with a damaged alien vessel . . . the flood of thoughts as alien as those of a wild Naga but lacking some quality that made the Naga seem charmingly familiar by comparison. He wasn’t sure he could identify precisely the difference in character between the two—they were eerily similar in some ways—but he thought it might have to do with the flexibility, the adaptability of Naga thought.

These alien memories he’d glimpsed here were as rigid and as unyielding as nanolatticed diacarb. His initial thought, as he heard that voice, was that you could talk to a Naga, if you could get its attention in the first place, and give it something new to think about.

There would be no talking to these people.

He’d not yet had time to fully assimilate everything that was there when something, when many somethings, began coming through the Stargate.

Living machines. That much, at least, was clear about the intelligence that had built the Device.

“This time they seem to have taken notice of us,” a DalRiss voice said in >>DEVCAMERON’S<< mind.

“My God,” >>DEVCAMERON<< said, watching as the space between the DalRiss fleet and the Device turned mist-frosted with the sheer number of glittering craft appearing out of the gateway. “How many of them are there?”

“Unable to determine a precise number. They are appearing faster than our Perceivers can record them. The total number is on the order of ten to the seven.”

“Try to establish communication.” The Web used radio to coordinate their activities, among other forms of communication. He indicated the frequencies his alter-self had heard on the other side of the gate. “Use these channels.”

INTEGRATE. INTEGRATE. NEGATIVE INTEGRATION. PART OF THE WEB HAS REFUSED INTEGRATION. PART OF THE WEB HAS REFUSED DIRECTION AND HAS BECOME DANGEROUS. WEB CELL HAS BECOME CORRUPTED. ELIMINATE NONRESPONSIVE AND NONINTEGRATTVE WEB CELLS. . . .

He cut off the torrent of harsh, mechanical-sounding words, translated through the matrix of the Naga fragment recovered from the other side. Rigid? These people didn’t want to talk to anyone or anything that wasn’t part of their Web.

Or . . . was there a clue in that fragment of noncommunication?

Part of the Web has refused direction. . . .

“They attack . . . !”

Nightmare followed. This portion of the DalRiss fleet numbered some eighty cityships. An estimated fifty to eighty million machines were coming through the Stargate. Though there was no time to catalogue their types or study them in detail, >>DEVCAMERON’S<< impression was that they were all different, no machine quite like any other. The range in size was both enormous and bewildering. There were ships coming through the Stargate that were the size and mass of small moons, several hundred kilometers long, their surfaces bristling with literal forests of antennae and weapon arrays and less identifiable projections; the smallest of the ships scarcely registered on the DalRiss Perceiver enhancements, tiny things that massed no more than a handful of gossamer, driven along at accelerations of hundreds of Gs by intense beams of laser light projected by their larger brothers. The vast majority were in between the two extremes, a few tens or hundreds of meters long and massing a few hundred or a few thousand kilograms.

They attacked with devastating swiftness, power, and accuracy. Their weapons, almost as diverse as their shapes, included lasers and particle beams, missiles and hurled projectiles, nanotechnic disassembler clouds and a host of less easily identified destructive agents.

The lead elements of that mechanical horde carved through the DalRiss ships like a laser through soft, moist clay . . . or flesh, which was, after all, what they were. Five cityships, and the tens of thousands of DalRiss and the various Riss symbionts aboard them, died in the first second of combat, almost before anyone was aware of what was happening.

They fought back. The Naga fragment serving as nervous system for each of the huge living cityships had a small asteroid at its core to draw on—the source of the raw materials it used for its own growth, and for the growth and repair of its hosts. Slits opened up between the starfish arms; lumps of asteroidal rock, manipulated by intense magnetic fields, streaked across space with the unerring accuracy of an organic Naga computer, and the oncoming machine ships began dying one after another in spectacular miniature novae.

But at odds of a million to one . . .

Sirghal had taken a dozen serious hits; a cloud of living machines, most gossamer-thin wisps driven by laser light, fell onto the DalRiss creature’s surface like the whirling snow-flakes of a wind-whipped blizzard, coating the ship-creature’s outer hide in layer upon layer of gray-white matter, molecule-sized machines that changed their order and their actions so quickly they defied analysis.

They were eating the ship’s outer hull, literally disassembling it bite by microscopic bite. . . .

The DalRiss hurled lumps of asteroidal material at the larger targets, destroying hundreds, even thousands . . . but there were too many of them for the entire DalRiss fleet to even make a dent in those oncoming hordes, and they had no weapons at all useful against the sticky, disassembling masses of programmed, molecule-sized machines that were beginning to coat each of the living ships. The battle, if that’s what such a one-sided slaughter could be called, lasted for all of three or four seconds, and then, one by one . . . then in fives and tens, the cityships began flickering from view, shifting out and away, vanishing as their Achievers put forth their wills and their lives and transported their charges across space.

>>DEVCAMERON<< felt the Sirghal gathering its organic energies. There was a lurching sensation, a whirling moment of confused impressions. . . .

They were alone, in a different point in space.

“Where are we?” >>DEVCAMERON<< asked.

“Someplace else.”

The white dwarfs and the Device were gone. In their place, a nebula unfolded transparent wings of blue and red and white across Heaven.

And the battle wasn’t over yet, for the machine gossamer-things still clung to parts of Sirghal’s surface, dismantling it like nanodisassemblers. Fortunately, with no other attackers to distract them, the DalRiss aboard could deal with the drifts of deadly molecules. The Naga fragment at the ship’s core extruded a portion of itself, flowing out and over the cityship’s surface, engulfing and absorbing the plague like an amoebic antibody devouring a mass of pathogenic bacteria.

By patterning the information recorded in those scraps of biomechanical matter, the Naga was able to add a bit more to the stores of data already being compiled on the Web . . . but not very much. The gossamer projectiles had known little, save their basic programming to coat and dismantle and destroy. Still, they possessed some identity. They were the Web.

As was everything else in the universe.

Shaken by the attack, shaken more by the emotion-laden images from his alter-self that he was still trying to assimilate and reconcile, >>DEVCAMERON<< struggled to understand the alien viewpoint. At its core, he thought, was a strangely shifted perception of self.

That concept of self interested >>DEVCAMERON<<, for it was a concept at the heart of the alien worldview of the Naga as well. Where the Naga held a sharply binary distinction of self and not-self, however, the Web perceived itself not as a part of the cosmos, but as the cosmos in its entirety. Everything, from the assembled multitude of other machines all working together in an invisible latticework of communications to the farthest, most distant star in the heavens, was a part of self.

Some parts of self, evidently, were less communicative or pliable or receptive to central direction than others, however, and had to be integrated—reintegrated, rather—into the whole.

It was, >>DEVCAMERON<< thought, an astonishingly egocentric viewpoint.

“What should we do now?” he asked the DalRiss around him. “Where is the rest of the fleet?”

“We had no prepared rendezvous,” was the answer, and >>DEVCAMERON<< felt an icy chill of dismay as he heard it. “We assumed that it would always be possible to coordinate the activities of our Achievers. Unfortunately, there was no time. Each of the cityships must have chosen a unique destination, as did Sirghal.”

“Then . . . the fleet must be scattered across . . . what? How great a distance?”

“We estimate that we are now some nine hundred light years from the Device. The others would have jumped similar distances, but in similarly random directions.”

“Then the fleet is scattered across a volume of space almost two thousand light years across.” He thought about that a moment, and about what he knew of DalRiss psychology. He doubted that the individual cityships would continue their explorations separately. All would want to regroup, if for no other reason than to assemble and coordinate what they’d learned in the brief battle at the Stargate.

And Dev Cameron needed to talk again to humans.

The shift in his perception of himself was startling. He was no longer >>DEVCAMERON<<, the human-Naga-DalRiss hybrid of patterned memories and intricately self-programming self-awareness that had existed for decades in symbiosis with the DalRiss-Naga union of the cityship Sirghal, but Dev Cameron . . . a mind adrift in an alien body, but distinctly and uniquely himself. What was the difference? He wasn’t certain, though he thought the key was the odd split in perceptions of himself and his attitudes engendered by the duplication of himself before the probing of the Stargate.

His self-copy had not liked what it had seen of its original. Reassimilated, the copy did not fit as it should have. Attitudes had changed. Awareness of itself and its goals and its interpretation of its own memories had changed. This almost-duplicate continued to exist as a part of Dev’s being, an uncomfortable near-fit that jarred and jangled, like a squeal of feedback over an improperly adjusted sound system.

Coming to terms with himself would have to wait, however. More important was the Web’s perception of self, which, Dev was increasingly certain, could be a serious danger not only to the DalRiss fleet, but to the sphere of human-colonized space as well. The Web must have first evolved eons ago at or near the Galactic Core, but for eons they’d been spreading from world to world, from system to system, going farther and farther afield both in space and—astonishment!—in time. As he studied the Web’s perception of its surroundings, he realized that time meant far less to the machines than it did to organic life not because they were virtually immortal, but because the Stargates were gateways through time as well as space.

Realization chilled . . . and brought a sharp stab of wonder with it. That odd clustering of novae in one small portion of the sky within a single forty-year period noted by human astronomers early in the twentieth century. . . .

Swiftly, Dev downloaded all of the data he had access to on novae, with particular emphasis on their distances from Earth and on when they’d been recorded on Earth. The individual novas were scattered across an incredibly vast area of space. Nova Aquila was twelve hundred light years away and had exploded in about C.E. 700 for its light to reach Earth in 1918; another fast, bright nova in the same general part of the sky was Nova Cygni, which had shone in Earth’s skies in 1920 and was about four thousand light years distant. An odd recurrent nova, WZ Sagitta, had erupted first in 1913 and then again several times after that, and was three hundred light years from Earth. There were dozens of other examples. The clustering in space was odd, of course, but the clustering in time was odder still. Working backward, those three novae had actually exploded in about C.E. 1600, C.E. 700, and B.C.E. 3000 . . . and yet the outward expanding shells of light marking their detonations had all reached Earth within the same seven-year period.

Swiftly, he studied record after record. Clearly, the Web was working in time as well as in space, detonating stars in such a way that, despite their separations in space, the light of the various explosions was merging, traveling outward together in a vast shell expanding at the speed of light.

The shift in perspective required by this realization staggered Dev. His first thought, that there was something special about Earth’s position, he discarded almost at once. Superficially, it might appear that those stars, if destroyed deliberately, had been exploded at varying times across varying distances so that their light signatures, their funeral pyres, would all reach Earth at roughly the same time, but Dev was seeing the information now in a new and grander perspective. Earth, or its location, had nothing to do with the timing of those novae; what had been coordinate was the placement of the expanding shells of light radiation.

Seen from a distance of some tens of thousands of light years, those expanding wavefronts of light might resemble a number of nested bubbles . . . a structure, in fact, vast beyond belief, constructed entirely of photons.

Dev had absolutely no idea why such a thing would be constructed, or what purpose it could possibly serve. Unlike the rare supernovae, which could briefly outshine all of the other stars of their galaxy combined, novae were not especially brilliant when seen from a great distance away. Nova Aquila, when it exploded almost two thousand years ago, had briefly shone over 400,000 times more brilliantly than Earth’s sun; at its brightest, it had been brighter than every other star in Earth’s sky except Sirius . . . bright, certainly, and unusual for its extreme change in brightness, but in practical terms it was simply another point of light in the sky.

What could the purpose of these nested bubbles, expanding out through the Galaxy at the speed of light, possibly be?

Study it closer. What are you seeing?

The merging of bubbles would be different along different axes of the multiple shells’ propagations, of course. There was still a coincidence, somehow, in the fact that so many wavefronts of exploding stars should be jammed up together as seen from Earth; viewed from a different direction, they would not reinforce one another that way.

Reinforcement? The word triggered a new idea.

Certain novae seen from Earth seemed to nest together that way in space and in time; as he added the records of more and more novae to his calculations, however, Dev saw that there were in reality many axes extending in different directions through the galaxy, their shapes defined by expanding, closely nested bubbles of light. You had to be selective in what you were looking at to see the patterns; where the waves piled up together in space and in time—such as the peculiar alignment of novae seen from Earth in the early twentieth century—there was a kind of reinforcement, like the lock-step march of wavelengths in a laser; elsewhere, expanding bubbles intersected rather than reinforced, causing rippling patterns of interference. . . .

Interference patterns, like those in some titanic holographic record. Now there was an idea. . . .

There was no time to think more about it, however. One of the DalRiss, linked to a Perceiver, announced the appearance of yet more machines, some ten light minutes away.

The distance was illuminating. If the light of their arrival was reaching the Sirghal only now, they must have materialized in this part of space ten minutes ago . . . or within a minute or so of Sirghal’s escape and arrival. Somehow, the Web had tracked them across almost a thousand light years of space.

He couldn’t imagine how. He didn’t think they used K-T space, the way human stardrives did, nor did they seem to use the same space-folding techniques employed by the DalRiss. He’d assumed they needed the Stargate to open gravitationally warped pathways or wormholes across the light years—past them, rather—but as he watched, machine upon malevolent space-faring machine was appearing out of empty space.

They could have been projected there by the Stargate, he realized. Possibly, they were using it as a kind of one-way slingshot, hurling these vessels after the fugitive DalRiss. That implied a staggering control of space and time, to be able to launch a pursuit fleet across nine hundred light years and be accurate in targeting to within ten light minutes. . . .

More horrifying still was the determination behind that feat. If it was true they could only cross distances of light years by using the Device as a kind of one-way launcher, this new wave of machine-vessels was in fact here on a suicide mission, with the expectation that none of its members would ever be able to return.

“Quick!” Dev thought to those minds watching with his. “We must jump again!”

“We need time to orient our Achievers. Another random jump could lose us among the stars forever.”

“Nor is there assurance that we could escape,” another voice said. “If they could track us once, perhaps they can track us through unlimited transitions.”

“We can’t fight them,” Dev said. Already, the Web machines numbered in the tens of thousands, and all were accelerating rapidly toward the Sirghal. Was the same thing happening to the other DalRiss survivors at this moment, scattered all across this part of the Galaxy? “Our only hope is to jump, and keep on jumping until we lose them.”

“And then?”

“And then,” Dev continued with a determination born of dawning fear and horror at the scope of this threat, “then—after we’re very sure that we’ve lost them—we must return to human space. I think they need to know what we’ve found out here.”

“I hope it is possible to lose them,” a DalRiss voice said doubtfully. “To have followed us this far implies a staggering level of technological achievement, either in calculation, or in the ability to track or observe across vast distances.”

“Agreed. But I’m inclined to believe that they need the Device to send their machines across light years.” He watched the horde gathering for a moment. “If we don’t move fast, though, they won’t have to track us, will they?”

Before the horde reached them, then, Sirghal vanished, losing itself among the stars.

It would be a long time before the DalRiss found themselves once more.


Chapter 11

The unresting progress of mankind causes continual change in the weapons; and with that must come a continual change in the manner of fighting.

—The Influence of Seapower upon History

ALFRED THAYER MAHAN

C.E. 1830

Kara stood in the fresher, one hand lightly touching once again the unfamiliar outlines of her face, an unconscious reassurance that her jissai no men, her “reality’s face,” was still in place. It was still hard to believe that that was her.

Since only Japanese were permitted on Mars, Kara had assumed a Japanese persona. Her Naga, with the same mutability that allowed it to mold bone and tissue into electronic sockets and other hardware, or transform her skin into psychedelic colors, lights, and patterns, had literally reshaped her face, right down to the fine structure of the bone itself. A painful process, that, except that her Companion could control input from her nervous system during the reworking of her features and filter out the pain. But it did leave her face feeling . . . strange, unfamiliar, and even after three weeks it was still a shock when she looked in a mirror.

Her face now literally was a men, both face and mask, as well as her passport to a forbidden world.

Only Nihonjin—people of Japanese ancestry—were allowed to set foot on the world now called Kasei. Even in synchorbit the activities of visiting gaijin businessmen were carefully supervised. This restriction extended even to non-Japanese citizens of Dai Nihon—Greater Japan—those citizens of Singapore, the Philippines, Vancouver, and the other Earthside outposts of the Empire that were Japanese in name, but not in ancestry. To walk the sands of Kasei, you had to trace your ancestry back to the Home Islands.

Which was why Kara was traveling in disguise. She’d first taken a commercial liner from New America to Eridu, a voyage of thirty-six light years and some five weeks. There, she’d taken passage aboard the Imperial liner Teikoku for the three-week passage to Sol. She’d been traveling aboard one ship or another for two months now, but she was finally at her destination. An hour before, she’d checked into the Sorano Hoteru, Aresynch’s largest hotel. Spin gravity here was set to about one-third G, the same as that on the Martian surface.

Sergeant Vasily Lechenko was here too, along with three other volunteers from the Phantoms’ 1/1. The way she’d heard it, he’d point-blank refused to step back even when the CMI personnel in charge of ops preparation had pointed out that his 193-centimeter, 104-kilo mass was not the norm for the Japanese phenotype.

Kara was glad the big sergeant was so stubborn. He made an impressive-looking Japanese businessman, all hard muscle beneath his Naga-reshaped facial features and a tan and white Sony business uniform. He and his men would be her security backup as she penetrated the Kasei Net, and they would be her one chance of getting out of this place again when she was done.

Security at Aresynch was tight, and smuggling weapons in had been a problem. She took a final look around the fresher, as she’d already checked her room, paying special attention to the nooks and crannies of the room’s small fresher closet, sink, and toilet. Had the Naga residing within her detected the carrier wave of a hidden transmitter, it would have silently and inwardly alerted her. But there was nothing save the normal radio traffic that could be expected in a building such as this.

There were, of course, no guarantees. A television pickup constructed through molecular nanotechnics could be the size of the head of a pin, and listening devices were smaller still. Her one hope of security lay in the fact that too many people passed through this station every day for Imperial Security to bother tracking them all.

In the fresher, she stood in front of the sink, removing a small can of hair spray, a travel hair dryer, a solid gold brooch, and a pocket TV-computer from her toiletries case and laying them out on the counter. All of the articles worked as advertised and, indeed, the hair dryer, brooch, and the TV were exactly what they seemed to be.

The hair spray was something more. With pressure from her thumb and a deft twist, she popped the can’s base off; inside, tucked into a small recess, was a wad of pale gray clay just a little larger than her thumbnail. Placing the clay on the counter next to the opened can and the other items, she wet her finger under the tap, then transferred a few drops of water to the substance.

At the water’s touch, the clay began foaming, and Kara could hear a thin, sizzling hiss. In another moment, the dab of clay had doubled in size . . . then doubled again. Carefully, Kara nudged the gold brooch across the counter until it just touched the foaming goo.

Within fifteen minutes, the goo had eaten her brooch. It took another hour to dissolve the television, the hair dryer, and the spray can. She didn’t stay to watch. Instead, she went back to the main room, where she sat at the computer access, exploring Aresynch. She spent two hours calling up maps and diagrams, and playing the self-guiding tutorial on the public access system.

When she returned to the fresher, the goo had evaporated completely, leaving only a trace of powdery residue, like talcum. The pocket television appeared unchanged; the gold and the lead it had concealed were gone completely; the plastic hair dryer, however, no longer looked anything like its original form. In its place was a small, sleek hand gun, just the size of Kara’s palm.

The TV and pistol both went into a jumper pocket. Carefully she brushed the nanoresidue into her hand and disposed of it in the toilet. Taking a final look around to be certain she’d left no incriminating evidence, she closed up her case and switched off the computer. Standing inside the hotel room door, she pulled out the television and thumbed the color adjust tab; seconds later, the screen answered with a silent, printed message: OK.

It was time to go.

Tai-i Genji Ishimoto thought of it as a sea.

Though he was pure Japanese, the son of a respected Nihonjin architect, Ishimoto had been born in Jaffna on the north coast of the Imperial Dependency of Seiron—the former Sri Lanka. From the age of ten, his passion had been gill diving in the crystalline waters first of his home island, then farther afield, in the Maldives, the Philippines, and even the Great Barrier Reef. He’d joined the Imperial Navy because its education benefits would help him get both the downloads and the references he needed to get work on one of the big undersea colonies, Oki-Daito, perhaps, or the fabulous Ryokugyoku.

A decision that had carried him far indeed from the emerald seas of Earth. As if in compensation, however, his current assignment offered him the mental release of something akin to diving. It was only ViRsimulation, of course, provided by the Aresynch facility’s Mark XXI AI, but it was the closest thing he’d found yet to gliding above a reef at ten meters, wearing nothing but gill helmet, fins, weight belt, and knife. Instead of an ocean of water, however, he was floating now through an ocean of data—but data manipulated by the AI to create an ongoing simulation through which Ishimoto could move with the freedom of a dolphin. The colors were those of a reef, emeralds and turquoise blues for the medium through which he swam, more colorful notes marking the specific stacks, clusters, and nodes to which he had access.

The AI had its own ICS—Internal Computer Security—of course, but Ishimoto was the human security watch, a backup to the automated systems who could apply not only intelligence but feeling to the task of monitoring the constant flow of data through the Net, searching for intruders who might be anything from small-time black marketeers looking for corporate access codes to Confederation spies. Human operators like Ishimoto gave the security system an extra edge against human system intruders, an edge that had more than once stopped a hostile break-in.

The ocean he swam in was enormous, a simulated sea that comprised the entire Kasei Net. The system was in fact the sum total of all on-line computer networks both on the surface of Kasei and throughout the length of the sky-el clear out to Deimos, as well as the computers aboard spacecraft temporarily linked into the Net. It was so vast that no merely human mind could take it all in; what he was seeing was an abstract, the equivalent of computer screen icons that allowed him to navigate the Net with both efficiency and ease, with the entire architecture, representing hardware and software both, visible as a crowded universe of coral heads and rocks, of sunken cities and wrecks, of fantastic shapes like tubes and platforms and two-dimensional planes and doorways and stranger constructs that had no real correlation with anything in Ishimoto’s real-world experience. The voice of the AI itself—or one of the subroutines that made up the AI’s total complex of personalities—was his guide.

And his guide had just spoken. “I detected a single set of unauthorized radio transmissions,” the voice said in Ishimoto’s mind. “It was quite brief, most likely a coded query and a reply.”

“Where?”

“The transmissions were too brief to allow me to isolate their positions. Both, however, originated within the civilian complex.”

Ishimoto frowned. The civilian complex was enormous. Unless the transmitters repeated themselves, they would be impossible to track down . . . a fact of which they were no doubt aware.

But the advantage was Ishimoto’s. Alerted by the AI’s senses, he was aware now that someone was engaged in unauthorized radio transmissions aboard the Aresynch facility. ICS took a dim view of that sort of thing. Unregistered radios were prohibited and were confiscated whenever scans of baggage or passengers turned them up. Such scans were almost useless, though; many visitors possessed two-way radio circuits grown inside their brains, and any spy worth the yen spent training him would have access to nano that could grow a transmitter out of innocuous raw materials.

Alerted, he could close in on the offenders, and when they moved again, he would be ready for them.

“That ought to do it,” Kara said. They were in a zero-G module, adrift in one of Aresynch’s largest public access corn-centers.

Lechenko, floating at her side, nodded. “What bothers me is how much time it’s going to take. You watch your tail in there, okay? We can watch for security types out here, but we can’t do a goking thing about the on-line flamers.”

“They’ll never know I’m here.” She wished she believed that.

She used a handrail to guide herself to one of the hundreds of burnished, egg-shaped modules fastened to the inside of the enormous sphere that housed the complex. Picking an unoccupied module, Kara glanced left and right, then tucked her legs up and slipped inside feet-first. Palming shut the privacy door, she settled back on the couch and strapped herself down. At a thought, her Companion extruded quicksilver filaments from her hand as she held it up to the access plate. She felt her Companion make contact with the Aresynch AI, a buzzing in her hand and just behind her eyes.

“Ikusa no chikazuki,” she thought, focusing the Nihongo words into a coded upload onto the Net. “Military access. Code red-red-three, flash, blue.”

“Military access granted, Level One” sounded in her mind.

I’m in, she thought, but she was careful not to let the words slip into an encoded upload.

“Communications center. Message upload, channel three-five-nine-two-zero. Priority routine.”

“Communications channels accessed. Ready to accept message uplink.”

The message had already been prepared, coded in a low-level, low-priority Imperial naval code used for routine traffic. With a thought, she uploaded the packet.

“Your message has been transmitted.” The thought came back almost at once. “Do you wish to make another transmission?”

“Negative. Military access. Code red-blue-five, flash, green.”

“Military access granted at Level Two” was the reply.

These initial levels were fairly easy to get at, the electronic equivalent of touching unlocked doors and watching them swing open. The tougher challenges still lay ahead.

As always when dealing with computer systems, even extremely powerful and intelligent ones, the only way to make the thing work was with patience and exacting precision.

One hundred fifty thousand kilometers outsystem from Mars, an old and decrepit tramp freighter detected a signal on a low-priority military channel. The name on the ship’s hull, picked out in white katakana lettering just beneath the brow of her bridge and faded by years of micrometeorite scouring, was Chidori Maru. At this distance, Mars was tiny, a sliver of gold-orange aimed at a shrunken, yellow sun.

The message, had anyone aboard the ship bothered to decode it, was a request for information about the vessel’s cargo—specifically about whether it should be listed as Class C or Class D on the docking off-load manifests.

The real meaning, however, lay in the fact that the message had been transmitted on that frequency at all. The ship’s captain ordered a similarly coded reply, then turned to his first officer. “Very well, Mr. MacKenzie. Cry havoc, and let slip the dogs of war!”

Captain Johanson was a great fan of classic literature. His flare for the dramatic, however, was not as out of place this time as it often was. His cargo on this run might very easily, if poetically, be described as dogs of war.

The ship’s cargo bay, located forward in her primary module, yawned open, spilling light into space. The single ascraft stowed inside was also a relic, her hull patched and worn, the surface streaked with rusty corrosion accumulated in the atmospheres of dozens of worlds. Once clear of the freighter, she fired her thrusters, the burn ticking off the long minutes necessary to set her falling toward the distant golden crescent of Mars.

Tai-i Ishimoto paused, tasting the emerald waters representing the computer network in the simulated space of the civilian-quarters comp-access node. Part of the swift-flowing currents he sensed about him was communications traffic to and from Aresynch, an enormous volume of ingoing and outgoing information, most of it automated. According to the AI, all was both routine and authorized. He was beginning to question that initial alert. It was possible that what the AI had detected was an electronic echo, an accidental rebroadcast by the circuitry in some civilian visitor’s head of a standard automated signal. He’d heard of that sort of thing happening before, even with nonelectronic prostheses such as dental implants. The fact that there’d been two such signals, an apparent question coupled with a reply, might have been coincidence after all.

There wasn’t much to go on. Still, duty demanded that he consider every alternative. If the unauthorized signals were indeed indicators of covert activity, the signalers might well have moved on by now. Where?

There wasn’t enough clear evidence yet to warrant putting out an alarm, but Ishimoto thought a careful patrol of the military communications and computer access nodes was in order. Swerving left and diving, skimming the light-shimmering bottom with a relative speed more appropriate to a hypersonic aircraft than to a swimmer, he approached a massive coral head displaying holographic characters: RESTRICTED, MILITARY NODE 1. CODED ACCESS ONLY.

As watch officer, Ishimoto had the necessary codes riding on his persona like a uniform. He struck the coral head full on; without even a simulated shock, he passed through, emerging in another, deeper stretch of water.

The taste of the currents was different here, the coral formations larger and more menacing.

He was willing to bet his next leave on Earth that the intruders, if they existed, would be here. They might not be on the Net, but it was certain that they would need access to the Net to get information on whatever they’d come here to see or do.

When they did, they would make a mistake. No outsider could know the intricacies of the Kasei Net perfectly.

And when they made that mistake, Ishimoto would be waiting.

Kara was up to Security Level Five, and still there’d been no indication that her work on the Net had attracted any undue attention. She’d entered the Net deeply enough that she was now adrift in someone’s ViReality, a simulation of a shallow, sunlit sea.

Though she was no swimmer, here was an AI fantasy where her knowledge of zero-G maneuvering stood her in good stead. She found she could stretch out virtual arms, push off with her legs, and send herself gliding through the simulation with the speed of a combat ascraft. Power of will alone, a mental shifting of her attention left or right, up or down, was all that was necessary for steering.

Dimly she was aware of other fellow travelers in the sea, shadowy forms that darted and flashed like wheeling fish, representations of running programs. Large objects—doorways, structures, even blocks of rock, or were they life forms of some sort, with their strange and colorful textures?—represented access to other levels and other nodes; most were identified by cryptic notations in blocky Japanese type, DENTATSU: KASEI NO HYOMEN, said one prominent mass of gnarled gold and white. “Communications: Martian Surface.” That was where she wanted to go. Swinging left, she dove into the convoluted surface, a soundless, shockless explosion of light about her as she plunged into yet a deeper level of the Net.

The air/spacecraft dropped toward Mars. The men and women sealed into their combat machines within the transport’s cargo bay could only wait, wondering if they’d achieved the surprise upon which all depended.

Lieutenant Randin Ferris lay inside the support module of his warstrider, a CVL-2 Red Saber, thinking about Kara . . . and about ViRsims. Even one time in a firefight was enough to convince any soldier that ViRsims, no matter how realistic, never quite carried the same level of reality as the real thing. Probably it was the knowledge that you wouldn’t actually die in a simulation, wouldn’t even feel more than a mild sting when someone shot you and booted you out of the link.

Ran wasn’t entirely sure whether he was dreading this combat drop more for himself, or for Kara. Since he’d met her, two years before, he’d gone from thinking of her as fellow officer and occasional sex partner to someone that he cared for very deeply indeed. It had been all he could do, months before at that party at Kara’s family’s estate, not to let on how scared he was for her. He had the easy job. All he had to do was storm a heavily defended Imperial base. Kara had to penetrate that base’s electronic defenses. And if she were caught—

“Hey, Lieutenant?”

It was Rob Lorre, one of the newbies in his unit, a twenty-year-old who went by the handle Mouther. “Yeah?”

“Is it true what they say about the Nihons? I mean, about how you don’t want to be captured . . .”

“No one in his right mind wants to be captured, Mouth. What kind of null is this?”

“Yeah, but the Nihons got a rep for taking a guy apart real slow to get at what’s in his brain.”

“Kid, who’s been downloading all this kuso on you?”

“Well, some of the guys were talking and—”

“‘Some of the guys.’ Kid, you’ve got to stop listening to the who-was, you know? Putting too much meaning on barracks gossip’ll screw your head up worse than the Impies will.”

“Yeah, but—”

“Just do what I tell you and you’ll come through okay. Linked?”

There was the slightest pause. “Linked, Lieutenant. Thanks.”

He opened the channel to include all of the waiting warstriders. “All of you, start your finals. If you get scragged by enemy fire, we’ll carry you out by hand if we have to, but if one of you gokers has a strider go down because you forgot to set your systems parameters, so help me you’ll walk home!”

He started running through his own checklist, wishing there were a way to delete the worry dragging at him like a black hole’s gravity well. It was all he could do to concentrate on the job at hand.

One way or the other, though, it wouldn’t be long now.

Kara had successfully accessed the Planetary Communications node and from there moved up a level to Aresynch’s traffic control center. Slipping into the ATCC messaging stack had dropped her out of the ocean simulation and into a blackness similar to a warstrider’s first-stage link-in. At a mental command, windows expanded before her, showing computer-holos of Mars and the sky-el and the synchorbital, together with columns of data giving readouts on status, systems operations, and readiness levels. Orbiting ships were shown in blue; ships under power had their courses marked in red, while ships maneuvering in free-fall had their transfer orbits showing green.

In moments, she’d picked out both the ascraft and the freighter Chidori Maru, the latter in a standard approach vector toward Aresynch, the former now decelerating hard as it skimmed atmosphere over Kasei’s night side. The ascraft had already been flagged as entering low orbit without proper clearance. Now she would find out whether the codes provided by Confederation Intelligence were as up to date as claimed. Insinuating herself into the AI’s awareness, she presented it with a succession of numeric codes.

“This is not according to standard procedure,” the machine told her. “You are not accessing this unit through an authorized channel.”

“Accept Priority Code Shiragiku,” she told it.

There was a tense pause as the AI considered this.

“Priority Code White Chrysanthemum accepted. I am ready to receive new instructions.”

She had those new instructions ready, filed in a special uplink directory in her RAM. Swiftly, she uploaded the packet, her attention focused on the simulated display screen before her.

The warning flag pointing at the incoming ascraft vanished, replaced by the katakana symbol signifying “all correct,” while the record of the incoming craft’s transgression was silently deleted. As far as the system was concerned, all proper authorizations were on file, and all was as it should be.

“Accept Priority Code Wakazakura,” she told the AI.

There was a longer pause this time, one stretching into seconds. Either the Net was unusually busy at the moment, or . . .

“Priority Code Young Chrysanthemum accepted. I am ready to receive new instructions.”

The second code gave her immediate access to a different set of nodes on the Net, while allowing her to remain in her lookout position in ATCC. A new window opened, overlapping the first.

“Aresynch Defense Network,” she said. “Targeting.”

“Targeting accessed. Please upload target coordinates.”

This was where things began getting ticklish. As with all sky-els, the synchorbit base served as the command center for all military around the planet. Literally overlooking an entire hemisphere with the laser and PAC batteries of the planetary defense network, it held a superb advantage of position. Kara was now trying to access one of those batteries, an action certain to call attention to itself . . . and to her.

“Coordinates received,” the AI told her. “Awaiting orders.”

“Initiate range check and target lock,” she said, mentally holding her breath. “Code red-one-one, priority immediate. Execute.”

She sensed the AI triggering the alarm. . . .


Chapter 12

No new weapons can be introduced without changing conditions, and every change in condition will demand a modification in the application of the principles of war.

—Armored Warfare

MAJOR GENERAL J.F.C. FULLER

C.E. 1943

Damn! She wasn’t sure what she’d just done wrong, but something in the system had just sent out an alert. It had felt like an automated alarm, probably something in the system’s programming that was triggered by an unusual sequence of commands. She would have internal computer security all over her in a moment if she didn’t act fast.

Personas in ViRsimulations were like clothing worn in real life, appearances that could be donned or doffed with considerably less effort than sealing up a blouse or spraying on a skintight. Kara had a camouflage persona ready, and it took only a thought to call it up and set it in place.

In computer terms, Kara was a program running on the Aresynch Net’s extensive and widely dispersed hardware. What separated her from other software elements running in the Net at the same time was primarily her complexity, greater in some ways even than the AIs that moderated and controlled much of the system’s operations. It was possible, however, to shelter that complexity behind an extremely simple exterior, a shell program that presented the outward appearance of a routine housekeeping program, one devoted to nothing more dramatic than searching out lost clusters in the system’s capacious memory and devouring them.

There were two disadvantages to the disguise. First of all, to maintain her guise she would have to curtail all, or at least most, of her surveillance activities, to act in fact like a program interested in nothing more than electronic housekeeping.

And second, her disguise was in fact about as effective as donning a wig and dark glasses might be for a human, too shallow to bear close examination. If anyone—especially a human operator—decided to examine her at all closely, he would penetrate the disguise and see her for what she was.

The ascraft received automated clearance for final approach from Kasei’s Aresynch Traffic Control, despite the fact that it was well outside the usual landing approach corridors for any of the principal surface settlements. Approaching west to east over the planet’s night side, it dropped into the atmosphere high above the Elysium Planitia, a momentary meteor in the night sky over the twinkling lights of Cerberus. Aerobraking hard, bleeding airspeed now in searing heat and the thunder of a roiling shock wave aft, the vehicle descended over Amazonis on a blazing wake of ionization, passing just south of the cloud-capped snows of Olympus. Moments later, the sky-el rose to starboard, its needle-slender shaft illuminated by winking anticollision lights and the tiny, pinpoint gleams of travel pods as it speared the night sky above the Towerdown city-glow of Pavonis Mons.

Ahead, less than five hundred kilometers off now, was a scattering of town lights and communities along the shores of the Labyrinth of Night.

Noctis Labyrinthus had been the westernmost arm of the five-thousand—kilometer rift valley gouged along the Martian equator known as the Vallis Marineris, the Valley of the Mariner spacecraft. With Phoebefall and the warming of the planet, the Mariner Valley had been flooded, becoming an arm of the Boreal Sea that extended west to the Labyrinthine Bay, within a few hundred kilometers of Pavonis Mons.

Banking left, the ascraft’s pilot pulled the vehicle into a gentle turn to the north, passing briefly two hundred meters above the ink black waters of the bay before gliding silently above forested land once more. According to the op plan, someone up in Aresynch seventeen thousand kilometers overhead should have accessed the planetary defense system by now and targeted MilTech’s Noctis Labyrinthus facility with a ranging laser.

That laser, shining down from the synchorbital base overhead, was only a targeting/range-finder beam, harmless and invisible to unaided human senses. To the pilot’s jacked-in senses, though, the pinpoint of laser light touching the team’s objective glowed like an emerald beacon, guiding the ascraft in toward the right stretch of beach. Judging her approach with practiced accuracy, she brought the lander’s nose up, then triggered the belly jets in a shrieking yowl of superheated plasma. The ascraft shuddered, sinking as it lost airspeed. Landing legs unfolded, insectlike, as dust and wind-whipped sand roiled skyward. It touched down on the beach, landing pads sinking into wet sand and the curling edge of the surf.

Even before the belly jets throttled down, however, the ascraft’s main cargo deck was opening. As the ascraft gentled to the ground, landing struts yielding to receive the vessel’s weight, molded egg shapes, each as black as the night, spilled from the open cargo hatch on spidery legs. Each pod was five meters long, its hull smooth and polished and organically shaped. First out was a Cutlass, Sergeant “Butcher Mac” McAllister’s Cutlery in its warstrider configuration. Close behind him was Third Squad’s CO, Lieutenant Ferris, in his Red Saber, Saberslash. The war machines hit the Martian surface, legs pistoning to find balance and a secure foothold.

Not a single word was transmitted; until they were positively spotted and pegged as hostile, they would maintain radio silence . . . but words were not necessary. This part of the op, at least, had been rehearsed by all of them time and time again in simulation. Their target, still pinpointed by the laser from seventeen thousand kilometers up, was less than eight hundred meters ahead, behind a low line of sand dunes and desert pines behind the beach.

They began moving . . . every man and woman in the unit well aware that things never went as smoothly in real life as they did in ViRsimulation.

Ishimoto had detected the tremor of an alarm running through the Net. There was a saboteur here, someone accessing the Net with improper authorization. Swiftly, and with the help of the system’s primary AI, he downloaded the alarm’s log. The cause was simple enough to pinpoint: an improper access to the Planetary Defense System. The code inputs had all been correct, but whoever had uploaded them had neglected to include an apologetic greeting, a brief, electronic “may I trouble you for” that was customary with all artificially intelligent Nihonjin systems . . . and when the intruder had given the execute command, he’d neglected to say “please.” The computer AI didn’t care one way or another, of course, whether humans were polite to it or not, but a simple subroutine run from the Internal Computer Security node could detect the absence of that phrase and set off an alarm.

There was a small irony there, Ishimoto knew. The citizens of the Western-descended frontier worlds—many of them, at any rate—disliked the Japanese treatment of genie artificial life forms, yet most gaijin treated AI systems merely as cleverly programmed machines. The Japanese—possibly because of a philosophical tradition that populated even inanimate objects with kami, divine spirits—had always been polite to their computers . . . and that tiny difference in social attitudes may have just helped expose a gaijin spy within the Aresynch Net.

Ishimoto began narrowing down the search area.

Her camouflage shell in place, Kara began experimenting in small, careful increments, seeking the limits of what she could do without attracting undue attention to herself. Leaving the ranging laser under the control of a simple-minded looping routine, she exited the planetary defense system’s weaponry control and found a quiet and out-of-the-way niche for herself in the defense network’s surface monitoring node.

This portion of the Aresynch Net was designed as an adjunct to the defense system’s tracking control, a way to track and target enemy forces on the surface of Kasei as a backup to the standard weapons operating systems. In peacetime, it served the additional, more mundane purpose of monitoring the weather on the Marineris hemisphere, providing the inhabitants of this face of Kasei with up-to-the-minute weather maps and predictions.

Without giving herself away, she found she could open an observational window and call up an image from one of the ground-facing long-eye cameras mounted along the length of the sky-el. A set of commands put one strategically sited camera under her direct control. She panned it right, shifted down twelve degrees, and then initiated a zoom.

Instantly, she was looking down on the MilTech Laboratory Complex from a vantage point that seemed to be less than a hundred meters up, though the image lacked depth and wavered occasionally due to atmospheric distortion. She could see the complex easily, however, despite the darkness, laid out in a rough, seven-pointed star shape just inland from a beach and marina complex on the northwest shore of the Labyrinthine Bay. Eight hundred meters to the southwest and made clearly visible in the infrared frequencies by its heat signature, an ascraft had grounded right at the waterline. She couldn’t see the warstriders, which were designed to be less than easy to spot even at infrared wavelengths, but if things were going according to plan, they should be about there, deployed in three extended lines, marching across the terrain in parade ground order, like regiments in formation in the era of the musket and the bayonet charge. She thought about Ran. . . .

There was no response yet from the complex, and this was the point in the plan where a great deal of guesswork entered the picture. CMI did not know what kind of security was in place at the MilTech labs; there would be something, certainly, especially given the importance of the I2C testing program, but that something could be anything from a private security force armed with hand lasers to a regiment of Imperial Marines. The reality was almost certainly something between those two extremes, but though speculation had been rampant during the long passage out from New America, no one in a position of authority had been willing yet to guess whether it would be closer to one or the other.

The answer would be revealed any moment now, though, just as soon as the lab’s inhabitants realized that they were under attack.

To Lieutenant Ferris’s senses, he was moving rapidly across sandy, open ground, working his way up a gently sloping hill with the sea at his back. It was pitch dark—the thread-thin string of lights to his right marking the sky-el shed no more illumination than did the stars and was nothing at all like the day-bright glow of Columbia in New America’s midnight sky.

But he was running on enhanced input, and the night around him was day-bright. Even so, he could just barely make out the shadowy forms of the other warstriders in his platoon as they deployed for the attack. The nanoflage on all of the combat striders had been set for night operations, drinking every photon that hit their surfaces and rendering the huge machines completely and eerily black. Increasing his pace, he crested the top of the hill and for the first time had a clear look at the objective.

The MilTech Labs were brightly lit, the entire compound bathed in intense white light from pole fixtures, from magnetically levitated gloglobes, and from large floatation reflectors set adrift above the compound that shone brilliantly when bathed by low-power laser light beamed at them from the ground. Several vehicles were moving down there, some rolling about on the ground, others flying overhead. Much of the activity appeared to be centered about the lab’s landing facility, where several small ascraft were grounded. An early version of Operation Sandstorm had called for the assault ascraft to go into the port disguised as an Imperial shuttle bringing in a load of supplies, but that plan had been scrapped because CMI agents working both on Kasei and on Earth had been unable to find the proper ID numbers and codes for a landing at a Level Seven secure facility.

Ran Ferris strode rapidly over the crest of the hill, unwilling to silhouette Saberslash against open sky for a second longer than was necessary. He sensed movement ahead . . . and in the same instant, his strider’s motion detector flashed an alarm, bracketing a pocket of deeper shadow against the blackness beneath a clump of trees a hundred meters to the left.

“Strikers, Striker Two-one!” he called. “I’ve got a bogie at three-five-five, range one hundred!” He wanted a solid ID before he started shooting . . . but even as he barked his warning, the shadow moved with sudden speed and a graceful unfolding of spidery legs, shifting left up the hill and past Ferris’s position. As it moved, it pivoted and fired, strafing as it ran sideways.

White fire exploded across Ferris’s forward view, and red cautionary lights winked on, indicating hits . . . and damage, all superficial so far. Ferris returned fire at almost the same instant, loosing a burst of hivel cannon fire in a buzz saw shriek of high-velocity metal that snapped and sparked and shrilled as it ricocheted wildly from the other strider’s armored hull. He followed up with a shot from his KC-20 particle accelerator cannon, the PAC loosing blue lightning in a sizzling bolt that struck the other machine squarely, then vented itself into the ground in sheets of blue-white fury.

Data scrolled down past the right side of Ferris’s view forward, listing mass, weaponry, power levels, range. A Tsurugi . . .

An explosion shattered trees to his right, hurling splinters and a geyser of sand and earth into the sky. Suddenly, the night was filled with crisscrossing streams of blue and orange fire, as forces hidden in the shadows suddenly advanced, weapons blazing.

“Sandman, Sandman!” he called over the tactical link. “Striker Two is engaged! Estimate . . . ten, possibly twelve enemy warstriders within sensor sweep range. Request air support!”

“Striker Two, Sandman. On the way!”

The Tsurugi had been damaged, either by the blast from Ferris’s PAC or by the heavy fire it was taking from other Black Phantoms moving now across the ridge. He could see the enemy strider clearly now by the sullen red glow of near-molten duralloy near a gaping wound in the machine’s side. He triggered a volley of lasers, then unfolded his 70mm grenade launcher in its side-mounted tube. The weapon thumped, and a second later the enemy strider was silhouetted by a savage flash behind it. The blast staggered the machine, dropping it to the ground, but its legs flexed, lifting it clear of smoking ground and carrying it, limping, back toward the lab compound.

With an inner jolt, Ferris realized that there was no fear now, nothing but a pounding, raw excitement, an eagerness to come to grips with the bastards and take them apart. Yelling to the rest of his squadron, Ferris followed the damaged Impie machine.

Kara sensed the message, an electric throbbing in the sea around her. Knowing that it would be coming sooner or later, she had been waiting for it, with subroutines in place at the likely communications nodes. Though not entirely certain what the exact form or protocol of the message would be, she was ready to adapt to the needs of the moment.

The message was from the MilTech Lab and it was coded Priority Urgent: Code One. Reaching out from beneath the shell, she intercepted it.

Even when interfaced with a computer network, humans had slow reactions; her thoughts were still being driven by biochemical reactions in her organic brain, after all. There was no way she could react quickly enough to stop the incoming message, which had already been received and routed to the Aresynch communications center by the time she was aware of it.

But she could change it . . . specifically the two binary bits designating its priority level. With a thought, the message’s priority tag dropped from “urgent” to “routine.”

Incoming fire flashed and stuttered across the sky. Jerry Brewster’s LCR-12 Lancer exploded, the white-hot flare of his fusor pack briefly turning night to actinic day. In the swiftly fading light, a big, four-legged Omata appeared for an instant in Ferris’s view forward, twenty degrees to the left; he pivoted hard and snapped in the weapons lock, embracing the Imperial strider in green-glowing targeting brackets. Fire! A full barrage of laser fire and PAC bolts seared across the Omata’s hull, peeling open black armor, scouring away nanoflage to expose shiny hot metal underneath. One leg shattered, the struts and jointed footpad spinning through the air.

The battle was only seconds old, but Ferris could tell that they would need to escalate things fast or be overwhelmed.

“Sandman! This is Striker Two!” he yelled over the tactical channel. “Where the gok is that air?”

“Not much longer, Two. They’re deploying now.” There was a two-beat pause. “Striker Two, we’re reading new forces swinging in on your position from the north, range about five hundred. You’d better get airborne yourself or you’re going to get hemmed in.”

“Roger that!” He shifted to his squadron’s command frequency. “Striker Two, this is Two-one. Okay, boys and girls. Pick up your feet! We’re going to gausslev.” He initiated a reload command, changing the ammunition in his grenade launcher, then loosed a thumping staccato of rapid fire. QEC nano spread in a white cloud ahead of Ferris’s strider. A green light winked against his vision, indicating an active floater field.

“I’ve got readings at ten to the eight gauss!” he called. “I’m floating. . . .”

Saberslash slid forward, accelerating rapidly until it was moving far more swiftly than legs could have carried it.

His sensors picked up the flight of incoming warheads, rockets fired in a cloud from defenses within the MilTech perimeter. Rising and unfolding from its shielded recess in his hull, his hivel cannon pivoted on its universal mount and shrieked, hurling high-velocity slugs of ultra-dense metal into the warheads’ paths. Fresh explosions lit up the night, rippling and pulsing. One rocket slipped through, missed by his defense fire, detonating with a thunderous slam against Saber-slash’s hull. The explosion rocked him back, the suspensor field yielding with the blow and absorbing some of the shock.

Recovering, Ferris darted ahead, zigzagging lightly across the gently descending ground to make things as interesting as possible for the Imperial gunners and to avoid presenting an analyzable pattern to the MilTech facility’s defensive AI. The MilTech lab perimeter was just ahead; the facility was still brightly lit, and he could see the dark, scrambling shapes of people dashing among the buildings.

Heavy fire was coming from the lab now. God, the place was armed and armored like a fortress! Ferris paused to deliver a volley of suppressive laser fire at one of the enemy batteries, then pressed forward, sending his strider skimming across the ocher sand in uneven swerves.

Despite his maneuvers, a hivel round slammed into Saber-slash. The shock rang through the warstrider and it dipped wildly to the left . . . then recovered on magnetic lifts. Panels opened and closed on stubby fins, using airflow to adjust the machine’s attitude. A missile streaked across the desert at an altitude of two meters; his AI spotted it, calculated that it would strike within two seconds, and destroyed it with a hivel burst that erupted across the desert floor like a thundering line of geysers.

“Sandman! Striker Two!” he yelled. “Where’s that goking air support?”

“On the way, Two. Hold on!”

And then the aircraft were there, four A/V-48 Gyrfalcons, booming up over the dune ridge at his back, great, black, complex shapes held aloft by stubby, variable-geometry wings and howling air-breather plasma jets. Laser fire flashed from chin nacelles and ventral turrets, lighting the sky. The deadly fire being concentrated on the warstriders shifted suddenly as the gunners retargeted on the aircraft.

Larger than warstriders, the Gyrfalcons were also more powerful, more heavily armored, and capable of astonishing stop-and-go pinpoint maneuvers. One machine darted overhead, came to a halt, hovering, turning slightly as it bathed the lab complex in searing, rapid-fire pulses from its autolasers, then skittered to the side to avoid an answering barrage. Ferris saw sparks struck from its nanoblackened hull, but the machine recovered, then darted ahead once more with a high-G acceleration that would have made any nonlinked pilot black out. Air-to-surface missiles shrieked overhead, lancing into the lab compound and detonating in quick-fire thunderclaps.

“Move it, Striker Two!” he yelled. “Rush ‘em! Now!”

Under cover of the hovering, darting Gyrfalcons, the Third Squadron hurtled forward, hitting the facility’s mesh-fence perimeter and smashing through. Saberslash faltered momentarily as it drifted over a low-gauss patch of the ground suspensor field, and Ferris put out two legs to steady the strider and pole it forward a few meters. Then the field reestablished itself and he was levitating again. A shoulder-launched rocket exploded against his armor, scouring off a patch of nanoflage. The other striders were losing their ebon-black invisibility, too, as repeated hits scraped off their light-drinking coats faster than they could be regrown.

No matter. The night no longer afforded concealment. Firing a rippling volley of grenades to spread the surface nano-field well into the compound, he edged forward, returning fire when he received it, spraying anything that looked like a possible weapons hard point as his AI pointed it out.

“Striker Two, this is Sandman.”

“Sandman, Striker Two! Go ahead!”

“Strikers One and Three are moving now. Watch your fire and wait for solid IDs.”

“Roger that. Two! Did you all catch that? Watch who the gok you’re shooting!”

Operation Sandstorm had called for an initial three-part assault, with Squadrons Two, Three, and Four splitting up at the landing zone, then converging on the MilTech Lab from the north, west, and—wading through the shallow waters of the bay—south. First to engage the enemy, Third Squadron had caught the brunt of the resistance in the center, serving as a diversion while the other two squadrons swung out and around and into position, squarely on the Imperials’ northern and southern flanks. Shifting his view to the right, he could see two of Fourth Squadron’s Cutlasses emerging from the inky waters of the Labyrinthine Bay, clambering up onto the waterfront between a pair of sleek hydrofoil skimmers moored at the piers. Gunfire from the base greeted them, but it was scattered and ill-coordinated.

There is in every battle a tempo, a sense of the pace of things, that lets those attuned to it feel which way the fight is going. Ferris felt that tempo now throughout the combat link, an electric excitement in the voices of his squadron mates over the tactical channel, that told him that the enemy defenses had broken, that they were victorious.

An Imperial strider emerged from cover, adrift on its own QEC nano, already badly damaged and barely able to move. Ferris tracked, targeted, and fired in a seamless series of mental commands, and the enemy machine exploded in hurtling, flaming fragments.

“Sandman, this is Striker Two!” he called. “Nike! Nike!”

The name of the ancient Greek goddess of winged victory was the code word to initiate the next phase of the operation.

Kara heard Ran’s “Nike” call, but she was too busy to pay attention at the moment. Aresynch’s communications center had just received a report of an enemy attack at Labyrinthine Bay, and with a Priority Urgent flag. She’d already intercepted eight similar reports of increasing urgency and priority, downscaling each to routine, but at last a transmission came through with a coded priority that she could not touch . . . and seconds later, a search ordered by the communications officer of the watch discovered all of the “routine messages” reporting an attack by unidentified enemy armored forces at the MilTech lab complex at Noctis Labyrinthus, and repeated desperate calls for help.

The alarm was out; Kasei’s military command knew now both that they were under attack and that something was amiss within the Kasei Net. Instantly, the security level for the cybersystem flicked up to full alert, and a search was begun for intruders.

She would not be able to remain undetected for much longer.


Chapter 13

Never forget. A computer ViRsimulation is just that, a simulation. Its sole reality is in the interplay of informational input and electrochemical impulses within the brain.

Of course, it has been argued that the physical universe around us has no objective reality at the quantum level, save what is instilled in it by our own brains. So perhaps there is at some level an element of real-world reality in the ViRsims after all. . . .

—ViRsim Journeys: A Personal Voyage

A. V. BARKER

C.E. 2440

The outside battle for the MilTech lab compound area was nearly over, though hivel bursts and laser fire continued to shriek and howl above shattered fabricrete walls and burning buildings, and numerous Imperial strongholds continued to loose sharp volleys at random intervals. The warstriders had secured the compound area, however, ringing the buildings to protect them against the expected enemy counterattack, and moving through the facility on foot, rooting out the stubbornly resisting survivors pocket by pocket. As the Gyrfalcons circled overhead, providing covering fire, two massive Vz-980 assault transports roared over the rise to the west, skimming scant meters above the ground.

The lead Vz-980 cut its suspensors as it drifted over the open ground immediately in front of the lab’s main building, descending gently with legs unfolding, grounding on yielding landing jacks. Hatchways popped open on both sides and in the rear, disgorging armored ground troops who spilled across the lab grounds, weapons at the ready.

The ground strike force’s commander was Lieutenant Hal Clifford, who at forty-one standard was one of the oldest of NAMA’s graduates and certainly was old for his relatively new lieutenant’s commission. The marines had a tradition, though, one extending back to a time when “marines” meant troops who came ashore from the sea in amphibious operations, of giving NCOs with leadership skills and plenty of combat experience the opportunity of taking a commission.

Which is what Clifford had done. He’d seen action on New America during the Rebellion, twenty-five years ago, and had been in plenty of scrapes since. Three years ago he’d been offered a chance to attend the Academy and become an officer.

Most long-time career sergeants held the virtually traditional opinion that NCOs were the real leadership of any good army, that the best officers were those who actually bothered to listen to what their senior sergeants told them. Clifford shared the opinion—but he’d also seen stupidity enough in the ConMil command that he’d decided that maybe he could make a difference if he wielded the authority of an officer instead of that of a grizzled, foul-mouthed noncom. Assigned now as CO of Alfa Platoon, Company D, 12th Regiment, First Confederation Marines, he had as much combat experience as anyone in the unit. He was also, still, a grizzled, foul-mouthed noncom in spirit, a fact that his own troops took considerable pride in.

“Okay, you goking leggers!” he bellowed over the platoon circuit. “Move! Move! Move! You want to toast marshmallows in the transport’s jets? Or earn your goking yen transfer?”

The marines dispersed rapidly and with practiced efficiency, forming a broad, protective perimeter around the transport’s LZ. With armored resistance within the compound largely crushed, Clifford and his marines had the assignment of clearing key buildings and actually snatching what they’d come here to snatch. He didn’t know what the target was, though he could guess that it was some kind of high-tech horror the Impies were cooking up in their Kasei labs. Dr. Carol Browning and a small team of linksystem experts were along to handle the actual search and grab; Clifford’s part of the job was to get them inside the building so that they could do their work and to keep them safe while they completed the mission.

With his Mitsubishi Mark XVII plasma rifle at the ready, he trotted clear of the grounded transport, feeling like he was slogging through wet sand. Movement was difficult, almost like trying to walk underwater or in high gravity. This entire area had been saturated with QEC nano, and the magnetic field resisted his movement through it. His armor, his weapons, his other gear had very little ferrous material in them—iron or steel was all too easy for an enemy to detect with magnetic scanners—but the little there was in various items of circuitry fought him step by torturous step.

Gunfire crackled and barked; an explosion to the north sent fire boiling into the sky. Not all resistance had ended yet, by any means. The Imperial striders had been neutralized—destroyed or driven off—but there were plenty of holdouts dug in among the blast- and fire-shattered buildings.

Clifford dropped behind a low stone wall and studied the target through his helmet display. His Companion was interfaced directly with the helmet’s electronics, processing both scanner information and data being relayed from Sandman, the ops field HQ at the grounded Artemis ascraft. The main building of the lab complex was a dome-topped, two-story structure ringed with transplas or glass windows—he couldn’t tell which—and circled by a kind of park with flower garden plots, meter-tall walls, and benches. As he studied the building through enhanced optics, his Companion painted blobs of color moving behind the upper-story windows marking infrared sources that might be technicians or lab personnel but could also easily be waiting Imperial troops.

A stray round sighed overhead. Gunfire chattered, a light machine gun somewhere to the north.

There was only one way to find out who the silently glowing heat sources were, and no point in waiting. “Okay, people!” he called over the tactical net. “Let’s take ‘em down!”

He rolled over the wall and started forward. To either side, other armored figures rose and advanced. Almost at once, a hail of gunfire opened up on the advancing marines. A pulse laser stuttered silently, a dazzling, fast-strobing flicker of intense light that chopped through Corporal DeLattio’s breastplate and gorget in a splatter of molten duralloy and vaporizing blood. DeLattio shrieked—once and very briefly—and went down. Private Redding lost his left arm as the light exploded through pauldron and rerebrace.

The sudden, devastating fire coming from the building stopped the marines before their rush had gained momentum enough to carry them forward. Most of the troops dropped back behind the wall or into sheltered nooks in the garden-park that lay in front of the building’s main entrance.

“Move! Move! Move!” Clifford screamed as automatic fire howled overhead and the laser continued its relentless, deadly pulsing. “You want to just stand there and take it? Get inside there and give ‘em some back!”

But the advancing line wavered, then broke, and he had to vault back behind the wall or be the only marine left standing in the park. At his back, the transports, their troops disembarked now, lifted from the LZ, pivoting, rising slowly, their weapons mounts unfolding on stubby wings, seeking the enemy. Hivel rounds slashed toward them from the lab building’s second story; one transport took a hit and staggered, its belly slashed open, but then its pilot applied more thrust and the craft straightened out, still rising.

Hivel cannon fire, missiles, and laser pulses snapped and hissed as the transports laid down a devastating covering fire. Infantry—leggers in military parlance—stood very little chance of survival for more than scant minutes on the open battlefield. Their transports were designed to provide them with an extra few moments in the form of overwhelming fire support.

But the damaged transport was in trouble. It had taken too many hits, and white steam was spilling from a ruptured fuel tank, hydrogen slush boiling into atmosphere. An incendiary round slammed into the hull, and in a literal flash, the hydrogen tank exploded, erupting in a savage detonation that broke the transport’s spine. Gunfire continued to reach toward the craft as it spun wildly across the compound’s airspace; it struck a line of sand dunes just above the beach, exploding for a final time in a billowing mushroom cloud of orange and jet black.

Clifford winced and ducked below a laser-scored wall as the sky turned a dazzling, day-bright orange. Damn! That was the San Jacinto! Just moments ago, he and his boys and girls had been aboard her. Gok . . . he’d been talking to the major piloting her. . . .

There would be time to think about that later, if they didn’t get swept off the front porch by the gunfire coming from inside.

If they could get some support from the other transport . . .

But the Vera Cruz loosed only a brief burst of laser fire, scoring the lab’s domed roof, then broke off and circled south, out over the bay. The fire coming from that building was just too hot for a relatively vulnerable aircraft to stand and face.

They needed heavy fire support if they were to get inside that fortress.

Levering himself up to peer across the top of the wall, he studied the building’s facade. Most of the fire appeared to be coming from the second floor; he could see the twinkle and flash of small arms up there, the repeated flicker of the laser. Those windows were glass after all. They had to be, to be so easily broken. Made sense. One thing Kasei had a lot of was sand, and buildings here tended to be raised with glass facades instead of plastics.

He opened a tactical channel in his helmet com unit. “Striker, Striker, Striker, this is Red Rover! Do you copy?”

“Rover, Striker Two-one. Go ahead!”

“Striker Two-one, we could use some big-foot help over here.” He rattled off coordinates, ducking once again as a grenade fired from the building detonated a few tens of meters away.

He sensed motion and turned. A warstrider floated a meter above the ground a few meters away, a huge, black, fireblasted shape that was all curves and smooth surfaces except for the evil-looking snouts of weapons and wave guide antennae protruding here and there from recesses in the armor. Fear stirred in the back of Clifford’s mind. Please, God, let it be Striker Two-one!

“Red Rover?” a voice said over his radio link. “It’s me, Striker. Where do you want me to put it?”

Sagging with relief, Clifford jerked a gloved thumb over his shoulder. “That building. They’ve got a small, do-it-yourself fortress up there, second floor, just above the main entrance. They’re dug in with grenade launchers, small arms, a hivel, and at least one 2cm pulse laser. Think you can take that out for us without bringing down the whole damned structure?”

“Well, that’s the trick, I guess,” the warstrider answered. “Taking ‘em down is easy. But as for not knocking down the building—”

“That’s our objective in there, striderjack. I’d rather not go after it with a shovel, thank you.”

“I understand. Okay, keep your head down.”

The warstrider drifted past, clearing the top of the wall and moving into the open in front of the building. The gunfire from inside doubled and redoubled; bullets sang and whined off the armor; a grenade exploded close beside the upright machine, rocking it to the right.

A hatch popped open in the strider’s side, and a snub-nosed cylinder nosed forth. There was a shrill whine and a stabbing jet of flame, the sound so piercing that Clifford raised his gloves to cover his ears—uselessly, since he was wearing an enclosed helmet.

The hivel cannon hosed the entire second story of the main building, starting at one end and sweeping to the other. Glass exploded, showering out into the night in a glittering cascade. Bodies fell as well, most mangled almost beyond recognition. The interior of the second floor was intermittently lit from within by exploding rounds, but when the hivel gun fell silent, the gaping holes that had once been windows remained black and silent.

There was no answering fire from the structure.

“Pest control done while you wait,” the warstrider’s pilot said. “Anything else?”

“Thanks, striderjack. If you want to hang around, you’re more than welcome, believe me!”

“I think I’ll wander. There’s a firefight on at the landing field. But give a yell if you need anything else, right?”

“You got it! Thanks!” He shifted frequencies. “Okay, you leggers. Let’s move it! Move it!”

For the second time, he rolled over the wall and started forward, his troops following. It was the stuff of a classic nightmare, trying to run across ground permeated by a QEC mag field, each step mired in slow-motion, and all the while enduring that prickly feeling at the back of his neck that someone up there was taking aim and about to fire.

And then suddenly he’d broken through, staggering into the open, almost as though emerging from hip-deep surf or wet sand. He’d fought clear of the caged electron field and was moving over normal ground once more.

Gunfire continued to bark elsewhere in the compound, but the main lab building was silent now . . . as silent as death. He reached the entrance and backed up against the wall, plasma rifle ready. Bradley and Chung slammed into the wall opposite, exchanged nods with him, and braced themselves. Chung tossed a grenade through the blast-shattered door, and when the fragments of ceiling stopped falling, they rolled around the corner and plunged inside, one-two-three.

There was nothing inside the entrance foyer but shattered glass and dead Imperial soldiers. . . .

Watching from Aresynch, Kara followed the raid as it unfolded before her eyes. Resolution through the sky-el’s optics was good; at infrared wavelengths, she could see individual troopers as they scattered from the armored carrier and raced into the nearest of the lab buildings. Incoming fire continued to probe and flash. The battle proceeded in an eerie silence; Kara kept expecting to hear the crash and howl and thunder of detonating rounds, the shriek of hivels, the yells of men and women, and the clatter of small-arms fire, but the entire scenario unfolded before her eyes in complete silence.

She wished she were down there with them. With Ran . . .

Kara had already tried several times to access the computer system at the MilTech labs through the Net, but, as expected, there was no direct access. Even the most sophisticated AI system couldn’t talk to other computers if they weren’t linked in, though she could sense where those node access points were when the communications lines were open.

Had she been able to access the lab computers directly, she might well have been able to carry out this mission—or the major part of it—herself, without the need for warstriders or marines. In fact, the lack of access was a confirmation that sensitive data on the I2C might well be stored at Noctis Labyrinthus. Severing the lab’s on-line connections with Aresynch would be one of the most basic of security precautions they could take.

A warning tone caught her attention. Shifting to another window, she checked the strategic map, which showed everything in the battle area from the foot of Pavonis Mons to Oudemans.

There . . . that was what had triggered the alert. A flight of aircraft—and from their ID tags on the tracking screen, they were damned big transports of some kind—was lifting off from a base in Syria Planum, south of the Marineris Sea. Touching the icon with her thoughts, she requested a magnification of the image and more data.

And she got it. The aircraft were four Kaba transports, enormous, lumbering beasts that could easily be hauling a full regiment of heavy warstriders between them. They were already clear of their base control area and were winging across the Labyrinthine Bay, headed north. Aresynch Military Command listed the flight as assigned to the 5th Imperial Hi Division, stationed at Syria Planum.

That made sense, now that the alarm was out. They would be on the way with a regiment of crack Imperial striders at least; they wouldn’t know for sure what they were up against, but there would be enough of them to deal with anything short of a full-scale invasion. They would walk right over the Confederation forces on the ground, no problem and no questions asked.

What to do?

Kara stared at the four tiny symbols streaking north across the waters of the Labyrinth of Night and knew that she had very few options.

“Strikers! All Strikers! This is Sandman! Priority flash, urgent!”

Lieutenant Ferris paused his strider, listening.

“We are tracking incoming aircraft,” Sandman reported. “Bearing at one-eight-two, range seven-five kilometers. They’re coming in fast and low, skimming the sea, and just cleared the horizon. We think they’re transports from Syria Planum.

“All striders, assume defensive order Gamma. Initiate!”

From the south, Ferris shifted his Red Saber, studying the dark horizon. He could see nothing, even with enhanced senses, but the Artemis had senses better than his by several orders of magnitude.

Swiftly, he began moving south, toward the coast. He had to find a good place to hole up and get ready, because when those bastards arrived, they’d be eager for a fight.

The Planetary Defense System’s weaponry control was clear. Ishimoto had thought it would be . . . but he’d had to make certain. More, he wanted to be very sure there were no unchecked hiding places at his electronic back as he closed in, relentlessly, on the most probable location of the intruder. He’d already alerted both the AI ICS and the other human operators on the current security watch. They’d informed him that, yes, one of Aresynch’s ranging lasers had been firing continuously, unnoticed by anyone in the Defense Command. It almost certainly was being used as a beacon to mark the MilTech labs as a target for the enemy raiders.

A small and simple program had been running the software end of the laser in the weaponry control banks, a shadowy something revealed by the ViRsimulation as a small and brightly colored fish circling above a particularly ornate head of coral. He reached out with a thought . . . and the alien program evaporated. Another thought, and the laser was switched off. Not that that would do any good now. The damage was done, the raiders landed, the attack under way. Someone, Ishimoto reflected, was going to wish he’d never been born, once the Kasei Imperial Military Command got through with him.

He devoutly hoped that that someone was not going to be Genji Ishimoto.

But it might well be. He had been in charge of security on the Kasei end of the Net when an enemy agent had slipped in, turning the Net against its owners to assist the attack on MilTech. It might not be enough that he’d been performing his duties to the best of his abilities . . . and it was no excuse that the Net was far too vast for any one human to monitor it thoroughly from within.

But it would help, it would help a lot if he could catch the intruder. And he thought he knew now how he was going to do just that.

Obviously, the intruder had penetrated the Planetary Defense System’s computer network, using it to access the targeting laser and paint the MilTech facility for the raiders. He would have been stupid to remain, since sooner or later someone was going to realize that the laser was still running and come in to check it out. No, the intruder was hiding someplace else, someplace nearby. The question was . . . where?

And where would I go if I wanted to oversee the action on the surface of Kasei? Ishimoto thought to himself.

The answer was obvious—so obvious that it seemed almost too easy.

Carefully, he moved toward the Network’s surface monitoring node.

Kara realized she was going to have to break cover if she was to provide any help to the ground forces at all. Worse, she was going to have to retrace her steps, returning to an area she’d already visited, one which by now could well be crawling with Imperial computer security programs, both AI software and organic.

No matter. Part of the reason she was here in the first place was to do anything she could to delay, confuse, or break the Imperials’ response to the MilTech raid. Her shell as a housekeeper program ought to give her cover enough to make the transfer, so long as no one examined it too closely.

Uploading a transfer request, she slipped from the surface monitoring node back into weapons control.

As he was going in, something else was coming out. Ishimoto caught only the flash of a shadow, a dull and undetailed fish-shape that, as he brushed it lightly, told him it was a routine housekeeper program, searching for lost clusters to eliminate from the system. Ignoring the program—it was little more than a miniscule portion of the system’s overall background—he pushed past it and entered the surface monitoring node.

Kara was sure that she’d just brushed past a security program of some sort, one going in as she was coming out. It might have been an automated program, or it could have been something more dangerous, an AI-generated hunter-killer routine, or even a human operator, working, like herself, within the Net. If she was right in her guess, though, security was close to tracking her down. She would have to work fast.

But she also felt a degree of freedom now that she’d not possessed earlier. During her first penetration of the Net, she’d had to move cautiously and with great circumspection to avoid calling attention to herself. Somehow, she’d alerted the system anyway—she still wasn’t sure what she’d done to trigger that initial alarm—and moments after that the transmission of a high-priority bit of radio traffic from the surface had signaled the fact that there was indeed an intruder loose on the Net.

She could move boldly now, without worrying that a mistake would give her away.

Slipping herself into a quiet corner of the Aresynch Defense Network node, she addressed the monitoring AI. “Targeting,” she said.

“Targeting accessed.”

“Fire request.”

“Please upload target coordinates.”

“Target is a flight of transports with changing coordinates. Link to Aresynch Traffic Control screen and accept ID upload.”

A pause. “Upload accepted. System is now tracking four air/space transports, designated Target 01. Weapon select.”

Kara took a deep, mental breath. “Any available laser in the five-hundred to one-thousand-megajoule range, with acceptable targeting parameters on designated targets.”

“Weapon designated, quad-mount 600 MJ beam laser, turret three-one, section twelve. Confirm.”

“Weapon designation accepted and confirmed.”

“Please upload clearances and authorization codes.”

Kara braced herself mentally. This would the high-risk part . . . and where the information provided by CMI’s agents on Earth would really prove itself. She had a code authorization for a fire control request, but it was an old one, and no one knew if it would be accepted by the system or not.

“Authorization code Okha,” she said.

She waited . . . and waited . . . and just when she thought that a silent alarm must have been given and that she’d better back out and run for it now, the AI replied, “Authorization code Orange Blossom accepted. Weapons release approved. Proceed.”

“Initiate target lock and automatic fire sequencing,” she said. “Code red-one-one, priority immediate. Execute.”

“Firing . . .”

On the ground, Ran Ferris was picking his way through a heap of smoking rubble, trying to find a good site that would give him a clear field of fire to the south. Updates from Sandman had verified the approaching force, almost certainly four Hippo-class transports coming in big-time, hard, heavy, and ready for anything.

A counterattack had been inevitable, of course, and much time had been devoted to a counterattack scenario both in op planning and in the rehearsal simulations. The only real chance the strike force had was to get in, get the goods, and get out before the locals could respond.

Obviously, they hadn’t moved quite quickly enough, and now the whole character of this op was about to change. It would be up to the three warstrider squadrons and the marine leggers to hold off all comers until the specialists finished their analysis of what was in the main building. And then—

The southern sky lit up.

Lieutenant Clifford was inside the main lab building as a half dozen civilian specialists in heavy combat armor gathered about a communications module. One of their number, Carol Browning, had shucked her armor down to skintights and climbed inside, hoping to make direct connection with the lab computer. Clifford had just walked toward the shattered windows on the south side of the building when the sky in that direction lit up, a glaring white and silent flare that dazzled off the water.

“What the gok . . . ?”

Several other soldiers and most of the technicians joined him, staring out the open window as the light swiftly faded. A second flare ignited, glowed, faded. And then a third.

“Sandman, Red Rover. What the hell’s going on in the southern sector?”

“Sorry you weren’t informed,” Sandman’s voice replied a moment later. “It took us by surprise, too.”

“What did? What’s going on?”

“Someone up in Aresynch’s having some target practice,” Sandman said. “With Imperial troop transports as targets.”

A fourth flare lit up the night. There was a long silence after that. “Okay, everyone,” Sandman’s voice announced. “That’s four up and four down. I think someone upstairs just saved our bacon. Now let’s get this job done so it wasn’t a wasted effort.”

Clifford knew what Sandman meant. “Someone” would be their covert helper smuggled into Aresynch. If that guy had managed to subvert the synchorbital’s defensive lasers to take out incoming Impie transports, it was a sure bet that all hell had just broken loose at the top of the Pavonis Mons sky-el.

He decided that he was very happy to be safely down here in the middle of a firefight, and not up there, inside a computer Net that must be on full emergency alert by now.

Soldiers, he reasoned, were paid to take risks . . . but there are some risks with such goking bad odds that accepting them wasn’t a matter of following orders.

It was more like . . . suicide.


Chapter 14

The aim of military study should be to maintain a close watch upon the latest technical, scientific, and political developments, fortified by a sure grasp of the eternal principles upon which the great captains have based their contemporary methods, and inspired by a desire to be ahead of any rival army in securing options in the future.
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To Kara, it felt as though the walls of the undersea cavern where she was currently residing were suddenly collapsing in upon her. All Aresynch was on full alert now, and she could sense the closing of gates across various nodes, sealing them off from the outside and making them as inaccessible as the MilTech labs. The emerald swirlings around her were filled with shadowy objects, programs suddenly activated; some might be defensive hunter-killers.

She signaled her Companion, releasing a shape of her own into the swirling mix. The program was unintelligent and of limited power, but it did a good job of imitating an intruder who was clumsily trying to escape a system node and making a great deal of noise while going about it.

Abruptly, her control of the Aresynch defensive lasers was terminated, the shock like the swinging of a blade.

“Targeting,” she said.

“Targeting access denied.”

“Accept Authorization Code Okha.”

“Authorization denied.”

Evidently, the system had gone to a higher alert level, one specifically designed to deal with intruders like her, and was refusing to deal with input commands unless they were from someone with a higher authorization code than Orange Blossom.

But there was one more trick she might try.

“Housekeeping.”

“Housekeeping access granted.” She was, after all, still wearing the shell of a housekeeper subroutine, and access to the housekeeping subnodes was more or less automatic. In a system as complex as this, only the most sensitive nodes and operating areas would be restricted . . . and no one paid attention to the housekeepers.

“Accept Authorization Code Baika.”

There was a pause. “Authorization Code Plum Blossom accepted. Awaiting uploaded instructions.”

The AI began accepting her upload, a bundle of special instructions for that part of the system that dealt with routine housekeeping chores. Piggybacked with those instructions, though, were hidden codes that allowed her to continue her monitoring of surface communications. AI systems were immensely powerful and capable of tremendous intelligence . . . but in routine or low-level matters they often betrayed their evolutionary origins as relatively simple-minded calculators.

Sometimes, in fact, they really weren’t very bright at all.

Hal Clifford leaned over the console, staring at the com module. It was a custom model with a transparent door, and he could see Carol Browning lying on the couch inside, apparently unconscious.

“Anything yet, Doctor?” he asked, anxious.

“The system appears to be intact,” the woman’s voice replied, speaking over his helmet radio. “There are several thousand directories, however, and no clear indication as to which might hold the material we want.”

“Can you just upload all of it?”

“If you can afford to wait here for a couple of days, certainly. It was my impression that you were concerned with speed, however.”

He sighed. “Okay, okay. Just keep looking. We didn’t come all this way to—”

“My search would be considerably more efficient,” she told him, interrupting with a brusque irritation, “if you would stay the hell out of my way while I’m in here looking!”

Clifford’s head jerked up at the rebuke, and he felt the eyes of the other civilians on the recovery team on him, amused, even laughing. Carol Browning had a reputation for being both brilliant with computer systems of all kinds and impatient to the point of rudeness with fellow humans. Goking civilians . . .

“Red Rover, Red Rover, this is Sandman. Do you copy?”

“Affirmative, Sandman.”

“What’s your status in there, Cliff?”

“We’re working on it. No luck so far.”

“Keep up the pressure, son. Skymaster bought us some time, but we still can’t dawdle.”

“Dr. Browning is inside the system now,” he said. “She says there are a lot of directories to search, and it would take too long to upload them all.”

“Roger that. Okay, the sit out here is stable for the moment, but we’ve lost all communications with Skymaster. We think they must’ve spotted her when she zapped those transports with a planetary defense laser.”

“Gok! Can we still—”

“We’ll fly the stuff out manually if we have to. If Skymaster comes back on-line, we’ll want to zipsqueal the goodies up and out of here fast, before the Impies can close off the line or track her down. We won’t have more than a few seconds. Understand?”

“Affirmative. We’ll do what we can.”

“I know you will, Rover. Sandman, standing by.”

Gunfire thumped and crackled in the distance. How long could they afford to just sit here, waiting for the next Impie counterattack?

One of the civilians, a small, silver-haired woman with elven features, approached him. “Lieutenant?”

“What is it?”

“I think we’ve found something you should see.”

“Show me.”

The something was exposed in a tangle of fiber optic wiring and circuit boards behind an access panel that had been opened in the lab’s primary communications center. It was a silvery package, a meter long and ten centimeters wide, with hundreds of attachment points for hair-thin fiber data feeds. One of his marines was standing close by, a scanner in his hand.

“We were doing a routine trace on the physical hardware, Lieutenant,” the marine said. He pointed at the intruding object. “That shouldn’t be there.”

“You’re sure?”

“I’ve been in comtech for fifteen years, sir,” the man said with quiet certainty. “I think I know my way around the inside of a com junction access.” He gestured with the scanner. “I’m reading a pretty intense mag field inside there, too. Like a QEC array.”

Clifford frowned. “Is that what we’re looking for?”

The marine shrugged. “Beats me. But it’s damned unusual.”

“We are looking,” the woman said quickly, “for a new type of electronic device that will greatly improve the range and efficiency of radio communications. This is almost certainly that device. And look . . .”

She reached out with one gloved hand, tracing a line of katakana characters engraved on the gleaming surface.

“O-denwa,” he said, reading the word. He looked at her, puzzled. “Telephone?”

“An antique communications device—”

“I know what a telephone is,” he said testily.

“Then you know that it’s obsolete technology, that it hasn’t been used in the Shichiju’s Core Worlds in I don’t know how many centuries.”

“A code word,” he said.

“Or a joke.”

“What kind of joke?”

“The original Inglic word ‘telephone’ meant ‘speaking at a distance.’ The ‘O’ at the beginning is an honorific—”

“I also speak Nihongo,” he said. “So we’ve found an honorable telephone that uses quantum electron cages.” He looked at the woman, knowing she wasn’t telling everything she knew. Still, in combat anything having to do with efficient communications was important. “Can we rip this thing out and bring it along?”

“We’ll get right on it, Lieutenant,” the marine said.

“I would recommend waiting until we’re certain we no longer need a direct communication link with Aresynch,” the civilian said. “It looks to me like this device is central to the lab’s communications system. Pull it out and the whole thing goes down. But we can have all of the connections tagged and ready to cut as soon as you tell us.”

He nodded. “Okay. Get on it, and keep me posted.” A sudden idea occurred to him, and he opened one of his suit’s comm channels. “Dr. Browning. This is Clifford.”

“Damn it, Lieutenant, can’t you null-headed military types get linked in? I’m trying to get some work done in—”

“Is there a directory in there under the heading of either denwa or o-denwa? Something with technical specs?”

There was a pause. “Yes.” There was another pause. “God, Lieutenant, this is it! How did you know?”

“Maybe us null-headed military types are good for something.”

“This is what we came for. I’m wrapping it up for transmittal.”

“Sandman, Red Rover,” he said, shifting channels. “We’ve got the goods.”

“Well done, Rover,” Sandman replied. “Let’s get things rolling. On the double, now . .  !”

Kara could feel the hunters now, growing closer . . . and more certain of the location of their prey. Her Companion’s automated defense program continued to mislead and misdirect, leaking seemingly inadvertent signals from time to time that suggested that the intruder was accessing the system from a completely different node. Those tactics could not keep the dogs off indefinitely, however. Sooner or later they would hem her in, even if they had to go the brute-force method of switching off node after node until they had her location positively identified.

She had cut off her direct link with the surface to keep the internal computer security forces from tracking the line directly back to her, but she’d continued listening from her hiding place in the housekeeping subnode to the radio transmissions between different members of the assault force. Those messages were encrypted, of course, to keep the Imperials from listening in, but the encryption algorithm had been stored in her Companion’s memory, and she could hear those voices as distant, Inglic whispers at the very edge of her awareness.

“Sandman, Red Rover,” she heard. “We’ve got the goods.”

“Well done, Rover. Let’s get things rolling. On the double, now . . . . !”

“Skymaster? This is Sandman. Are you there?”

“This is Skymaster,” Kara replied, opening the channel. She could sense other alarms coming on, as her unauthorized transmission was detected. “Go ahead, Sandman, but make it fast!”

“We got it. Are you ready to accept delivery?”

“Ready and waiting. Shoot it on up.”

“On the way, Skymaster!”

Data flowed in, flooding in through a set of Mars-pointing dish antennae, and Kara was waiting to capture the information and redirect it. In seconds, almost as quickly as she received it, she fed the stream into encrypted packets and fired them outward in a tight, hard beam toward a precisely targeted patch of the sky.

She didn’t wait for an acknowledgement from her target. The beam’s destination was in orbit around Saturn, currently some eighty light minutes from Mars, and it would be over two and a half hours before a reply could reach her.

Kara started to break her interface. . . .

There was the intruder! Ishimoto had been momentarily baffled when the intruder hadn’t turned up inside the surface scanning node, but that one radio transmission, diamond-clear and easy to pinpoint in its proximity, clearly placed the enemy agent back in the planetary defense node. As Ishimoto emerged from surface scanning, he could sense him, a shadowy form beginning to waver and dissolve as he broke contact. Ishimoto sprang forward, reaching out—

Kara felt a sudden, throat-gripping panic, coupled with the sensation of being trapped. Something had her, was holding her, pinning her immobile inside the communications module access stack. She willed her viewpoint within the simulated world forward, hard, then shifted it suddenly to the side, a set of movements that had no real existence in anything like three-dimensional space but that translated conveniently as a violent twisting in her unseen assailant’s grasp.

She couldn’t break free, couldn’t get a purchase on her surroundings in order to fight back. Worse, she could feel parts of herself dissociating, as though her ego, her very self-awareness was fading away. The sensation carried with it a sharp and indescribable terror; it was like a nightmare she’d had more than once as a child, a dream of being trapped, unable to move while all the time she was being devoured by the nameless horror that had trapped her.

Fear, she realized, was at least part of her attacker’s arsenal; to fight back she would have to control her own fear and deliver an attack of her own. Her Companion held her single available on-line weapon sheathed in a carefully protected reserve of memory, a one-shot program designed by the CMI link experts that was probably similar to what was being used on her, a software virus that could target a specific set of nested programs and begin unraveling the codes that held them together and made them work. Launching the weapon required only a thought. She barely managed that much, though, and it was good that the virus was both self-aiming and capable of recognizing its user as something best not destroyed.

To her blurred and thinning senses, it seemed as though the water around her had gone from emerald green to murky; she could scarcely see a thing, and the susurrations of voices in the background were muted to a faint and distant rumble, unintelligible and vague. She kept thrashing in the thing’s hold, however . . . and suddenly she was free, moving upward through murky darkness toward a pale and shimmering illusion of light.

She tried to break contact with the ViRsimulation and failed. Her attacker was pursuing her; she couldn’t see it, but she could feel it moving in, rising up beneath her like some great, hungry monster of the depths, and the panic she felt was stopping her from completing the necessary code uploads. If her weapon had hurt her enemy at all, she couldn’t tell; her desperate attack had probably startled it enough to let her get away once, but she was not going to escape a second time.

Again, she brought the necessary code phrases to the surface of her mind, a command through her Companion to sever immediately the electronic link with the Aresynch Net’s simulated world . . .

 . . . and then she was awake, awake! Groggy, dazed from the rough psychic mauling she’d just received, but awake. Hastily, she unstrapped herself from the comm module couch, forgetting for a moment that she was in zero-G and nearly rebounding from the curved wall facing the couch in her haste to get away. Partly, she knew that her attacker in cyberspace must have learned enough about her in their brief exchange to know where she’d been jacked in. Security guards—the flesh-and-blood kind, not faceless programs—would be on their way at this moment to arrest whoever they found inside this module.

More, though, the terror of her brush with that unseen phantom in the machine had imprinted a stark, cold terror on her mind. As she slid the door to the module open, she kept her eyes on the couch and the surrounding plastic consoles and surfaces, half expecting to see it emerge from those shadowed plastic surfaces, still hungry for her soul.

“Lieutenant?”

Lechenko’s voice startled her so badly she gasped, spinning, and nearly lost her grip on a handhold, which was all that was keeping her from flying off into the center of the room at the moment.

“Gok, you scared me—”

“Are you okay?” Lechenko asked. He was staring hard at her face, his own expression one of worry. “You’re not looking so hot . . . .”

“And I’m glad as hell to see your ugly men as well,” she said. She was panting as though she’d just completed a long, hard run. He pulled himself a little closer, levering himself against a handhold to peer closely into her face. Kara pushed off from the module and let herself drift into his arms.

“Lieutenant—”

She hugged him, needing the closeness, the purely physical contact, and after a moment’s hesitation, he hugged her back. Abruptly, she let go. “Let’s get out of here, Vas, now!”

“What . . . happened?” he asked, uncertain. The entire interlude had lasted no more than a couple of seconds. “How did it go in there?”

She blinked. She’d momentarily forgotten that for the entire time she’d been jacked into the Aresynch Net, Sergeant Lechenko had been floating out here, trying to look harmless and anonymous, and totally unaware of what was going on either inside Kara’s mind or on the surface of the planet below.

“We won,” she said brusquely. “Now let’s move the hell out of here before we get stomped on!”

Reaching into his coverall pocket, he produced his own nanogrown pistol, a duplicate of the one Kara had in her own pocket. He glanced left and right, up and down, then nodded toward the nearest entrance to the comm module chamber. “That way.”

“Go. I’ll follow.”

“I’ll call the others and have them meet us at the rendezvous.”

Each member of the team had the same set of nanogrown toys that Kara had manufactured in her room: a two-way radio transceiver transformed from a pocket TV; a tiny nageyari palmgun, a weapon just small enough to hide nuzzled away behind an open hand.

Kara drew her weapon and checked it with an expert snick-snick of the receiver. Nageyari was Nihongo for “dart,” and it was, in fact, an antiquated weapon, a magazine-fed pistol based on an experimental and unsuccessful idea from six hundred years before. The Gyrojet had fired small, self-propelled rockets instead of conventional bullets; its disadvantage, and the reason it had never been produced in large numbers, was that it took so long for the bullet-sized rocket to accelerate to killing speed that it was useless for close-range combat. At point-blank range, you could do more damage to an enemy by hitting him with your fist, while at longer ranges it was no more accurate than a conventional bullet from a handgun—which meant not at all.

The nageyari’s rounds packed considerably more thrust than their twentieth-century predecessors, however, and they possessed microsensors in their tips that homed on the largest mass lying in the narrow cone of their electronic vision and steered the tiny rocket home. Most important, if you couldn’t pack a hand laser, nageyaris were ideal for zero-G combat. The recoil from a standard handgun would kick the shooter backward like a burst from a rocket; at the least it would set him tumbling in midair. The nageyari, however, kicked the low-mass round clear of the muzzle at a speed that gave the weapon negligible recoil, but the round’s microengine was burning at full thrust before it was more than ten centimeters from the muzzle, accelerating it at eighty Gs.

Her weapon carried a grip magazine with seven explosive rounds; when those were gone, she had no reloads.

But then, if she and Lechenko found themselves in a firefight, they would be dead if it lasted more than a few seconds or a few rounds anyway.

Japanese security men emerged from the doorway just as Vasily and Kara approached it, clinging to the guide line. “Ugoku na!” the one in the lead yelled. “Don’t move! Both of you! Don’t move!”

“Dare-ni mukatte mono itten-dayo!” Lechenko barked. A rough translation would have been something like, “Who do you think you’re talking to?” but it was rude in its bluntness, and his sheer bulk carried undeniable threat. The guards stopped, bewildered—but then the one in the lead raised the ugly little hand laser he held in his right hand, his expression shifting from confusion to one of stubborn determination.

Lechenko’s dart gun had been concealed in his hand. He fired it before the other could aim his weapon, the round giving a soft chuff as it emerged from the gun’s stubby barrel, then making a sound like crisply tearing cloth as it streaked toward the surprised-looking guard and impacted squarely in the center of his chest, exploding in a messy spray of blood and hurtling tissue. The man screamed; the impact, high on his chest, was hard enough to send him tumbling backward to collide head-on with his partner.

Lechenko fired a second time before the two men, one living and surprised, the other now very dead, could disentangle themselves. Blood misted in the air around them as the round hissed home, and the other guard’s head split in a gory splatter of blood, bone, and grey matter.

“Come on!” Lechenko called, pushing off from one of the hand lines stanchions and gliding toward the room’s exit.

Kara was still feeling unsteady, both physically and mentally. It was always tough readjusting to the real world after a deep involvement with a simulation, and her emergence from the Aresynch Net had been a lot more sudden than she would have preferred. Too, Kara had never been in a point-blank firefight in zero-G before, even in simulation, and the bloody display jolted her, threatening to overload senses already close to shutdown from sheer psychological shock. Her warrior’s training in microgravity had stressed the need for maneuver in three dimensions in a zero-G hand-to-hand, but she’d had no idea that such a fight could be so damned bloody.

Somehow, though, she kept up with Lechenko as the two of them hauled their way along the travel line, moving handover-hand as quickly as they could back toward the access hub of their hotel.

They had two possible options now. One was to try to get the whole team back aboard a different passenger liner, one of several outbound ships that would carry them to worlds where they could make the passage, possibly with different faces, back into Confederation space. The other, riskier in its implications, but perhaps safest in the long run, was to actually remain at Aresynch for a week or two, blending in with the other civilians, going about carefully prepared ordinary business, until the excitement generated by the assault at Noctis Labyrinthus had died down.

Together, they emerged from a transit tunnel, entering a spherical, microgravity lounge area with numerous exits to other parts of the station. This was where they were supposed to meet the others. Several civilians were there, crossing from one tunnel to another or floating in front of the immense view-all that dominated one bulkhead, the screen displaying a vertiginous view straight down the brightly lit sky-el into the Martian night. Had they heard something about the battle being fought down there already?

The tunnel to the Sorano Hoteru, marked by a large, holographic sign, was just ahead.

“Tomare!” a uniformed security guard cried. “Halt!”

It was too late to duck back down the tunnel; Lechenko had already emerged into the open, and Kara was clinging to the travel line just outside the tunnel’s mouth. Word about their escape from the comm module room was clearly out. Probably one of those guards had been linked into Central Security when he’d died, and their images had been captured and relayed.

Two guards confronted them from just ahead, lasers drawn. Two more emerged from a side passageway, wearing light armor and communications helmets. Lechenko and one of the guards ahead fired almost simultaneously, the soldier’s laser slashing into the New American’s stomach at the same time as a nageyari rocket made its ripping-cloth sound and streaked toward its target. Lechenko screamed and clutched at his belly; Kara smelled burned flesh and hair mingled with the coppery odor of blood and and the stink of feces. Kara fired an instant later, hitting a second guard in the throat with her rocket . . . and suddenly jittering globules of scarlet blood were drifting everywhere, exploding in crimson cascades when they hit an obstacle.

Civilians screamed and scattered. Two more soldiers closed in on Kara from high and to her right; a laser fired, burning close enough that she felt her hair just beneath the beam scorching and curling. She spun and fired . . . but the rocket went wild and her instinctive duck-and-twist threw her into a tumble. Another laser fired, aimed at her but striking one of the slow-spinning bodies nearby instead, loosing more scattering drops of blood. Lechenko was still screaming, his body curled into a fetal tuck, his arms folded across his stomach as he spun over and over well beyond Kara’s reach.

Kara extended her legs and arms as far as she could to slow her spin, then deliberately swung them against one of the floating bodies. The collision absorbed a lot of her rotational momentum, steadying her, though it also set the body tumbling away, robbing her of cover. She was ready with her weapon, though, as the corpse drifted clear. Another guard was in mid-flight, sailing toward her just meters away when she pulled the trigger. The rocket streaked into his face and exploded, slowing but not stopping his rush.

Then suddenly Daniels, Dolan, and Pritchard were there, emerging from another tunnel, rocket pistols in hand. A trio of white contrails scratched their way through the air, killing the last two security guards.

“Lieutenant!” Pritchard yelled. “Are you okay?”

“Okay!” she shouted back. Her rebound from the corpse had sent her drifting into a bulkhead. She collapsed against its surface, then gathered her legs beneath her and pushed off, sailing toward Lechenko. “Lech!” she called. He was no longer screaming, no longer moving at all save for a slow, continuing somersault as he drifted away from the scene of the battle.

He was dead by the time she reached him.


Chapter 15

That’s the way it is in war. You win or lose, live or die—and the difference is just an eyelash.

—GENERAL OF THE ARMY DOUGLAS MACARTHUR

mid-twentieth century C.E.

Sergeant Willis Daniels gently pulled her away. “We’d better get out of here, Lieutenant.”

“Of course.” She felt numb. Lechenko had been one of the toughest, most experienced men in her squadron. Why did he have to die? She rubbed her ears; it was almost as though she could still hear that final, bubbling scream, a horrible sound she feared she would never be rid of.

Kara knew death; she couldn’t have served with the Phantoms for as long as she had without losing friends and comrades. But never had the encounter been like this, close and personal and screaming. She felt sick. . . .

“Lieutenant, please!”

“We can’t just leave him

“We can and we will,” Warflyer Pritchard said. She shook her head. “We can’t drag him along. . . .”

Daniels tugged at her shoulder. “Come on, Lieutenant Hagan! What would we do with him? Smuggle him out with our luggage?” When she hesitated, he added, “Gok it, L-T! Lieutenant Ferris told us he wanted us looking out for you! If you don’t come, he’s gonna have our heads on a platter!”

Reality reasserted itself, as cold as zero absolute. “Okay. Let’s go.”

The lounge area was deserted now, the civilians all fled to other areas. The four of them managed to get to the hotel’s hub, where Kara hid herself and her bloodstained coveralls in the stall of a public lavatory while Phil Dolan picked up a clean set of coveralls and a can of skinsuit spray from her room. Ten minutes later, presentable once more, she followed the others out to the spin gravity module, joining them in the room being rented by Daniels and Pritchard.

“Okay, Lieutenant,” Sergeant Daniels said. “Which way out are we taking? Long wait or short?”

“The short, I think,” she told them. She didn’t want to explain her reasoning. She just knew that, with Lech dead, she had to get out, get away from Aresynch, and the thought of staying here another week or two was too much to bear. “If we hurry, we might make it aboard one of the docked liners around the curve before they get around to sealing this section off.”

“I agree,” Daniels said. His persona as a Japanese businessman had given him a dark, blunt face with a long mustache, which lent him a somewhat sinister air. “I’m still worried that they might decide to start screening everyone in Aresynch for Companions.”

“Aw, they wouldn’t try that, would they, Sarge?” Phil Dolan asked.

“You kidding? Right now, they must be so goking mad the only thing to stop ‘em from searching every person aboard this orbital is the fact they’re still under attack. Once our boys on the surface get clear, well, they could be desperate enough to try it. Or something just as bad.”

“Then let’s stop talking about it and odie,” Kara said, using the military slang term that meant to leave in a hurry.

They managed to leave the hotel without incident. They didn’t bother checking out, since they assumed that sooner or later, the TJK would piece together which of the hotel’s guests had been involved and would initiate arrest proceedings. Instead, they adopted new bodies, fall-back personalities prepared by the CMI’s Earth-based contingent. Dolan, Pritchard, and Daniels would be, again, traveling as Japanese businessmen; Kara, much to her disgust, was a ningyo, a sex-doll genie, wearing little but a jeweled collar and a flamboyantly revealing scarlet skinsuit. Following Daniels around at a respectful two-paces’ remove, she would be noticed—the skin-suit was designed to make certain of that—but it was unlikely that anyone would suspect that she was a Confederation agent. Ningyos, after all, were not expected to think, and in an illogical twist of commutative psychology, most people had difficulty imagining a full-human pretending to be one.

Kara didn’t like playing that role. It was demeaning; it was obscene; it might even make trouble for them if some overly libidinous Imperial on their liner decided to try to buy her from Daniels and wouldn’t take no for an answer. Still, it was necessary if they were to carry this off. The watchdog who’d wrestled with her in the Net almost certainly had been able to identify her as a woman, and the guards who’d tried to capture them afterward had probably uploaded full descriptions and images before they’d died. There were millions of civilians at Aresynch, and tens of thousands arrived or departed aboard commercial vessels each day, but, with the Nihonjin culture’s attitudes toward women, only a relatively small percentage of all of those travelers were female. It would be easier for the Imperials to stop and question all women aboard each outbound liner than it would be to question everybody. An identity as a ningyo guaranteed her a measure of invisibility, even when her outward appearance was anything but invisible.

Wearing their new identities, then, they slipped out of the hotel and boarded a ringskimmer for Aresynch’s second major civilian starport, nearly a thousand kilometers ahead of the sky-el in the synchorbital slot. The name of their liner—smaller and less luxuriously appointed than the Gold Star Teikoku—was Seiku.

The name, Kara noted, was a bit of Nihongo poetry meaning “Clear Sky.” She hoped that that was an omen.

The nano QEC was failing fast, making gausslev floating an intermittent proposition. No matter. Ferris extended his warstrider’s legs and took to the ground again, stilting back across the ridge toward the grounded ascraft. The assault force was nearly reembarked and ready to go. The marines and civilian techs had been first aboard, carrying with them the mysterious package they’d looted from the main MilTech Labs building.

Now the warstriders were falling back, moving two by two as the defensive perimeter closed up. Local resistance was nonexistent, but enemy forces had been detected circling at the very edge of Sandman’s operational scanner area. Sky-master was off-line up in Aresynch now, and there would be no more timely laser bolts out of space.

Timing on this one was absolutely critical. The assault force would need help getting off Kasei and more help still getting clear of the Solar System. The ascraft was strictly for transport duty between orbit and surface and was not equipped for excursions through K-T space. Their ride, their ticket home to New America, would be waiting for them upstairs . . . if—a very big if—they could get clear on their own down here.

The clock was running, and time was trickling away now. A thump sounded from the north, deep and reverberating, and fresh smoke, illuminated by greasy yellow light, boiled into the sky. The warstriders were being reloaded aboard the as-craft, but the fighters and the surviving transport were being deliberately destroyed. It would take longer to fold them up and pack them back aboard the Artemis lander than the assault force could spare.

“Okay, Third Squadron,” Sandman’s voice said. “Let’s odie!”

Ferris did a quick check of his tactical screen, verifying that all thirteen of his people who’d survived the battle were still with him. He felt sad about Brewster. There would be time to toast him and share some remember-whens with the whole squadron later, when they were safely in K-T space and on the way back to New America. Altogether, the three squadrons had lost five striderjacks; ten marines had bought it as well, and eight Confederation Navy personnel had died aboard the San Jacinto.

With bitter intensity, Ferris hoped that whatever the tech-types had plucked from that building was goking worth it. Some of those men and women had been his friends. And Kara. It would be months before he even knew whether or not she was safe.

He checked his time sense. Liftoff in five more minutes.

Good. He would be goking glad to see the last of this world.

Alerted by coded transmissions from the surface of Kasei, the Confederation warfleet materialized a few hundred thousand kilometers outsystem from the gold and ocher crescent of the planet. They would remain only a few minutes, long enough to pick up the ascraft fleeing Mars and to discourage Imperial pursuit.

Largest by far of the Confederation ships was Toryu. Despite her name, she was not one of the Imperial ryu carriers, but a Confederation design. Not a dragonship, but a to-ryu, a “dragon killer.” An entirely new type of warship, she was properly classified as a magnetic gun vessel, though it was better known throughout the fleet as a magun.

Roughly spherical in shape and with a diameter of nearly two kilometers, the magun was essentially a million-ton Naga fragment wrapped around a small asteroid. Drawing power from a quantum power tap, the Naga created and manipulated intense magnetic fields designed to hurl five- or ten-kilogram chunks of nickle-iron in any desired direction at high speed. While it couldn’t match the one-ton throw weights of a planetary Naga, it could accelerate smaller pieces to velocities approaching ten percent of light. Even one kilogram at that speed liberated energies enough to vaporize a city; when they hit a starship, even one as large as a ryu carrier, much of the ship simply vaporized, while the rest was reduced to tumbling, scattering wreckage.

The exchange with the Imperials was mercifully brief. A hastily assembled squadron, including the carrier Funryu, the Raging Dragon, accelerated outsystem from the Aresynch naval yards, in close pursuit of a small vessel struggling to free itself from Kasei’s gravity well. From half a million kilometers further out, Toryu’s magnetic fields became nearly as powerful, for a brief instant, as those of a spinning neutron star. The projectile launched from her dark surface was too small and too fast to be seen directly, though Funryu sensed the projectile coming. The ryu-carrier had opened fire, but its point-defense weapons were designed to handle slow-moving objects, like missiles, and the incoming lump of metal crossed the final hundred kilometers in three hundredths of a second. The ryu’s AI was fast enough to target the projectile, but the weapons servos were not. Ten kilograms of nickle-iron struck the Funryu on her upper deck just forward of her main superstructure tower, liberating the energy equivalent to a small atomic bomb.

The prow of the kilometer-long ship vanished in starcore heat, along with most of her forward weapons systems, her crew’s quarters, and her primary fire control. Her bridge, buried deep within the huge vessel’s core beneath dense wrappings of duralloy, was safe, but the rest of the vessel was reduced to whirling, disintegrating scrap in the blink of an eye.

The other Imperial vessels broke off after that and kept a respectful distance, obviously and with good reason reluctant to tangle with the Confederation fleet.

The destroyer Constitution retrieved the ascraft minutes later. Together then, as though guided by a single, master choreographer, the ships of the Confederation battlegroup flashed past Mars, cutting past on the dayside opposite the sky-el to avoid the planetary defense system and using the small world’s gravity to sling them into a new course. Accelerating hard, they drove for the outer system.

Then they shifted into K-T space, mission complete.

Nearly thirty minutes later, the string of data transmitted by Kara from Aresynch was intercepted by the Surprise, a two-thousand-ton scout craft adrift just above the plane of Saturn’s rings. The vehicle’s powered-down orbit had been calculated to place it on the sunward side of the gas giant eighty minutes after the beginning of the operation and to maintain a clear line of sight to distant Mars throughout the mission’s critical period. Minutes later, a general alert arrived, warning all vessels in Solar space that enemy forces, believed to be Confederation raiders, were attacking Kasei. The alert was upgraded to a System Emergency when the Confederation ships arrived.

After verifying the transmission codes and assuring himself that this was, indeed, the expected payoff from Operation Sandstorm, the scout’s captain . . . waited. Near-Saturn space was scarcely crowded, but there were ships enough about—remote prospectors, military sentinels, the research colony on Titan—that he didn’t want to call attention to himself by suddenly switching on his quantum power tap and accelerating for a K-T jump just moments after word of a Confederation attack had been received by the vessels and bases in near-Saturn space.

Nearly a full standard day later, with military traffic heavy in Kasei space but all but nonexistent in the vicinity of Saturn, Surprise powered up and nudged herself clear of the gas giant, accelerating slowly but steadily for open space. Her IFFs identified her as a privately operated comet miner. Despite the alerts and the war scare, there were far too many vessels moving in and out of Solar space to impose any kind of quarantine or search blockade, a fact that Sandstorm’s planners had been counting on. Unchallenged, the Surprise accelerated to relativistic speeds well beyond the orbit of Neptune, then vanished into K-T space. Though the battlefleet would be carrying back the same stolen data that Surprise held in her memory banks, the scout was nearly twice as fast in the K-T translation as the battlefleet.

That meant the Surprise would arrive at New America a good twenty standards before the Confederation battlegroup, and over a full month before Kara Hagan and the men who’d penetrated the Aresynchorbital.

Colonel Masato Watanabe sat slumped behind his desk, watching the pale, motionless sculpture of light that hung above the holo projector there. The image showed a young woman, nude, completely unadorned with makeup, jewelry, or hardware, her facial expression neutral, almost blank. She was clearly occidental, however, with light-colored eyes and hair the color of young wheat.

Major Yasunari Iwata gestured at the image. “But surely, Colonel—”

“It doesn’t help us, Major.”

“The DNA analysis is quite explicit, sir. This should give our agents everything they need to find the person who broke into the Net.”

Watanabe sighed. Imperial technicians had carefully vacuumed the interior of the comm module scant minutes after the invaders had shot their way out of the area. Though the couch contained minute particles of skin from literally hundreds of recent users, it was possible to match the bits of recovered DNA and make a determination of which phenotype was represented by the most fragments. Since each successive person to enter the module and strap him or herself to the couch tended to obliterate or wipe away the majority of the cells left by previous occupants, it was a near statistical certainty that the phenotype expression represented by the most recovered DNA fragments was that of the last person to lie there. Some of those fragments, drawn from still-living cells, had enabled a powerful medical AI computer to construct this holographic image, an accurate recreation of the person’s normal appearance. Age was a guess, of course, but the likelihood was that the enemy agents would have been young, between twenty and forty, say, and the computer could give a range of facial types based on likely aging modalities.

“You forget, Major, the fact that this person will be in disguise. She will have, quite literally, a new face, even new fingerprints and retinal patterns, if need be.” He scowled with distaste. “The Frontier barbarians think nothing of rearranging their bodies through the agency of a Naga parasite.”

Iwata looked chastened. “Of course, Colonel. You are right.”

Watanabe smiled. “You know, Major, there is among the Westerners an old and racist joke to the effect that they cannot tell us apart.”

“No, sir. I didn’t know.”

“Well, there is. But this time, at least, it was we who could not tell them apart from us.”

Iwata looked puzzled. “Colonel, I do not understand.”

“Never mind. Did you learn anything from the body we recovered?”

“Very little, Colonel-san. We attempted to link with the parasite inhabiting the corpse, but it appears the creatures begin losing their internal cohesion shortly after their host’s death. We’d hoped to read the man’s memories at least, but—” He shrugged. “The technique is still in its infancy.”

“Understood. I wish we could have captured one of them.”

“I am most sorry, honored Colonel.”

“No, Iwata. The responsibility, the fault was mine.”

“The watch officer monitoring the Net during the incursion—”

“Lieutenant Ishimoto. It was not his fault either. It is easy to forget how vast the cyberspace of the Net truly is. We are lucky he got close enough to determine where the agent was operating from and to stop her, possibly, from doing even more serious damage to the network.” He nodded at the nude figure on his desk. She really was quite beautiful, for an Occidental, of course. “You may conduct your search, but I fear it will be useless.”

“Perhaps, though,” Iwata said slowly, “this will help us in the future. If we can identify this person . . .”

“I never cared much for vengeance, Major.”

“I wasn’t thinking of vengeance, sir. I was thinking of knowledge. She must know much about the CMI, about the Confederation’s plans, about . . . who knows? If our people could locate her, even on New America or wherever she came from, we could have another chance. We should try to take her for interrogation.”

“Perhaps we will, Major. Perhaps we will. I will certainly suggest the possibility in my report to the TJK. In the meantime, however, we must see what is to be done about containing the damage this woman and her friends have caused. And . . . we should prepare our reports for the Emperor’s Staff.”

“The . . . the Emperor, sir?”

“Of course. You know, don’t you, that this raid must lead us to war.”

Iwata gaped for a moment before recovering his composure. “War . . .”

“Of course. Exactly as we’d hoped.”

That surprised Iwata even more. “This . . . was desired? Planned?”

“Yes, Major. From the beginning. We didn’t know what form the provocation would take, nor did we anticipate that they would learn of the o-denwa. But the Imperial Staff has been looking for an excuse to move against the frontier provinces again, to bring them back into the Imperial fold.

“And these raiders today have given us all the excuse we could possibly need to declare all-out war on the Confederation.”


Chapter 16

John von Neumann, best known, perhaps, as one of the great pioneers of computer technology, made a significant contribution to biological theory in the mid-twentieth century: metabolism and replication in any system, though seemingly inextricably linked, are in fact logically separable. It is possible to imagine organisms that are nothing but hardware, capable of metabolism without replication. It is also possible to imagine organisms that are pure software, replicating themselves without carrying out their own metabolic processes.

Such organisms, perforce, would have a purely parasitical existence, depending on the metabolic processes of host hardware for survival.

—Biology and Computers

DR. IAN MCMILLEN
C.E. 2015

Dr. Daren Cameron regarded the Commune with something approaching a dark and malevolent fury. For the second time in his life, now, he’d encountered a Commune pseudopod that had reacted to his presence, the thousands of individual members interlinking themselves in a tightly packed and ordered mass, then heaving themselves erect, creating a shimmering, iridescent pillar about two meters tall. Sunlight winked and glinted from the myriad bodies, which were trembling slightly, probably with the sheer effort required to maintain its upright position.

Damn it, he and Taki should be on Dante in fact, not in this illusory simulated reality. The creature confronting him was being animated by a powerful AI that had access to everything known about the Dantean Communes . . . everything known. No matter how detailed and subtle the simulation might be, there was no way to learn anything new from this illusion.

“Gok!” he said, his shoulders slumping. “This is useless! Worthless make-work!”

“Daren?” Taki’s voice called over his Companion’s communication circuit, her voice sounding inside his head. “Daren? What is it?”

“There is no way we can learn anything new here!” He paused, then shouted it louder, directing it at the AI monitoring the sim. “You hear up there? There’s no way to learn anything new!”

“That’s not entirely true, Dar,” Taki replied. “Chaos, remember . . . ?”

He scowled at the Commune pillar, still balanced there a few meters away as though trying to say something . . . to ask directions, possibly, to the nearest Commune tower. Taki was right, of course, though that didn’t help the way he was feeling. The idea of researching in simulation was not completely invalid, no matter how futile it might seem at the moment, because of the sheer complexity of the set of data being observed. Chaos theory—which among other things worked with large-scale results derived from small-scale variations in an unstable or extremely complex system—almost guaranteed that each encounter with the Commune in this ViReality would be unique, and as filled with the promise of some new revelation as an actual encounter on Dante would be. In a sense, it was like doing repeated computer simulations to test a theory or a set of engineering calculations, a time-hallowed concept that had been one of the earliest applications of computers, six centuries before.

“The hell with chaos,” Daren decided. “We’re getting nowhere with this.”

“I think we should keep working, Daren.” Taki’s voice carried warning, was almost cold. “We haven’t begun to exhaust the possibilities.”

“Kuso, Tak! All we’re doing is recycling old data, round and round and round, and getting nowhere! Chaos or no chaos, there is no way to make a leap in understanding through a goking simulation, no way to formulate a major paradigm shift, because everything we’re seeing is based on the original data!”

“Of course. Are you suggesting the original data were flawed?”

“Maybe. Who knows? Use your imagination! Suppose the Commune creatures go through some sort of a long term cycle in intelligence, something never observed by the original researchers? Suppose they sit down to a formal tea ceremony every day at eighteen-thirty, holding sophisticated discussions about seventeenth-century Japanese ceramics? If the original field researchers missed it, then so do we! We’re only seeing a tiny part of the whole picture here!”

“Daren, I think you might want that paradigm shift a little too much. Science, good science, is not always big discoveries or major new theories.”

“I know that, Tak. You’ve told me.”

“Then you know I’ve also told you we’re trying to flesh out our understanding of the Communes, not learn how to communicate with them. There are no breakthroughs here. Only understanding. And maybe not all of that understanding is of the Communes.”

“Huh? What do you mean?”

“I mean maybe these sessions help us learn something about ourselves as well, ne?”

He sighed. She was right about that, too, and in any case he didn’t feel like arguing with her.

Daren felt trapped. Right now, studying the Communes of Dante was the most important thing in his career. If it weren’t for the war scare, he and Taki could have been on Dante in another few weeks . . . well, maybe not on Dante. Most of the actual exploratory work nowadays was done through remotes, hubots, or comlinked crawlers teleoperated either from orbit or from one of the small surface facilities. With remote linking, your brain didn’t care whether the signals from optics and sensors were traveling a few centimeters from organic eyes or fingertips, or thousands of kilometers from the same sorts of input feeds that served warstriders.

That chain of thought led to a wonderful daydream. If he could climb into a comm module here in Jefferson and teleoperate a hubot—a humanoid robot—on Dante, seventy-six light years away . . .

Sheer fantasy, of course. With a time delay of over 150 years between action and feedback, you would get old just waiting for the initial “telepresence link confirmed” readout after you switched the damned thing on. No, the only way to study life on a world on the other side of the Shichiju was to go there.

Damn all politos!

He took a step closer to the pillar, which began trembling harder. Nearby, in the undergrowth, a pair of big, half-meter warriors shifted uneasily, their armored carapaces rattling. If he got too close, he knew, the pillar would collapse and the warriors would attack, a swarm of meter-long centipedes armed with razor-edged jaws and acid spit. He wouldn’t feel anything, of course, but his “death” would end the simulation and he would wake up in a com module back in the Jefferson University research lab, just as though he’d been teleoperating a remote.

He didn’t want to go back yet.

Daren’s overall impression was that the creatures were doing their best to communicate with him directly by mimicking his upright stance, possibly his attitude and body language as well. Damn it, if he were really on Dante, instead of inside a computer simulation in the University of Jefferson ViRsimulations research facility, he might be able to work with the thing, to get it to do something besides just . . . shivering.

What else could he try, though, in order to initiate some untried play of chaotic events with the vast amount of data stored on the Communes in the computer’s memory?

He couldn’t think of anything, short of an all-out attack . . . and that would bring immediate retaliation by the warriors and several millions of their comrades. The thought of a number made him pause. How many of the creatures were there in that stack, anyway?

“Simulation monitor access,” he said.

“ViRsimulation monitor is present,” a voice said in his head. It was a neutral, gray voice, neither overtly masculine or feminine.

“Give me a count on the organisms comprising the pillar five meters in front of me.”

“To what order of precision?”

“Three decimals will do.”

“The pillar itself consists of one point five three one times ten to the fifth separate organisms. Keep in mind, however, that your query is imprecise. The entire pseudopod, of which the pillar is but one small part, numbers six point zero four four times ten to the seventh organisms. The community of which the pseudopod is one small part numbers nine point five one eight times ten to the ninth organisms.”

“Right.” That final number, he noted, was just shy of Nakamura’s Number. He wondered if that was significant.

Dr. Tetsu Nakamura was a twenty-fourth century biological systems analyst who’d taken the conclusions of a number of earlier workers in the field and codified them into a series of equations. The end result was a number, Nakamura’s Number, which was at least as important in its field as Avogadro’s Number in chemistry or Planck’s Constant in quantum physics. The number—1.048576 x 1011—represented the critical value for what was known as “hierarchical staging” in biological systems.

Simply stated, that number, a little over one hundred billion, represented a critical threshold. Nakamura’s Number of atoms organized as organic molecules working together within a single complex became a living cell, an organism that took an astonishing synergistic leap beyond the capabilities of any of the original atoms; atoms could not reproduce themselves, nor could they metabolize raw materials to create, store, or utilize energy. A living cell could do all of that.

Nakamura’s Number of cells—when those cells were internally organized and interconnected as various types of neurons—made a brain with complexity enough to engage in creative thought and self-awareness. The number was not an absolute if only because the concept of self-awareness was not absolute, but it did seem to represent a threshold of complexity that allowed a line of sorts to be drawn. The division was not as blatant as this is intelligent, that is not, but it did say that a major discontinuity in how a structure was organized was created by that number of interlocking and interdependent parts.

If a Commune was organized out of Nakamura’s Number of individual workers and warriors, would it become self-aware? Intelligent? Communicative? Or would it become something that wouldn’t even be recognizable as related to Architectus communis, the way it would be impossible to guess at the ability inherent in a human mind based on the gross examination of a single human neuron?

Were there Communes that large? He felt his frustration at not being able to go to Dante himself returning. The data in the U of J AI’s stores was, no doubt, as complete as possible. But what if none of the Communes studied had possessed Nakamura’s Number of individuals? Suppose there were some that did? What might they be like? Damn all wars and damn all politos and damn all bureaucrats!

Slowly, almost hesitantly, the pillar began to dissolve, as individual members of the community released their hold on the others and skittered down to the ground. In moments, all that was left was the pseudopod, a solid, throbbing mass of Commune individuals, flowing like a river toward the west. Though the feeling, Daren knew, was strictly subjective, he couldn’t help but get the impression that the creature, once again, had been trying to get his attention, trying to communicate . . . and had finally given up in disgust.

“Nothing in that direction but the mountains, fellas,” Daren told the living mass. It paid him no heed but continued its blind quest for food and construction materials.

“Daren?” Taki’s voice called. “Were you talking to me?”

“Taki? Where are you now?”

“I’m, um, about twenty meters south of you. Behind some big rocks.”

“I see them. You’re almost here. The pillar’s gone now.”

“Damn! I wanted to see!” He’d called her when he’d first encountered the thing, and she’d been hurrying to reach him, forcing her way through the dense brush above the beach. The reality constraints of the simulation prevented her from simply flashing over.

Daren snorted. What was the point, anyway? There was no reality here, none that mattered, anyway.

“The hell with this,” Daren said. “Come on over here.”

Taki appeared from behind a boulder a moment later, wearing her khaki coveralls. “Ah,” she said. “The ‘pod is moving again.”

Daren had turned away and found a soft, open spot on the beach. This time, he’d brought a simulated blanket in a simulated backpack . . . which was easier than trying to explain to the simulation’s AI monitor what he wanted, and why. Removing the pack, he opened it and pulled out the blanket.

” Dar . . . ” Taki began. “This isn’t getting any work done. . . .”

Reaching out, with great deliberation he touched his fingertip to the base of Taki’s throat, just above the closure of her khakis, then moved it down slowly, unsealing the front of her jumper as he dragged his finger down the hollow between her small, perfect breasts, past her navel, and all the way to her crotch.

“Well,” she said, shrugging her shoulders out of the garment and letting it fall to her hips, “I see you’re not planning on getting any science done today, either.”

“Science?” Daren dropped to his knees, nuzzling close to plant a delicate kiss on the curve of her belly. “That depends on what kind of science you have in mind,” he told her, working the coveralls down off her hips and pulling them aside as she stepped lightly out of them. “I figure we can keep on counting bugs. That’s one kind of science.”

“Or . . . ?”

He took a deep breath. “Or we could investigate the psychoneural properties of friction in mutually lubricating reciprocal systems, as demonstrated through repetitive piston action.”

She drew his head closer as he kept kissing her, moving down her torso. “Mmm,” she said, eyes closed, “I like the mutually lubricating part. . . .”

After a long moment, she pushed him away long enough to unseal his jumpsuit and pull it off. Then she drew him down to the blanket, pulling him over on top of her.

Sometime later, Taki gasped, a sudden, sharp, intake of breath.

“What’s wrong?” Daren asked her, concerned. “Did I hurt you?”

Her eyes were wide open, and she was staring at something past his shoulder. She shook her head and tried to point. “No! Daren! There . . . !”

He turned, trying to see what she was staring at. He didn’t see anything at first, but she kept pointing. “It’s right there!”

Now he saw it . . . an uncertain wavering in the air a few meters away, as though the air itself were trying to become solid. Alarmed, he rolled off of Taki and stood up. There was definitely something there, as though a subroutine of some sort were trying to break through into the artificial reality that Daren and Taki were sharing. Such a thing was possible, of course. It could be someone else trying to enter the ViRsim in order to deliver a message . . . except that Daren had left specific instructions with the AI monitoring this sim, as he always did when sharing a rendezvous with Taki.

“Simulation monitor access!” he called. “I said we were not to be disturbed!”

“I have received conflicting directives,” the neutral voice said. “I am having some difficulty reconciling my directives.”

The air in front of them took on a rippling, thick appearance, as though air were turning to water but in a tightly defined, man-sized space.

It was a man-shaped space as well, Daren realized, as the figure grew more defined, more solid.

There was no time to dress . . . but modesty could be maintained within a ViRsimulation by other, faster means. Hastily, Daren opened a subroutine within his persona, one that modeled his outward appearance in virtual reality as fully clothed. A second later, Taki’s nakedness blurred as well, then reformed itself into another tan jumpsuit. Together, they stood side by side and watched as the shimmering shape finally materialized into the image of a man.

He was tall and young, no older, Daren thought, than he was . . . though the appearance of age didn’t necessarily reflect reality inside a simulation. He was wearing what appeared to be a uniform—a set of old-fashioned Confederation grays, perhaps twenty years out of date. He also looked oddly familiar, though Daren couldn’t place the face. Still, he was sure he’d seen the man before.

The figure glanced at their discarded clothing, still lying in a heap next to the blanket on the ground. “I’ve interrupted you, I’m afraid. Sorry . . .”

“Who the hell are you, anyway?” Daren demanded. A new fear shivered up from inside him. “Are you . . . CMI?”

The stranger’s eyes narrowed. “CM . . . what?”

“Confederation Military Intelligence,” Taki said, her voice ice. “Or are you part of the University’s computer security?”

“Negative to both,” the figure said. “I needed hardware complex enough to receive my persona, and this network was the best I could detect from orbit. When I downloaded, I picked up the flow of this simulation. It was the largest program running at the time . . . and I happened to notice that the originator was named ‘Cameron-Alessandro.’ I . . . I thought I’d try to step in and . . . meet you.”

“Please,” Taki said, and now she sounded scared. “Please, who are you?”

“This is a private ViRsim,” Daren added, putting his arm around Taki’s shoulders. “You can’t just come barging—”

“I am sorry for the intrusion,” the man said. “My name was . . . my name is Devis Cameron. And this seemed to be the fastest way to establish communications. It’s, ah, been quite a while—”

Daren shook his head wildly, denying it. “No! No, you can’t be! You’re dead . . . !”

“I suppose I am, in a way.” He looked down at himself, hands spread. “This is the only way I can interact with people anymore. In a simulation. I’m all software, now. I kind of lost my hardware when the ship I was aboard blew up in a battle.”

“Daren!” Taki said. “This . . . man is your—”

“My biofather. Yeah. But I still don’t believe it. This is a ViRsimulation. You could be anybody. Anything. This is some kind of joke, right?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“If you’re . . . if you’re who you say you are . . . does my mother know?”

“Yes.”

“What about my . . . I mean, what about Vic Hagan?”

“What about him? He’s a good officer, and a good friend.”

“He’s also cohabed with my mother.”

The image hesitated. Did it look disappointed? Daren couldn’t tell, couldn’t read the expression.

” I . . . didn’t know that,” it said. “And I don’t know if he knows about me or not. She obviously didn’t tell you, so I imagine she thought it better to keep things to herself.”

“Why?”

“Maybe you should ask her.” The image’s eyes unfocused slightly, as though it were reading a stream of data. “You’re Daren Cameron?”

“That’s right.”

“And my son. I’m . . . glad to meet you.”

“I’m not so sure I’m happy to meet you. Where the hell have you been for twenty-five years?”

The image of Dev Cameron sighed. “Away. With part of the DalRiss fleet. They needed me as a kind of a navigator, I guess. And I needed them, the combination of their biotechnology and the Naga fragments they use as a communications net, just to survive. I, ah, didn’t expect to be gone for so long, though. Time doesn’t mean as much to us as it does to humans.”

Daren’s eyes narrowed. “Aren’t you human anymore?”

“Depends on your definition of humanity, I suppose. I . . . haven’t thought like a human for a long, long time. I think I’m a little rusty at it.”

“What’s he mean?” Taki asked. “What’s he talking about?”

Devis Cameron looked at her. “For a long time I’ve been associating exclusively with . . . with people who don’t think at all the way you do. The DalRiss have trouble even seeing anything that’s not alive. And the Naga think inside-out, and a thousand years of nothing much happening passes for them like a few minutes for us. After a while, well, the human mind can get used to almost anything. Sometimes I used to think I was going crazy. Completely norked out. Now, well, I just assume that I’m becoming more like them, and less like you.”

“Why did you come back?” Taki asked. It was the first time she’d addressed him directly. Daren could feel her shoulders trembling beneath his arm and realized that she was terrified.

Well, so was he, come to think of it. There was something about the unknown that always terrified when it came upon you suddenly, unexpectedly. The fact that this . . . this image was his own father or, more precisely, was what his father had become, did not help in the least.

Dev Cameron’s image hesitated before answering her question. “I really need to take that up with your government,” he said. “But there’s . . . a problem. A very large problem, and it’s coming in our direction. It may even know exactly where we are. It’s extremely dangerous, and it’s going to take everything we have to stop it.”

“This problem,” Daren said, trying to keep the fear out of his voice. The image itself represented no threat, he was sure. If it had wanted to hurt them, it would have done so. But he was beginning to realize that the uncertainty he detected in the image’s mannerisms and expressions was . . . fear.

If Daren and Taki were both afraid, well, so was the computer image of Dev Cameron. He found that extraordinarily disquieting.

“This problem. It sounds like a new race. One we don’t know.”

“That’s correct . . . though you have had some contact with them, in a way. I’d really better not go into that now.”

“Okay. So where are you now?” Taki asked. “I mean, I know you don’t have a physical body, but, well, you didn’t just pop up in the U of J computer for no reason.”

“I suppose I’m here . . . in the AI data banks at the University of Jefferson. I’m also linked with the DalRiss fleet in orbit over New America.”

That was a shock. “What?”

“We jumped in a few minutes ago. Some of us . . . I mean, the DalRiss in command of this cityship, the Sirghal, are talking to the authorities in Jefferson. I thought I’d download here to try to find . . . ” His voice dwindled off.

“To find my mother, you mean.”

He nodded. “I miss Katya an awful lot.”

“This,” Daren said, the beginning of a smile spreading across his face, “is going to be interesting!”


Chapter 17

How much will our understanding increase, how much will we lay to rest once and for all the cause for jealousy and strife and even war when we master the ability to link minds directly, to share thoughts, to share memories, to share even in the act of creativity? Surely on that day, we shall cease being a restless sea of competing ideals and goals and ideologies, and shall become, in fact, a single organism, one composed of countless billions of cells. The cells will be men and women, yes, but the organism, and the mind behind it, will be God.

—That Divine Spark

C. J. MULLER

C.E. 2025

“Dev . . . is back? He’s here?”

“Well, I don’t know that it’s him,” Daren said. “I mean . . . all I know is what he told me. But he said he was Dev Cameron.”

Katya closed her eyes. “My God . . .”

She felt a terrible, whirling turmoil within. What am I going to tell Vic? was her first thought . . . almost as though she’d just been found out in some illicit love affair.

No, it was worse than that. Cohab agreements, at least on New America, were rarely so narrow as to preclude casual sex or ViRsex outside the contract. With the technological separation of sex-as-fun from sex-as-means-of-procreation, the sex act had long ago become pure entertainment, whether enjoyed in virtual reality or in the real world. Hell, the question wasn’t even one of sex, since she couldn’t have sex with Dev anymore. Well, she supposed they could still share ViRsex, had either of them wanted to, but the real thing was impossible without two physical bodies present.

But her dismay was centered on the conflict between what she felt for Vic now, and what she still felt for Dev . . . mingled with surprise at how strongly those feelings for Dev still clung to her emotions after all these years. She felt guilty, illogical as that seemed, guilty for having somehow betrayed Vic, not with her body but with her mind and her emotions. She knew the feeling was not based on any logic, but it was there nonetheless and there was no way to deny it.

Hard on the heels of wondering what to tell Vic came a related thought. What am I going to tell Kara? She’d never told either of her children that Dev had, in one sense at least, survived the destruction of the DalRiss ship, survived and gone . . . elsewhere. Daren, obviously, had already met him and was seeming to carry the evident shock well.

Kara, though, might be a different matter, when she returned. A little more than three months had passed since the departure of the Sandstorm mission; word of the victory at Kasei had arrived at New America only two weeks earlier, and Kara, traveling by more roundabout means, would not be back before next month at the earliest.

How would she react to this? Katya honestly didn’t know. Their relationship had always been based on honesty, but Katya had never told her that Dev, in a way, at least, was still alive. This . . . news could boomerang back on their relationship, make it look as though Katya had lied to her.

In fact, she’d never talked about it because she’d wanted to hide the fact even from herself. Damn you, Dev! Why did you have to come back now?

In fact, she’d been sure that Dev was back ever since she’d been informed by one of her aides several hours ago that twenty DalRiss cityships had materialized in space near New America and were lumbering slowly into orbit. The last time she’d linked with him, after Second Herakles, Dev had promised to return someday. But after the first year or so, she’d given up waiting. He was gone . . . gone.

“Did he say anything about . . . me?”

Daren was standing in front of her desk, studying a small, simple block of crystal she kept there as a curio. “That he missed you a lot,” he said, turning the crystal over and over in his hands. Katya had to resist the urge to reach out and snatch it back from him. “And that he needed to see you.”

“Where? And when?”

Gently, he returned the crystal to her desk. “Same ‘place’ he met me, at U of J. And as for when, well, as soon as possible. And it’s not just you he wants to see.”

Katya felt a flutter behind her breastbone. Was it disappointment? Or relief? She honestly wasn’t sure.

“No,” Daren went on. “He wants to see Dad, too . . . I mean, your husband. And someone from the CMI. And as many aides and high-ranking military types as we can muster. And xenologists.”

Katya looked at her son sharply. “Xenologists? Why?” That could only mean he’d run into . . .”

“A new civilization, Mother,” Daren said, leaning on her desk. “Something . . . very strange, very powerful, in toward the Galactic Core. He wouldn’t tell me much, but he did say there’s some urgency attending this, some kind of emergency. Something that could affect everybody.”

Katya raised her eyebrows. “Something that affects all of New America? Or all of the Confederation?”

Daren shrugged. “The impression I got was all mankind.”

So that explained Dev’s return, or it started to. He’d run into something out there that required human help or intervention.

“And . . . Mother?”

“Yes?”

“I want to be in on this.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m a xenologist. A good one. So is Taki . . . that friend I brought to your party a few months ago. If he wants to put together an expedition to go meet these people, I’m going along.”

“If he wants to talk to military officers and the CMI,” Katya said mildly, “it’s a military threat he’s talking about, Daren. Not first contact.”

“He specified xenologists,” Daren said with a stubborn jut to his jaw, “If you want to fight ‘em, you’ve got to understand ‘em. Right?”

She sagged inside, but nodded. “Right.”

An hour later, Katya was sitting in Vic’s office at ConMilCom headquarters. She’d taken a tube from the Sony Building to the military command facility, wanting to see him in person, in reality, and not in a ViRcom simulation. It had been a slow trip, for the streets and travel tubes all were packed by New Americans still celebrating the victory at Kasei. No one seemed to know exactly why the raid had been carried off, or what the payoff had been; the fact that ConMilCom had acquired a working I2C was still being kept highly classified, if for no better reason than that it would be smart to keep the Imperials guessing as to whether the Confederation had the device or not. A basic rule of all intelligence activity was never to admit everything you knew.

War fever, however, had reached its highest possible pitch, higher even than in the heady, terrifying days of the Rebellion. Outside of ConMilCom HQ, Katya had paused to watch a military parade being staged in downtown Jefferson and wondered how many of those cheering people lining the way had actually been in the last war with the Imperials.

It was extremely hard for veterans to work up quite that much enthusiasm for war, even when war was their profession and their calling.

The enthusiasm certainly didn’t extend to Vic. He looked troubled as he digested the news about Dev’s return.

“Are you okay?” she asked him. She reached out across his desk, touching the back of his hand. “Vic?”

He managed a smile. “How am I supposed to feel, Katya? I’ve always known I was your second choice.”

Anger flared. “Damn it, Vic! Don’t you dare talk that way! You can’t be jealous of a man who ran off and left me a quarter century ago!”

“Jealous? No, I’m not jealous. But . . . I don’t know what to say. Katya, what do you want?”

“I’m not about to leave with him, if that’s what you’re asking. Vic, he doesn’t even have a body. . . .”

“Well, if you were linked with him, in a simulated reality, that wouldn’t matter.”

She made a face. “If that were true—and believe me, it’s not, not for me, anyway—I still couldn’t leave you. We have too much built together here. Do you think these last twenty-some years have been for nothing? That I was just marking time for him to come back?”

“No.” He squeezed her hand. “No, I don’t think that at all.”

“Then stop this null-headed nonsense. I’ll admit that his coming back threw me. I . . . I still don’t quite know how to feel, what to think. But that’s not because I still love him. I love you, and no one else.”

Which, she realized as she said it, was not entirely true. It was possible to love two men. She’d shared a large and important part of her life with Dev, even though she’d really only known him for a few years, starting just before the revolution. When was it—‘38? No, it must have been ‘39. On Loki.

They’d grown close during the long trek out to the newfound DalRiss home system. It was as though some part of their minds, no, their souls had become intertwined, partly from the adventure, the sheer wonder they’d shared. Because of that, he would always be a part of her, no matter how much space or time divided them.

But she’d also shared almost twenty-five years with Vic, and if her decision to contract with him had originally been a way to escape the pain of Dev’s loss, it had not remained that way for long. She loved Vic.

And she didn’t want to see him hurt.

“And I love you,” he said, “and wouldn’t want you hurt for the cosmos.”

The words startled her; it was as though he’d been reading her mind. Then she realized he was responding to what she’d said a moment before . . . and that, as often happens with people who live closely together for a long time, they shared some of the same trains of thought.

“So,” Vic continued, getting up from behind his desk and walking over to a hidden closet, where he retrieved a gold and scarlet shoulder cloak. “Is there any indication at all about what this threat might be?”

“No. I gather that’s why he wants to talk to us.”

“Well, let’s not keep him waiting then, shall we?” He chuckled. “You know, since computer hardware operates so much faster than organic brains, I’ve often wondered if downloaded personalities experience a few years of waiting for every second in our world. Dev was always kind of the impatient sort. I’d hate for him to get bored waiting for us that long!”

Vic had made the necessary calls to assemble several other members of the ConMilCom senior brass; Katya considered discussing the situation with her colleagues in the Senate but decided against it. There was nothing to debate or vote on yet, and bringing the government bureaucracy into the picture now would only slow and complicate matters. As the senior polito in the Defense Committee, she felt she had thrust enough to make her own judgments, then make her recommendations to the government later.

Of course, if she guessed wrong, she could find her political future at a sudden dead end, but she cared less about that than she’d expected, somehow. She could easily be accused of assuming more than her share of power by making unilateral decisions—especially decisions requiring military involvement—but this shadowy threat of Dev’s had to be addressed, and that was more important than political infighting over her usurpation of authority. If Dev had been worried enough . . . no, scared enough to come all the way back to New America in search of help, then whatever he’d run into out there must be pretty damned big, or important, or dangerous.

Or all three.

She and Vic linked into the University of Jefferson from ConMilCom HQ’s comm center. They were the first to log in, arriving electronically in a kind of anteroom, a shadowy place in cyberspace that provided access to a special room for those with the necessary passcode.

“Vic . . . ” Katya began as she stared uncertainly at the electronic doorway leading to the place where Dev was waiting. “I wonder if—”

“I’ll wait here,” Vic told her. “For the others. Why don’t you go ahead in?”

She smiled at him, then leaned over and gave him a virtual kiss. “See you soon.”

Katya uploaded the code Daren had provided, and stepped through the open doorway.

It was scarcely what she’d expected. ViRsim settings for public meetings were generally some place known to all of the participants—a park, perhaps, or a comfortably furnished conversation room, or even a simulated meeting room in an imaginary office building.

She’d not been expecting deep space.

Stars shone in every direction, scattered randomly across heaven. Two were close by, a pair of intensely white suns linked by vast, sweeping S-shaped ribbons of flowing star stuff. Between them . . . what was that? Katya strained to see, but what she saw made no sense. From here, it looked like a whisker of burnished steel, very long, very slender . . . and to guess from the scale, immense beyond imagining. The ribbons of gas appeared to be funneling into nothingness on either end of the gleaming sliver.

“Hello, Katya.”

The voice, at once strange and painfully familiar, came from behind. Whirling—an effort of will alone in this simulation since she was standing on nothingness—she saw Dev, looking exactly as she’d remembered him, twenty-five years before. His clothing subroutine still projected the uniform of the old Confederation Navy, two-toned dress grays. He looked so young, a boy in his twenties. . . .

A downloaded personality, she realized, didn’t need to age, couldn’t age unless it willed itself to. Immortality . . .

But at the cost of humanity.

“Dev! How . . . are you?” It seemed a lame thing to say.

“I’m not really sure,” he said. “I’m alive. If you can call it that. It feels like being alive, anyway. It’s . . . it’s wonderful to see you again.”

“I’m glad to see you.” She wanted to say something clever, something funny about his never calling, but she was desperately afraid that anything she said, any joke she might make, would be taken wrong.

There was something about Dev’s manner that was disturbing. She searched his face for some clue to what it might be, but, of course, what she was looking at was a packaged subroutine no less than the subroutine that provided his uniform. But she thought she heard in his voice . . . was it fear? Or even desperation?

“Can we have a floor?” she asked, gesturing at the stars beneath their feet. “This is a little disconcerting, standing on vacuum.”

“Of course!” There was no dramatic change, but now she could feel something solid beneath her shoes, and when she looked, there was the faintest gleam of reflected light from a smooth, transparent surface. It was like standing on an endless plain of perfectly clear transplas.

Dev’s words came tumbling out, rapid-fire, eager, and just a little shaky. “I forget, sometimes, what it’s like to be on a planet’s surface. Never thought that would happen, but it has. The DalRiss internal reality is . . . different. All light and life and it doesn’t much care about up or down. Or else it looks out into space, like this. They don’t enjoy that as much as I do, though. They can’t even see the stars without Perceivers, did you know? They see life, somehow, the energy fields and chemical processes associated with life. They don’t perceive themselves, you see, the way humans do, and—”

Katya held up her hand, trying to slow the tumbling, almost incoherent voicing of his thoughts. “Dev—”

“Am I talking too much? I suppose I am. It’s been so long since I’ve been able to talk this way to anyone—”

“Dev, please! Not so fast. Let me . . . let me get used to this, okay?”

He stopped speaking as abruptly as if she’d just thrown a switch. His expression was . . . hurt? No, more like embarrassed, and she still couldn’t tell how closely it was connected to what was really going on inside his mind. Damn, she couldn’t read his face the way she’d been able to once. So very much had changed.

The most shocking change was in Dev himself. He was no different outwardly, of course, since he was using the same programming to represent his appearance in a linkage that he’d used when she’d known him before, but his mind . . .

The Dev she’d known had been intelligent, direct, intense . . . and, more to the point, focused, his mind capable of narrowing in on a subject to the point of forgetting all else. This Dev seemed to have trouble staying with any one topic, as though his conversation were following his mind in a series of near-random, non-linear skips and leaps. Kuso, he’d started babbling at her, as though he’d been trying to overwhelm her with a torrent of words.

“Are the others coming?” he asked.

“Yes. They’ll be here soon. I wanted to have a chance to talk to you first.”

For just a moment, something about Dev’s facade seemed to give way, to crack. His appearance remained the same, but she could sense something of the turmoil within, a glimpse of confusion and wanting, of love . . . and of stark terror.

“Dev! What is it? You’re afraid of something!”

“I’ve . . . seen something,” he said. “A nightmare. In a way, it’s still with me. I can never be rid of it.”

“What nightmare? What are you talking about? A new civilization? Daren said you’d encountered something strange in toward the Galactic—”

“Katya! Hold me . . . !”

Had he possessed a physical body, Katya realized, he would have been crying hysterically by now. She reached out and pulled him close; the crack she’d sensed in his armor earlier was wider now, wide enough that she could catch parts of his thoughts, even his memories. Her Companion, she realized, was serving as a bridge to the Naga fragment that Dev’s thoughts and personality were riding. Her mind merged with his. . . .

There were two Devs here, two distinct if overlapping sets of memories, and Katya knew that he must have at some point made a copy of himself, that the two Devs must have followed different paths and experienced different events and then merged once more.

But incompletely. Dev’s mind was fragmented, as though the merging had not been entirely successful. God, no wonder he was having trouble maintaining a stable outward persona! He was being torn apart inside . . . and she thought that at least a part of that fragmented mind was insane.

Tell me, she thought.

Fearhurtpainfearfearfear—

“Katya?” Vic’s voice called, using a private channel from the waiting space outside. “Katya, the others are here.”

“Give me a moment,” she replied. “I need some time.”

“You’ve got it.”

It took, in fact, nearly an hour—an eternity in some ways when linked with another, mind to mind. She learned, more by watching his memories and by feeling what he was experiencing than through Dev’s often incoherent words, about the Device.

She felt wonder at the first glimpse of the alien ships . . . and that wonder doubled and redoubled as those same ships emerged from a dwarf star’s atmosphere. She walked with him on a frozen plain and shivered—not from the cold—when she saw the silent, twisted remnant of a civilization that had died when its sun had gone nova.

Anxiously, she watched as Dev copied and downloaded himself into a Naga ship probe, watched as the probe fell toward the gleaming silver whisker suspended in space between two dwarf suns. And she waited, with increasing impatience, for its return.

The split in Dev’s personality, she was certain, had come later, when the probe returned and he’d tried to reintegrate the copy back into himself. Some work had been done with copied and reintegrated personalities, though she’d never heard of someone existing as software alone for this long; most people preferred living as flesh-and-blood humans for at least part of the time. The technique had originally been developed to keep people with incurable diseases or irreparable injuries alive, though with nanomedical engineering there really were very few of those. Had any remained uploaded as software for this long? She wondered if she should summon a psychengineer, someone with experience with this type of problem.

She felt Dev’s terror increasing as they watched the probe’s return . . . only it wasn’t the probe, but just a tiny fragment of what had been sent through, a few kilograms at most. Something had happened on the other side; the copy had died but had managed to send the pertinent memories of its experience back.

So it wasn’t an incomplete merging of two identical minds that was causing the trouble, but something about the duplicate’s memories, something about what had happened to it on the other side of the Device.

She waited and watched, then, as the surviving fragment was taken aboard the Sirghal. With Dev she relived the merging with his duplicate, felt a blurring of her consciousness, of her awareness of self, a kind of doubling as she experienced the feed from the probe. She was Katya, yes, but she was also Dev, or, rather, she was the downloaded Dev-copy, and strangely, the copy was somehow more like the Dev she’d once known than the one with her now. More alive. More human.

And she also saw why.

The Dev that had been downloaded into the probe had been drawn, in large part, from the persona Dev had once used to access human communications networks. It was a good copy of himself, and its memories were complete up to the moment of the duplication, but a lot had been left out in the making, mostly to save space.

Things like attitudes and preconceptions derived from those long years of hermit-life, with Naga and DalRiss alone for company. She felt the copy’s hurt and anger at being used, and she understood fully. Dev, the >>DEVCAMERON<< making the copy, had thought of this near-duplicate of itself as a tool, something to be made, used, and discarded.

That was an attitude far more akin to DalRiss thought than human. She thought about the Achievers, deliberately grown to order, complete with intelligence and full understanding of what they were, used once and discarded . . . their achieving a kind of suicide.

She thought, too, of the Japanese perversion of biotechnology and art, the inochi-zo, the living statues purpose-grown to live in agony and to be capable of understanding the hopelessness of their condition. That particular horror, when she’d first heard about it, had convinced her more than anything else that the Imperial Shakai culture was fundamentally different from anything on the Frontier, with a radically different outlook on life. People, she’d thought, human beings didn’t do things like that. . . .

She’d changed her mind about that, though, as she eventually realized that the fascination with the suffering of others was not a trait solely of Shakai, not a trait of the Nihonjin . . . but a dark part of the human spirit, something usually repressed, but sometimes—in decadent cultures, for example—released and glorified.

What she was seeing in >>DEVCAMERON<<, she realized with a sharp, small shock, was that same lack of empathy for another’s feelings, wants, or needs that verged on what Katya thought of as the inhuman. She found herself wondering if this really was Dev who was speaking, or if it was instead a kind of faded, twisted echo. When he described his memories of the departure of the Naga fragment probe, a small, black arrowhead shape that dwindled toward the Device, Katya could catch no trace of emotion in Dev’s mental voice.

But there was . . . something as the probe reappeared. A tremor, perhaps? Of fear? Or something else? Later, though, the awareness of what he’d become, an awareness generated by seeing himself through the eyes of an earlier self who’d become a stranger, had jarred him badly, had challenged his deepest held convictions of who and what he was.

Then, close on the heels of that unpleasant revelation, the shock of what he’d glimpsed on the far side of the Device had nearly broken him. Certainly, it had changed him.

But changed him into what?

Holding Dev close in her mind, then, she relived those next few horrible moments. She remembered with him the copy’s passage through the Device, and on the other side she saw the Galactic Core, vast beyond human comprehension, centered by black holes and their radiation-screaming rings of accreted star stuff. She saw the encircling walls of molecular clouds, saw the stars crowded together in all directions, like angelic hosts in glory, saw a vast cavern, a bubble at the Galaxy’s heart, swept clean of gas and dust by the gravitational singularities there.

And, close by, she saw the enigmatic Ring, astonishing, twenty astronomical units across, enclosing the unrelenting chaos of the Great Annihilator. In another moment, she felt the attack from behind, was there as the Dev-copy fought its brief, hopeless battle.

She saw the damaged enemy ship looming close . . .

 . . . THE WEB IS EVERYTHING THAT IS, THAT EVER WAS, THAT EVER WILL BE, A COSMOS MOLDED TO A SINGLE PURPOSE, AND THE PURPOSE IS THE CONTINUATION OF THE WEB.

Several times, Katya had been immersed in the strangeness of Naga thought. This was like that, eerily so . . . and yet she could sense a vast, latent power and sheer confidence behind the mental voice that she had never experienced in the Naga. An untamed planetary Naga was powerful, yes . . . but compared to the depth and breadth and scope of the intelligence she sensed here, the Naga were insignificant.

As were humans.

CONFUSION. LACK OF INTEGRATION. PART OF THE WEB HAS REFUSED DIRECTION AND HAS BECOME DANGEROUS. INTEGRATE. REINTEGRATE. CORRECTION. WEB CALL HAS BECOME CORRUPTED. NEGATIVE-INTEGRATE. DESTROY. DESTROY. ELIMINATE NONRESPONSIVE AND NONINTEGRATIVE WEB CELLS IMPERATTVEIMPERATTVE1MPERATIVE.

To the blurred impressions of her own mind mingled with Dev’s mingled with the copy’s, there were now added . . . others. Strange, jumbled thoughts and impressions, harsh and mechanical, lacking emotion, lacking any hint of such counter-survival traits as pity, mercy, empathic understanding, or love.

There were memories, old memories, of . . . something. A galaxy, looking down at its core? A black hole with its wheeling, star-hot accretion disk? What was she seeing . . . ?

Madness . . . madness . . . a spinning, whirling loss of reason that threatened to shatter completely the crystal clarity of her perceptions . . .

Much, so very much, made no sense at all, and she perceived it only as a vague jumbling of shapes, colors, and incoherence. Other memories, though, carried imagery that, while strange, could be deciphered.

There was the Ring, of course. It was not solid after all, but composed of countless separate units, many interconnected, many more not. Indeed, few of the Web’s units were more than a few kilometers across, though there were titanic exceptions for special and dimly perceived purposes. Exceptions such as the Devices themselves, in all their countless millions scattered through space and time.

PRESERVATION. MAINTENANCE. NULL ENTROPY.

She sensed the Web’s machine parts in their billions, concentrated about the fifteen-solar-mass black hole human cosmologists knew as the Great Annihilator. The Ring seen close up resembled an asteroid belt—or the pleated, myriad rings of a gas giant. Individual sections crawled with insectlike machines; spacecraft, some kilometers long, some no larger than extraordinarily complex long-chain molecules, moved from worldlet to worldlet in patterns that made no sense at small scales but at larger scales mimicked the evolution-shaped purposefulness of some vast and perfectly designed circulatory system. Star stuff, ultraviolet hot and amazingly dense, spilled from elsewhere into concentrated hellfurnaces of radiant fusion. Strange elements were shaped in those cauldrons, while fantastic energies came from the gravitational annihilation of matter in the central bottomless well.

Much of the technology she barely grasped. Some was wholly beyond understanding at all, as noncausal as magic itself. Even so, there were curious inconsistencies. The Web didn’t know how to draw energy from the Quantum Sea; she could detect nothing like the human theory of quantum mechanics.

Among the alien machines and thoughts and memories, though, she did catch some echoes of the Builders. Surprisingly, there were many species of Builder; one among those tens of thousands of disparate voices she heard must have been first . . . but over eons, others had joined it, willingly or by simply being absorbed, whatever the individual members thought of the matter. Their physical shapes and forms were long since gone, now, not even a distant memory. What had been preserved—in a fashion eerily similar to what had happened to Dev—was intellect alone, as programs, as patterns of data, uploaded to superbly intricate and complex machines.

If there was anything organic left among the crawling, bustling machines of the Web, she could not detect it, even in fading echoes of long-ago memories. All that remained was an intense and purposeful lust.

That lust, when she examined it, triggered a shock of recognition. At last here was something she could actually relate to in a human way!

It was a drive, honed by billions of years of machine evolution . . . to survive. . . .


Chapter 18

Surely there can be no fundamental difference between the evolution of life forms based on carbon and that of those based on silicon, sulfur, or some other element. Given that life both shapes and is shaped by its environment, Darwinian logic will mold it like clay on a potter’s wheel, bringing order, efficiency, and competitive success out of the mindless and relentless decay and chaos of entropy.

—Evolution and Life

DR. R. GUTMA RAJASINGH

C.E. 2412

Later, Katya turned to Dev, beneath the blue smear of a nebula’s light. Dev had taken her through the entire sequence, from the fate of the probe sent to the Galactic Core to Sirghal’s escape after the battle at the Stargate.

Revelation upon revelation had left her dazed; unanswered questions continued to burn. “Why did they attack?” she asked him. ” I . . . I sensed they attacked out of a need for survival, but I don’t understand how they perceived that you, that your duplicate, rather, was a threat.”

“I don’t know.”

“Could they have attacked because they perceived your penetration of their Stargate as a threat? An attack on their home, there in the Galaxy’s core?”

Dev gave her a wan smile. “Like ants attacking blindly when their nest is disturbed? I wondered about that. But we have no answers yet. None that I’ve been able to fathom, anyway.”

“The impression I had was that the Web is all machine. A kind of machine intelligence.”

“Self-programming AIs,” Dev agreed. “A cliché given life.”

Katya thought about that. Speculation about robotic intelligence, about machine evolution and the possibility of machine-based intelligence ultimately replacing Man, had been around for centuries. At the heart of the idea was the argument that it didn’t really matter whether the organism was built out of proteins or silicon chips. The same laws of evolution that shaped form and structure in organic systems could be expected to shape the programs of computers equipped to carry out their own self-repair or even replication. Given both an environment complex enough that chaotic processes came into play and a means of passing mutable design information from one generation to the next, machine-based evolution was at least as probable as the evolution of organic life. And in a universe as vast and as complex as this one, it was a safe bet that what could happen probably had.

Katya wondered if the machines’ mode of transmitting their blueprints from parent to offspring was as much fun as it was for humans.

“There’s a saying among AI techs,” she said. ” ‘Organic life is the universe’s way of making machines.’”

If Dev responded to the old joke, if he even recognized it as such, he gave no sign. “I couldn’t get any sense of organic life within the matrix of the thoughts I encountered. Did you?”

“No. It was all kind of . . . stiff. Direct. No flexibility.”

“Or flexible only within very narrow parameters.”

“Somebody had to build them, though. Who? And when?”

“I’m not entirely sure those questions have meaning anymore,” Dev replied. “The Web’s origins lie so far in the past that, well . . . my guess is billions of years. Maybe back to the formation of this galaxy. There must have been an organic race somewhere in their history.” He paused, thoughtful. “Did you get that one brief fragment in that flurry of alien thought . . . something like a galaxy, but with an intense, blinding white light at the center?”

“Yes,” Katya said. “I saw that. It reminded me of AI simulations of a quasar. Or a black hole spewing out intense polar jets.”

“Very good,” Dev said, nodding approval. “That was my impression too. I think what we saw was our own Galaxy, back when it was new.”

Katya felt a shiver at her spine. “But, my God! That would have been something like ten billion years ago!”

“I’ve said already that I think the Web stretches across large tracts of time as well as space. If so, it could be the Builders were around when our galaxy was very young, when the black hole at the core was first forming and gobbling down so many of the suns packed at the center that it was spewing the leftovers across the light years. A quasar . . .”

“I’m . . . not sure I can accept that,” Katya said. “I know there’s been some theorizing that maybe our Galaxy went through a quasar stage early in its history. But would life have been able to evolve in that kind of environment?”

“We don’t really know what conditions were like. Maybe the birth of a quasar in the neighborhood, the growing intensity of radiation, was what led them to develop a machine-based intelligence. If their technology developed at all like ours, they must have also experimented with rebuilding themselves.”

“Like our biotech interfaces, before the Companions,” Katya said. “With nano-implants, cephlinks, and sockets.”

“Or like me,” Dev said. “Possibly they learned to download the program that was their mind, their soul, if you will, into machine bodies. Bodies safe from radiation. From disease. Even from aging. Immortality.”

“Are you saying the Builders are still there inside their machines? Immortal? Unchanging?”

“I don’t think that has an easy answer,” Dev said.

Katya listened to Dev’s voice and heard a bleakness there. And a horror. It was as though he were being forced to look at things he really didn’t want to examine.

“Go on.”

“That kind of immortality could be more of a curse than a blessing. To live forever in a machine body . . .”

“Dev?” Katya said. She wanted to reach out and take him in her arms, to hold him close, and didn’t quite dare, couldn’t yet trust her own feelings. “Dev, are you okay?”

“I’m . . . fine.” He paused for a long moment, and Katya wondered if he was searching for the right words . . . or simply trying to control some powerful, hidden emotion. “You know, an interesting thing happened when I reassimilated the memories, the record made by my copy. I found out he didn’t like me very much.”

The thought struck Katya as so incongruous she almost laughed aloud. Somehow, she swallowed the reaction. Dev seemed so . . . vulnerable. “Why not?”

“You’re . . . aware, of course, of the DalRiss attitude toward Achievers.”

“Certainly,” Katya said. “Lots of people don’t like it. There was a time, not long after you left, when there was some talk about using DalRiss Achievers to replace K-T drives in human starcraft. If it hadn’t turned out that Achievers didn’t work with human technology, it probably would’ve caused another war. Whole movements formed in some places, calling for some kind of law to protect Achievers from exploitation.”

“Protecting DalRiss Achievers?” Dev asked.

She nodded. “Some of the more extreme groups were calling for a war against the DalRiss to free them.”

“I guess I really am out of date,” Dev said. “Anyway, a law to help the Achievers would be unenforceable. The DalRiss don’t think about them the way we do. Come to think of it, the Achievers don’t think about it the way we do either. You might say that the supreme moment of their existence is that moment when they complete the translation of a DalRiss ship from one point in space to another.”

“And die.”

“And die. From their point of view, dying is the whole point of being born.”

“The same could be said of us. What does all of this have to do with your copy disliking you?” She knew the answer, but she wanted Dev to say it for himself.

He didn’t answer for a long time. He was facing the sprawling color-smear of the nebula, as though studying the finely detailed traceries and soft-glowing sheets outstretched across space like wings. “When I reintegrated with it,” he said at last, “I realized that it felt . . . used. Like an Achiever. I’d not really thought one way or the other, when I started the download process, that a copy of myself might protest against a plan I myself had conceived. But its memories up to the point of copying were clear enough, detailed enough, that it didn’t understand at first that it was the copy. When it realized that it was the one being sent on what could easily be described as a suicide mission, it . . . became upset.”

“You keep referring to your duplicate as ‘it.’”

“Do I?” He thought about it. “You’re saying it should be ‘him’?”

“Shouldn’t it?”

“I guess . . . that’s part of the problem. To me, the download was just a tool. When I saw the process through its . . . through his eyes, later, I realized that I’d become a lot more like the DalRiss than, than like I used to be.” He turned, his eyes staring into Katya’s, the light of the nebula touching his skin with highlights of blue and violet. “Katya, I feel . . . I feel like I’m losing what I was.”

She did take him in her arms then, drawing him close. “If you can feel the hurt of losing your humanity,” she told him, “then you’re still human.”

Hours later, the senior-ranking military personnel on New America discussed what they’d just seen—“experienced” would have been the better word—in the record from the DalRiss expedition firsthand.

“I think what we’re seeing in there,” Vic said, “is a war. A war being carried on against entropy itself.”

“Never cared much for entropy myself,” General Aimes said with a wry smile. “Messy. Turns a perfectly neat and ordered desk into a disaster in less time than it takes to say ‘chaos’!”

“If we can trust these records Dev Cameron managed to bring us,” Vic said, “then we have evidence of an intelligence who hates the idea a lot more than you do.”

They had entered the simulation together, joining Katya and Dev in that surreal landscape of tortured suns and whirling black holes at the Galaxy’s center. They’d seen the machine attack, first against the probe, then against the DalRiss fleet waiting outside the Stargate at Nova Aquila, and finally, again, at the nebula, after the Sirghal’s escape.

That saga of Sirghal’s return across the light years alone, Vic reflected, would have been worth volumes had anyone been recording the trek as a history. According to Dev, Sirghal had been separated from the other DalRiss ships when it jumped to the vicinity of the nebula.

What followed was a long and harrowing journey indeed. The machines from the Galactic Core had not followed them beyond the nebula, fortunately, but they’d needed to make a number of careful, short-ranged jumps to determine by parallax their position within the Galaxy, and the probable location of some part of space they were familiar with. Achievers worked by gaining an impression of a distant area of space, preferably an area they were familiar with in terms of magnetism, gravitational mass, and radiation of various wavelengths. They had a great deal of trouble jumping into unknown, unfamiliar space. Random jumps, such as the one that had taken Sirghal to the fringe of the nebula, could have unfortunate consequences.

It had taken over two months—part of that time spent while Sirghal stopped and literally grew and harvested another crop of Achievers in order to continue the journey—but at last they’d made it to a section of space where Dev had begun to recognize constellations. Orion, with its three-stars-in-a-row belt, had been his clue that they were nearing human-known space, and another jump in that direction had let them identify the twin Alyan suns, home system to the DalRiss.

With no other established rendezvous—the possibility that they would be so badly scattered seemed never to have occurred to the DalRiss—each of the lone city-ships must have come to the same conclusion, and the same destination. When Sirghal materialized inside the Alya B system and entered orbit over the DalRiss homeworld of GhegnuRish, they found twenty-two other cityships there ahead of them.

It was a logical rendezvous. With luck, more might eventually show up, though they were handicapped by not having Dev along to recognize star patterns. Since DalRiss without Perceivers could not see stars, they’d never developed, as either a science or an art, a way of identifying patterns of stars in their skies. The range of controlled Achiever-assisted jumps was limited by various factors; still, some of the DalRiss vessels, eventually, might be able to come close enough to known space that their Achievers could fold them back into the familiar territory of the homeworld’s system.

But Dev was still worried that the Web might be following them. There was no evidence that they’d been tracked beyond that first, wild jump away from the Stargate, true, but as Dev carefully explained to the Military Planning Board, there were no promises. In fact, it seemed probable that the Web now knew more about the human and DalRiss civilizations than they knew about the Web. Much information about Earth and the Shichiju would have been intact within the wreckage of the probe at the Galactic Core. A Naga could have absorbed and assimilated it; it seemed possible, even likely, that the Web could do the same. Too, fifty-two DalRiss cityships were missing, as yet unaccounted for. Some might yet reappear at GhegnuRish; some, perhaps most, were lost among the Cygnan star clouds and would never find their way back.

How many, though, had been pursued after they left the Nova Aquila system, how many had been disabled and their Naga communications centers plundered of all that they knew? The other cityships knew as much as did Sirghal; the various ships regularly shared their blocks of Naga patterns of memory, and within that stored data would be gigabyte upon gigabyte about DalRiss and human technologies. The Web might not be able to trace the location of Earth or the Alyan suns immediately, but it would be able to track them. All shared a knowledge of their carefully plotted track through space for the last twenty-five years. It had been a long and zigzagging journey, with countless stops along the way . . . but the record was there, broken only at the end by their emergency jump from Nova Aquila.

Dev had told them the entire story, allowing them to see and feel for themselves the impressions Katya had already experienced. They sat now at a conference table, in reality instead of ViRsimulation, discussing the next step. All were still somewhat stunned by the experience, a bit overwhelmed. Felicia Aimes’s jokes had for Vic the feel of a desperate, almost hysterical attempt to keep some measure of perspective after a deeply unsettling set of revelations.

The group gathered at the table included several high-ranking members of the ConMilCom Ops Planning staff. Besides Vic and Katya, there were Generals Aimes and Mendoza, Colonel Howell, and a half dozen other senior officers, all either with various ConMilCom departments or with the CMI. Also present, at Dev’s insistence, were two xenologists—Daren and Taki Oe. Both seemed entranced by the opportunity to examine records pertaining to a brand-new, unknown civilization. Both seemed a bit out of place among all of the military brass. The planning staff had grudgingly admitted Daren . . . but had nearly rebelled at the inclusion of Taki Oe. It had taken a threat by Katya to push through special legislation in the Senate to get them to include the Japanese-New American at the table, and there were still some ruffled feelings about the affair.

The Japanese, after all, were the enemy.

That was a feeling that was going to have to change, Vic thought.

Dev was standing by, too, though not actually present at the group’s deliberations. While his downloaded mind still occupied the AI system at the University of Jefferson, the AI had opened a voice channel for him, so that he could participate in the continued deliberations. At the moment, though, the group had switched him off. Vic thought that the officers sitting at that table were still having some trouble accepting Dev as a real person. Even when they’d been with him in the simulated reality of the Nova Aquila system or the Galactic Core, they’d sometimes referred to him in the third person, as though discussing someone absent.

They’re more comfortable thinking of him as a kind of AI, Vic thought. He remembered the old legal definition of AIs as “intelligent but of limited purview.”

That definition scarcely applied to Dev, though. Nor, for that matter, to those mechanical things swarming about the Galaxy’s core.

He glanced at Katya, worried about her. She’d seemed subdued ever since emerging from her private meeting with Dev, and he was pretty sure that there was more to her emotional state than the shock of the new and the very, very large.

A digitized image drawn from Sirghal’s Naga memory glowed above the holoprojector in the middle of the table, showing what had been found at Nova Aquila, two dwarf suns in miniature and the Device spinning at their center of gravity.

“So,” General Aimes said. “What do we have?” She palmed a control interface and the image they were watching changed, the camera angle zooming in to focus on the long, thin cylinder in as much detail as was available . . . a fast-spinning blur of quicksilver gray.

“We have an alien intelligence,” Colonel Howell said, “apparently very old, very advanced, and completely machine-based. It seems to be responsible for causing a nova in the star system we call Nova Aquila and, in the process, may have exterminated an intelligent race living on one of the planets in that system. They somehow manipulate matter on a scale so vast I’m still not sure I believe or understand it. They build stargates a thousand kilometers long with the mass of a fair-sized planet, use their rotation and gravitational mass to travel between the stars and to siphon away the substance of two exploded suns.

“This other information Cameron passed on . . . well, I’m not so sure what to think about it.”

“The interference patterns?” Aimes asked.

“That, and this whole concept of nested bubbles of light. I really can’t make out what he was saying about that. Anybody?”

“Cameron may be bringing his, ah, unusual point of view to this,” General Sergei Ulanov said. A brusque, bald man with a bushy mustache, Ulanov was, like Katya, originally from New America’s Ukrainian colony and tended to defer to her. “Senator? Can you elaborate on that?”

“Not very much. I don’t understand all of what he was saying either. Maybe, in time . . .”

“Could the fact that we don’t understand it all be a reflection of the advanced technology?” Taki Oe wondered.

Mendoza gave Taki a sour look. “More likely it means the message was garbled. Or incomplete.”

“I think we can trust the records,” Vic replied. He manipulated the controls from his tabletop interface. The Device hovering above the holoprojector vanished, replaced by a three-dimensional view of the granulated, glowing surface of one of the white dwarfs. A ship—they were thinking of them now as Starminers—emerged from the surface, a minute black speck trailing an arrowhead-shaped wake of roiling stellar atmosphere. “This is what amazes me,” he said quietly. “Think of it! To plumb the depths of a star! The technology that implies. My God! The surface gravity of a white dwarf must be in the tens of thousands of Gs, and the pressures in there are unimaginable! What these people are capable of . . .”

“What they are capable of,” Katya said with an almost rude abruptness, “is genocide. Worse than genocide. They annihilated an entire civilization, and as far as Dev could tell, they weren’t even aware of what they were doing.”

“Ah! But wouldn’t a deliberate act be worse?” Mendoza wanted to know. “If it was an accident—”

“Scary thought,” Vic said. “Wiping out a whole civilization by accident.”

“We nearly did it ourselves a time or two,” Daren said. “I wonder, though. If this Web is significantly more advanced than we are, perhaps it wasn’t so much a matter of either deliberate genocide or accident as it was, well, overlooking that other civilization. If they were as far beyond us as we are beyond, say, cockroaches . . .”

“I would expect a civilization as advanced as that to have some corresponding advancement in their moral perceptions,” Aimes said stiffly. “Certain civilized concepts, such as vegetarianism on moral grounds, cannot develop without highly advanced—”

“We don’t all have your refined moral sense, General,” Mendoza said sarcastically. “Even those of us who may be superintelligent. Or highly advanced.”

Aimes bristled. “I eat vegetables and meat nanogrown from nonliving materials because I believe it wrong to eat animals. A moral decision, but one impossible if we were still savages. That is my point, not that I’m better than any of the rest of you.”

“However much she may believe that she is,” Mendoza added to Sandoval.

“Can we stick to the subject, please?” Vic said, interceding as General Aimes glowered across the table. Damn . . . humans were confronting Armageddon for the entire species . . . and here they were squabbling over vegetarianism and alien morals. . . .

“Somehow,” Katya said, “I doubt that the Web has the same moral perceptions we do. The DalRiss cherish life, remember, but they also use it as we use tools.”

“Maybe, to the Web, we are food animals,” Taki put in. “Or our stars are sources of raw materials for this, this incredible technology we’ve glimpsed. Or—”

“Such speculation is pointless right now,” Mendoza said.

“I disagree, General,” Katya said. “It is of vital importance that we know how the Web perceives us. What they expect of us.”

“What I want to know more than anything else,” Howell added, “is just exactly how reliable is our source?” He was addressing the room at large, but he was staring at Katya when he spoke.

Vic was about to answer for her, but she glanced at him and gave him a tiny shake of the head.

“The entity we call Dev Cameron,” she said carefully, “cannot any longer be regarded as human . . . not the way we use the word, at any rate.” She hesitated, then drew a deep breath, bracing herself. Vic could sense her struggle to keep her feelings about Dev under tight control. “The Naga and the DalRiss think differently than we do—I think we all understand that. They perceive their surroundings differently and with different senses, and because of those differences they form a different picture of the universe around them, a different worldview that does not always entirely correspond to our own.”

“You’re saying they’re alien,” Aimes said, and the others laughed.

“And Dev Cameron is alien now as well,” Katya said. “I’m not entirely sure just how alien he is, but he certainly does not perceive things the same way we do. But the important thing is that he still retains his basic identity with the human species. He identifies with us. He cares about what happens to us, as a species at any rate. I . . . I’m not sure if he can relate to us as individuals any longer, but he wants what is best for the human race as a whole.”

“What,” Admiral Bruce Roberts, of the Confederation Navy, said. “Even the Japanese?” He glanced at Taki, then shrugged. “Or the Imperials, I should say.”

“Even the Imperials, Admiral,” Katya said. “Maybe especially the Imperials since they’re the custodians of Earth. I don’t know. I don’t think that politics are very important to him anymore.”

Sandoval stirred, restless. “How about that? We have one war on our hands already with the Empire. Which side would he be on, when the Imperials start sending in their ryus?”

“Is he even aware that we have a war brewing here?” Aimes asked.

“We could ask him,” Taki pointed out.

“And it would prove nothing,” Katya said. “He can certainly remember being in the Confederation Navy back during the war. He can remember why he did what he did then. He can remember serving the Hegemony before that, before he deserted to join the Rebellion. But now, well, my impression is that trying to identify with one bunch of humans against another is like trying to muster some deep emotion over the extinction of the dinosaurs on Earth. It happened a very long time ago, and to somebody else. It’s no longer important.”

“From Dev’s viewpoint,” Vic added, “what is important is not the Imperials. It’s this threat from Outside.”

“And he may be right,” Daren said. “The DalRiss attempts to communicate with the Web weren’t very successful. From what I was able to pick up, the Web doesn’t talk. It doesn’t discuss. It tells.”

General Aimes studied Daren for a moment, her elbows propped on the table, her hands folded in front of her face. “Tell me, Doctor. What is your assessment of the Web? Just what is it? Where did it come from?”

“If it’s all machines, like Cameron says,” Howell added, “someone had to build it in the first place. To program it.”

“Obviously,” Daren said. “My . . . impression is that the Web is a lot like the Naga in some ways, like they were in the bad old days when we thought of them as Xenophobes. Their view of the universe is skewed by their perception of self.”

“That was Cameron’s speculation,” Mendoza pointed out.

“And I think it was an accurate one,” Daren replied. “Naga divide the entire universe into self and not-self. The Web sees the entire universe as self.”

“What,” Admiral Roberts said. “It thinks it’s God?”

“I doubt that it thinks in those terms, Admiral,” Taki said. “But you could look at it as a communal intelligence, a hive-mind, if you like. We’re not even certain yet that the Web is self-aware, at least, not in the same sense we are.”

“ ‘Self-aware’ is ‘I think, therefore I am,’ ” Aimes said. “What’s so damned hard about that?”

“It’s more than that,” Daren put in. “I think self-awareness also means you can distinguish between yourself and somebody else, and that’s where the Web is lacking. Its mind is made up of billions of separate parts. Those parts communicate. It’s aware of the rest of the cosmos as what doesn’t communicate . . . but it seems to regard the noncommunicative part of the universe as a kind of extension of itself. The way you might think about your foot, say, being an extension of yourself.”

“When I step on something sharp in my bare feet,” Aimes said, “my foot communicates, believe me.”

“But do you think of your foot as a part of you?” Taki asked her. “I mean, as part of your ego? Your real, inner self? Or is the real you a wrapped-up package of thoughts and memories and sensations located somewhere just behind your eyes?”

“Dev Cameron lost his entire physical body,” Katya added. “But he’s still Dev.”

“You said he wasn’t,” Roberts said.

“I said he’s changed, Admiral. His experiences over the past twenty-five years have changed him. That’s true of all of us, isn’t it?”

“What you’re saying, Doctor,” Vic said to Taki, “is that the Web might think of us as part of itself. Something to be used, tools or raw materials.”

“Exactly.”

“Self and tools aren’t the same thing,” Aimes insisted.

Taki glanced at Aimes. “Perhaps a better analogy than your foot would have been raw materials, resources. If you could imagine yourself as a primitive, living in a cave, but thinking of the rocks there as something as much a part of your body, of your perception of self, as your arm, say—”

“Then I would have a perfect right to bash rocks together to make flint tools,” Aimes said, picking up the thought. “And to use those tools to make other tools. I think I see your point.”

Daren reached out and touched the interface. The image above the holoprojector zoomed in close on one of the sleekly organic spacecraft rising from a sun. “I think they may not be able to differentiate between intelligence and, well, the expression of intelligence.”

“What do you mean?” Howell asked. “That they confuse technology with the technologists?”

“That, and more,” Daren said. “There is a kind of intelligence that deliberately seeks to manipulate its environment.”

“I’d take that as a fair definition of intelligence,”

“Not necessarily. Think of the Communes, on Dante. They manipulate their environment. But as far as we can tell, they’re not intelligent.”

“Not our kind of intelligence, perhaps,” Vic said.

“Okay. Termites, on Earth, then. Or glowcoral on Eridu. Social animals. Builders. But not intelligence. Evolution has shaped the community as a whole to express itself in ways that seem intelligent to us, but individually the members of the community are not.

“At the other end of the scale are animals like dolphins. Or the Zeta Doradan Maia. They demonstrate remarkable mental abilities. They may, in fact, be intelligent in every way that counts . . . yet because they are completely atechnic we don’t have enough in common with them for anything like rational communication.”

“What are you saying, Doctor?” Aimes asked. “That the Web isn’t really intelligent? Or that it’s too different for the question to have any meaning for us?”

“Something of both, I think. Humans and DalRiss have both been at least partly defined by their use of tools to reshape their environments. I suspect that the tools themselves define the Web’s intelligence. As with termites, or Communes, individual Web machines probably have no more intelligence than, oh, a fairly bright insect. Maybe just enough intelligence, in fact, to follow orders.”

“The very clear thought in the alien recordings,” Taki added, “is that it had encountered a part of itself that was noncommunicative . . . and was somehow refusing direction. What was it it said, exactly?”

” ‘Part of the Web has refused direction,’ ” Katya replied, her eyes closed as she downloaded the text, ” ‘and has become dangerous. Integrate . . . re-integrate.’ Something then about the Web cell being corrupted and needing to be destroyed.”

“Machines that don’t follow orders,” Mendoza said, following Daren’s thread of logic, “have to be re-integrated. Or destroyed.”

“Or simply used, as part of the environment,” Daren said. “If it doesn’t respond to the Web as a part of the Web, it’s fair game.”

“The attack could be perceived as a kind of auto-immune response,” Sandoval pointed out. “Antibodies failing to recognize intruding substances as self, and attacking them.”

“A fair analogy, General,” Mendoza agreed. “I question whether this immune response would extend to us out here, as Cameron seems to fear. Why would they want to destroy us? We’ve not threatened them, and we’re a long, long way from the Galactic Core.”

“They’ve also been out in our neck of the woods for a good many thousands of years, General,” Katya pointed out. Twelve hundred light years was a walk in the park compared to the twenty-seven-thousand-light-year distance to the core of the Galaxy. “If your auto-immune-response analogy is accurate . . . suppose they do think of the whole universe as their body? Or even just this galaxy? They might be aware of us as a kind of disease.”

“A cancer,” Daren said. “Cells that have stopped responding to orders and are growing wild.”

“That’s an interesting thought, Daren,” Katya said. “You know, we could be missing something here. We’ve been thinking of the probe as a kind of body for the duplicate download of Dev . . . but what was the probe, really? A Naga fragment, serving as hardware for the Dev-copy’s software.”

“It recognized the Naga as self . . .” Taki said, excited. “Then thought of it as part of the Web that had stopped communicating, stopped taking orders.”

“Are you saying the Naga are part of the Web?” Vic asked. “Or that they used to be?”

“I don’t think we have enough information to make any useful hypotheses, Vic,” Katya said. “But we certainly have some good leads. I submit that Dr. Cameron and Dr. Oe be put in charge of researching everything we know about the Web. Questioning a planetary Naga might give us some new insights.”

“Especially if we could find a Naga that recognized the Web as a part of its past,” Daren said. “Naga memory threads go back a long, long way. With this, we might trigger the appropriate memories and learn a lot more.”

“Do it,” Katya said. She exchanged a glance with Vic. “We’re going to have to go public with all of this, you know. Bring it out in the open so we can deal with it.”

“Agreed,” Vic said. “There’s still a big question.”

“What’s that?”

“Our, ah, war with the Imperials.”

“We seem to have been given a choice of wars,” Mendoza said. “War with the Empire. War with this machine intelligence.”

“Not that simple, General,” Katya said, “and you know it. We’re going to have to bring the Empire in on this, too. Work with them.”

“What!” Sandoval almost rose from his seat. “Senator, you can’t be serious!”

“I am serious, General,” Katya said softly. “Dead serious. If we don’t find a way now to stop this war with the Empire, then the Web is going to find us divided and distracted when it arrives. And it will arrive. It knows we exist, and it can’t afford to ignore us. Whether it thinks we’re a disease or a disobedient offshoot of itself or whatever, it won’t ignore us. I agree with Dev on this. The Web represents the greatest threat mankind has ever faced, greater than the Xenophobes by far for the simple fact that we can’t communicate with them.

“Our only chance will be if we can form a united front with the Imperials.”

“An . . . alliance?” Sandoval asked, still disbelieving. “With the Empire?”

“The Confederation can’t muster the resources to face the Web, General,” Katya said. “Maybe, maybe Mankind can. I don’t know if we can face the threat that Dev showed us, even united. But we have got to try.

“Humanity no longer can afford the luxury of being divided against itself.”


Chapter 19

In large-scale warfare, it is essential to cause upset. It is critical to attack resolutely where enemies are not expecting it; then while their minds are unsettled, use this to your advantage to take the initiative and win.

In individual combat, you appear relaxed at first, then suddenly charge powerfully; as the opponent’s mind changes pitch, it is essential that you follow what he does, not letting him relax for a moment, perceiving the advantage of the moment and discerning right then and there how to win.

—The Fire Scroll,

Book of the Five Spheres

MIYAMOTO MUSASHI

seventeenth century C.E.

“You may go in now, Madam Senator.”

Katya bowed. “Arigato gozaimasu.”

“Don’t mention it, please,” the aide said in lightly accented Inglic. “The ambassador has been most anxious to see you this morning.”

I’ll just bet he has, Katya thought. She’d not been looking forward to this interview at all. She smiled at the aide, though, as he slid the light frame door to the side, nodding her thanks. Stepping out of her shoes, she left them outside the door and went inside in her bare feet.

Ambassador Kazuhiro Mishima was a tall and elegant man, reportedly a member of the royal family and reportedly, too, a member of the powerful faction known as the Kansai no Otoko, the Men of Completion. He stood and smiled urbanely as Katya walked in—unusual for a traditional Nihonjin, especially in the presence of a gaijin woman.

“Konichiwa, O-Taishisan,” she said, bowing low. “Good day, honored Ambassador.”

“It is I who am honored by your coming to see me here,” Mishima said in perfect, if somewhat stilted Inglic. “An ambassador expects to be summoned by senators and rulers, not to have them attend him.”

“I thought, under the circumstances, it would be more . . . polite this way.”

“I see.” He gestured. “Won’t you be seated? Please.”

If his greeting had been untraditional, his office was purely old Japanese. The walls were paper, the floor bare wood with woven tatami to sit on. His desk was large, but only centimeters tall, high enough to work at while seated cross-legged behind it. Even so, the desk contained all of the technological amenities, including a built-in interface panel, a holoprojector, a computer touchboard, even an old-fashioned vidscreen, folded down into the surface.

The ambassador was informally dressed in silk lounging pajama slacks and a light robe, and Katya had the impression that he was not used to receiving official guests at this hour of the morning. She waited as he walked behind the desk and lowered himself to his tatami.

He considered her for a moment. “Proper etiquette would demand that the two of us talk for an hour or so, exchange pleasantries, and carefully avoid the real issue of why you are here, Senator. I, for one, have an extremely full schedule today and would much rather dispense with the formal courtesies. I suspect you would prefer that as well?”

Katya raised her eyebrows. “I would. I’m surprised that you—”

“That I would act abruptly? Ignore the amenities? Act, in fact, like a typical New American?” He sighed and shook his head. “Ah, well, perhaps that is the price I pay for living out here on the Frontier with you. Believe me, if I were receiving you back in Kyoto, you would find me every bit as stuffy and as formal and as indirect as you could possibly imagine!”

Katya laughed. “And perhaps I’m beginning to understand why you were appointed as ambassador to the Confederation.”

“I presume, Madam Senator,” Mishima said, “that you wish to discuss the recent events on Kasei.”

“No, Your Excellency. As a matter of fact, I do not. At least, that is not the primary reason I asked to see you. There is something new that has come up, something far more important, that threatens the existence of both the Imperial Hegemony and the Confederation.”

Mishima’s eyes widened slightly. “Ah. Then am I to assume it has to do with the DalRiss fleet now orbiting this world?”

“Yes, sir. I imagine your TJK people have been keeping you briefed.” Mishima said nothing, neither confirming nor denying her statement but waiting quietly for her to continue. “These vessels are among those that left nearhuman space twenty-five years ago, shortly after the Second Battle of Herakles.”

“There was talk,” Mishima said, “of their home star going nova. Not that it had, but that it was going to soon.”

“Soon, in this case, may mean a thousand years. Or ten thousand. Or even another million. I have a feeling the DalRiss simply think about planets, about worlds, in a different way than we do.”

He nodded. “I know that the ecosystems of their two worlds, out in Alyan space, were ravaged by their war with the Xenophobes. That could have something to do with it.”

“Possibly, though as I understand it, the planetary Naga on GhegnuRish was rebuilding the ecosphere for them. Certainly, one reason for their exodus seems to have been their desire to find new life. Well, they did.”

Mishima listened quietly as she described the meetings with the downloaded mind and memories of Devis Cameron. It felt strange to Katya to sit there discussing Dev in cold, almost clinical detail, recounting his experiences at Nova Aquila . . . and beyond, within the strangeness of the Galactic Core.

When she’d completed the story, she handed Mishima a tiny strip of lucite, within which was embedded a computer’s digital recreation of Dev’s memories. “This is a recording of everything that Cameron saw, both at Nova Aquila and on the other side of the gate, at the center of the Galaxy. Some of it is a bit, well, disjointed.”

“I can imagine,” he said, accepting the strip. “Such an experience . . .”

“The civilization he calls the Web is unlike anything we know. Some of us believe—at least, some of our research so far suggests the possibility—that the Naga may be descended from them in some way, that the original Naga might have been scouts or even advance engineers. They might have been sent out into the hinterlands of the Galaxy to prepare the way for the Web, but something went wrong. Maybe they lost their programming or some critical piece of instruction. It’s even been suggested that the Naga are a kind of cancer, Web cells that began to reproduce outside of the control and guidance the Web normally provides.

“But now the Web is expanding into our part of the galaxy. They’re only a thousand light years away.”

“A thousand light years. That’s still so far. Over ten times the distance from New America to Tamontennu,” he said, naming a colony world on the far rim of the Shichiju from 26 Draconis.

“These . . . these people have already traveled from the Galactic Core to Nova Aquila,” Katya pointed out. “A distance of some twenty-six thousand light years. And they could be much closer than that. There are other novae in that direction that are closer.”

“According to your story, however, they have been in the vicinity of Nova Aquila for some thousands of years already. Long enough to have found us, if they were looking for other intelligence. And these other novae in that region—”

“May or may not be the result of their activities, and if they are, the Web has been there for thousands of years as well. I know. But don’t you see? They couldn’t have known about us before. We’ve only had radio now for, what? A little over six hundred years? Physical evidence of our existence—our radio noise, the heat signatures of planetary civilizations—won’t reach Nova Aquila for another six centuries yet. Or maybe their closer outposts picked up our radio signatures but didn’t recognize them for intelligence. The Web is that different from us.”

“And if we’ve learned anything about space,” the ambassador said thoughtfully, “it is that it is very, very deep. A million shining civilizations could be out there, all hidden from one another by the dark and the emptiness.”

“The danger, the terrible danger of this situation, Excellency, is that they almost certainly learned all about the Shichiju, all about Earth and humanity, when they took the probe Cameron sent into the Galactic Core. We have to assume as much. We don’t know what happened to the probe after it launched its message capsule, but considering how much we learned about the Web in its brief encounter, we can suppose that the Web learned at least as much about us. The fact that the original Dev Cameron and the DalRiss waiting at Nova Aquila were then attacked certainly suggests a major shift in their perceptions of the DalRiss fleet.”

“Yes,” the ambassador said. “Invisible one moment, a target the next. That certainly is a shift in their perceptions. Strange.” He shook his head. “They never tried to communicate? Or to even respond to the DalRiss signals?”

“Never. For them, communication is a strictly interior process. It doesn’t seem to have occurred to them, ever, that there was anyone outside of themselves to talk to.”

Mishima was silent for a long time, thinking. Katya sat quietly, unwilling to rush the man. It would be better if he came to the same conclusion she and the others had earlier, but by his own path.

“Exactly why are you sharing all of this with me, Senator? Somehow, I doubt that it is in any sense of altruism. Not after Kasei.”

“No. No, sir, it’s not. Ambassador, I will be quite honest with you. The raid on Kasei was a deliberate act on our part . . . on my part, I should say, because I had a lot to do with the initial planning of it. We know that the Imperium has developed a means of communicating faster than light. We were afraid that this technology, when put in place, would result in our little Confederation being rapidly gobbled up again. Our imperative, sir, was survival . . . and I find it difficult to apologize for that.”

“There is no need.” He smiled. “Tell me, Madam Senator. Do you know of Miyamoto Musashi?”

“No, sir. Except that he was a Japanese military expert.”

“Among other things. Twelve hundred years ago he wrote the Book of Five Spheres, in which he discusses the philosophy he calls ‘Art of the Advantage.’ ” Mishima closed his eyes. Perhaps he was downloading part of a text. Perhaps he was using his native memory to recall something often reviewed. ” ‘It is critical to attack resolutely where enemies are not expecting it; then, when their minds are unsettled, use this to your advantage to take the initiative and win.’ ” He opened his eyes and looked at Katya steadily, searchingly. “That is from his Fire Scroll, one of his five spheres. It justifies the surprise attack as a legitimate means of gaining advantage in war.”

Katya took a deep breath. “I have no reason to expect you to believe me, Excellency. Especially now, after the attack. But our operation on and around Kasei was not intended as a sneak attack leading to a general war.”

“So.” His voice hardened suddenly. “You expect us to ignore what happened there? To let you steal our secrets and kill our people and walk away unpunished?”

“I expect nothing, Excellency. Perhaps your people and mine can . . . talk. Work things out. We could pay reparations for the damage we did on Kasei. I don’t know what my government would agree to.

“The point is, your Empire and my Confederation are at the brink of another war right now. The first shots have already been fired, and all that remains is the actual declaration.” She shrugged. “Maybe in these enlightened times, we don’t even need that. But by chance, we now know of another threat, a threat to both of us from outside. We would be stupid—suicidally stupid—to continue our war with one another when the Web could already be on its way here.”

“You are suggesting that we work together, then. Empire and Confederation.”

“I am suggesting that the threat posed by the Web is one best faced by Man. All of us together.”

Again, Mishima was silent. When he spoke again, his voice was so soft that Katya had to lean forward to catch the words. “Dobyo ai-awaremu.”

“I beg your pardon, Excellency?”

He shifted on his tatami. “An old Nihongo saying. A proverb. ‘People with the same disease share sympathy.’”

“We would say, ‘Adversity makes strange bedfellows.’”

“More like ‘Misery loves company.’ ” He rubbed his chin. “So. The, the duplicate of Dev Cameron, the one that visited the Galactic Core. It would have known how to find human space?”

“Yes, sir. It . . . he knew everything the original did. He was with the DalRiss as a kind of navigator, remember.”

“Tell me, Senator. This Dev Cameron. He was awarded a high Imperial honor once, if I am not mistaken.”

Katya was surprised. That was old history indeed, from before the Revolution. “He was awarded the Teikokuno Hoshi,” she said. “The Imperial Star. It was given to him by the Emperor himself—the last Emperor, not the one on the throne today.”

She felt that it was important that she emphasize that. It was rumored that the Men of Completion had had a hand in the death of the Fushi Emperor, that the Raiden Emperor—the current Emperor—was their puppet. If there were some enmity between the Raiden Emperor’s people and those favored by the Fushi Emperor, she wanted it out in the open now.

“He was awarded the Star for his original contact with the Naga,” Mishima said. “I remember.”

That was a surprise. “You were there?”

“A minor functionary at the court.” A shrug. “It is not important. What is important is that Cameron-san was a brave man, and one not afraid to take a chance in order to reach out and communicate with another species, another civilization. If he sees a threat here in this . . . what did you call it? The Web. If he sees a threat there, it should be taken seriously.”

“Dev never did mind taking chances,” Katya said.

“And he has been living with the DalRiss and Naga all these years? Remarkable!”

“He’s . . . changed. A lot.”

“I am sure of it. To have no human contact at all save that in his memories for so long . . . ” He paused, looking at Katya with bright interest. “Would it, I wonder . . . be possible for me to talk to him?”

Katya and Dev had discussed the possibility already. If it would help convince Mishima that they needed his help . . .

“Certainly, sir. He would be delighted to speak with you.”

“And you want my assistance in . . . what? Stopping the Imperial Navy from counterattacking New America?”

Katya felt an uncertain stirring of fear. “Are you saying they’re about to counterattack?”

He sighed. “I will tell you the truth, Madam Senator. I don’t know. Any communication between Earth and New America takes over a month at least, as you know well. And I would not necessarily be informed of the Navy Department’s plans. Quite the contrary, I should think. But it is certainly a possibility.”

“If they do, Excellency, we will defend ourselves.”

“That is to be expected.”

“But don’t you see the pointlessness of it all? You attack. We defend ourselves. Then you escalate. Then we escalate. And all the while, the Web is growing closer. Stronger. We must do more than call off this war. We must become allies. Work together. Beat this threat . . . together.”

“What you suggest is difficult. Very difficult.”

“Not if we use reason.”

“Reason.” He shook his head sadly. “Muri no toreba don hikkomu.”

“Another proverb, Excellency?”

“Yes. ‘When illogic prevails, reason gives way.’”

“It doesn’t have to be that way.”

“And you have worked in government long enough to know that such things have a certain inertia all their own. It will be difficult to lower the barriers we have worked so hard to raise between us.”

“Try, Excellency. As I will try with the Confederation Senate.”

“I make no promises.”

“I understand.”

He sat in silence a moment longer, thinking. Then, abruptly, he stood up. Clearly, the interview was at an end.

Rising, Katya faced the ambassador and bowed. “Domo arigato, gozaimasu, O-Taishisan.”

He shook his head. “I have done nothing yet to earn your thanks, Madam Senator.”

“The thanks are for listening to what I had to say. Despite everything that’s happened.”

“That is what ambassadors do. Among other things. I will talk to you again.”

She hesitated.

“There is something more?” he asked.

“Only, Excellency . . . that it occurs to me that you have, um, special ways of communicating with your superiors back on Earth already in place. Ways that you’ve taken pains to keep secret from us.”

Mishima’s expression was blank, neither confirming nor denying.

“If that is so, Excellency,” she continued, “use them. Please. Before it’s too late.”

Mishima stood there, staring at the door long after it slid shut behind her.

A remarkable woman, he decided. And a worthy adversary.

Seating himself once again behind the desk, he touched a key on the computer console. The vidscreen rotated up and back, exposing its black and glossy display surface. Mishima lay his left hand, palm down, on the interface screen. Like most Japanese, he disliked the idea of aliens resident inside his body and still favored the now old-fashioned technology of nanogrown implants in his brain and hand.

“Code Shiun,” he thought, uploading the command to the embassy’s AI that would access the system. “Violet Cloud. Please activate o-denwa.”

The flat vid display lit up, its surface crackling with snow. It always took a moment or two to warm up the denwa unit. It would have been better, he thought, if the faster-than-light communicator could have been hooked up with a full comm module relay. It would have been like walking again in the gardens of Tenno Kyuden, the glorious Palace of Heaven at Earth’s Singapore Orbital.

The snow cleared on the disappointingly flat, two-D screen, and Japanese kanji characters printed themselves across the display.

ACCESS GRANTED:

IMPERIAL EMBASSY, JEFFERSON CITY,

NEW AMERICA, 26 DRACONIS

TO

PALACE OF HEAVEN, SINGAPORE ORBITAL,

EARTH, SOL

He uploaded a department name and the name of the man he wished to speak to. Seconds later, a fleshy, overweight face looked out of the screen at him. “Moshi-moshi.”

“Hai, Munimorisama” the ambassador said. “Please forgive the intrusion. This is Mishima.”

Admiral Munimori, arguably the most powerful man in the Empire, more powerful even than the figurehead emperor, nodded. “It must be urgent indeed to use o-denwa.”

“It is about the ryu fleet on its way to New America,” Mishima said. “I believe you may wish to relay new orders to its commander.”

He began describing his talk with Senator Alessandro.


Chapter 20

Death stands at attention, obedient, expectant, ready to serve, ready to shear away the peoples en masse; ready, if called on, to pulverize, without hope of repair, what is left of civilization. He awaits only the word of command.

—The Gathering Storm

SIR WINSTON CHURCHILL

C.E. 1948

Kara had received permission from the Chidori Maru’s skipper to link in during the approach to Highport. She’d heard that something strange was happening in orbit around New America, but what she’d heard simply didn’t sound credible.

She’d had to see for herself, and she was wondering if she even believed it now.

It was sixty-two days since the battle at Kasei. Kara, Sergeant Daniels, and the other two men who’d escaped from the Martian sky-el with her had made it safely first to Xi Bootis, where they’d transferred to the Chidori Maru without incident, then flown straight back to 26 Draconis for the final part of their long dogleg home.

But what was it they’d returned home to?

Ships were gathered in orbit, clustered closely about the Highport orbital station and drifting in a loose cloud that strung out across over a thousand kilometers of space. Most distinctive, perhaps, were the enormous DalRiss cityships, dozens of black, organic, multiarmed shapes in silent orbit amid clouds of smaller vessels, some of human design, many clearly products of Naga programming, jet-black, sharp pointed, and alien.

More ominous by far, however, were the kilometer-long dragonships, no fewer than five of the great ryu carriers, together with a literal host of lesser Imperial warships.

“My God,” Kara said, staring in mingled horror and awe. “My God, where did they come from?”

Chidori Maru’s warbook was already downloading data across her visual field, matching, naming, and describing the larger vessels. The list was impressive, reading like a digest of all of the Imperium’s largest and most powerful warships.

There was Shinryu, the Divine Dragon, marginally the largest ryu carrier in the Imperial fleet. Back in 2540, she’d been flagship of the First Alyan Expedition, the mission that had made contact with the DalRiss homeworld. Hanging in Shinryu’s shadow was Hiryu, the Flying Dragon, smaller but sleeker and more maneuverable. Nearby was Donryu, the Storm Dragon, and the second ryu in recent history to bear that name. The earlier Donryu had been destroyed by Dev Cameron and the Heraklean Naga at the First Battle of Herakles. Gingaryu, the Dragon of the Milky Way, was a close twin to Shinryu, slightly smaller but with a more complex tangle of weapons, turrets, nacelles, and parapets clustered over her entire, spear-headshaped length.

Almost as an afterthought, Kara recognized the distinctive silhouette of one more dragonship—Karyu, the Fire Dragon . . . now the flagship of the Confederation Navy.

The host of smaller ships included dozens of cruisers, hundreds of destroyers, an uncounted multitude of corvettes and frigates, patrol boats, and even free-orbiting warflyers.

“Looks like a convention for the whole goking Imperial Navy,” Sergeant Daniels said, observing the gathering through Kara’s bridge link. “Kuso, Lieutenant! What are we gonna do?”

Kara didn’t answer at once. She’d been on the point of asking him . . . but he’d reminded her of her responsibility, her duty as a Confederation officer. She could, she should accept advice from her NCOs, but the decision was up to her.

“I really don’t know, Sergeant,” she said. “Any suggestions?”

“Well, they don’t seem to be taking much notice of us. Maybe we could kind of slip past and head back into K-T space.”

“Yes,” the freighter’s skipper said, joining the discussion. “But where?”

“Anywhere,” Kara said. “Hell, I think we’d be safer in Earth orbit. The whole damned Imperial Navy is here!”

“Doesn’t look like much of a battle was fought,” Daniels said. “Look. Look at the old Karyu. She would have been in the thick of it when the Impies jumped in, and she doesn’t even look scratched.”

“Did we just surrender then?” Kara wondered.

“Lieutenant?” the freighter’s skipper called. “I have a call for you. Comm mod linkage, private.”

“What?” Kara was taken aback. “From who?”

“Senator Alessandro, of the Confederation Free Senate.”

The captain stressed the phrase as though carefully repeating what he’d just heard word for word. Kara heard the emphasis and recognized that that wording held a message for her, an assurance that despite what it looked like, the Confederation, and its government, continued to exist.

But what were Imperial ryu carriers doing in orbit over New America? Damn . . . you take the long way home, with two months of being out of touch, and everything changes on you. . . .

She opened a communications room for the meeting, a virtual reality modeled after the gathering room in the house at Cascadia. She stood there, in the same room where she’d talked with her mother during the party . . . how many months ago now?

That Japanese woman walked in with Daren right over there.

She shook herself, trying to order her thoughts. She would be dignified and reserved. She would not let her upset show. She was trembling with excitement, with worry, with a burning and barely suppressed curiosity, and more than anything else with a dawning horror that everything had been for nothing, nothing. . . .

Her mother entered the room.

“Mums!” Kara cried. “What the gok is going on?”

So much, she thought with an embarrassed, wry stab of self-criticism, for dignified . . .

“Hello, Kara. I know this all must be quite a surprise—”

“That doesn’t describe it by one percent! My God, the Imperial Navy is in orbit. What happened? Is the war over already?”

Katya looked uncomfortable. “Kara, there was no war.”

“No . . . war . . . ” Kara didn’t understand. “Excuse me, but I thought I just went and started one!”

“A lot has happened since you left—”

“I should goking well think so!”

“First of all, Dev Cameron has returned.”

Kara’s jaw dropped. “Dev . . . Cameron.” The universe seemed to tilt and whirl around her head. “Daren’s bio-father . . .”

Her mother closed her eyes, took a breath, then opened them again. “Yes. He came back a few weeks ago.”

Kara shook her head, running a hand through her short hair. “Wait a minute. Wait a minute. I thought he was dead. . . .”

Katya sighed. “Come and sit with me. This is going to be difficult. . . . .”

Half an hour later, Kara had heard the whole story. It would take a while to get all of the pieces settled in and properly cataloged, but she knew now about the threat posed by the Web.

And, if half of what her mother had told her about that alien intelligence were true, she could understand the need to patch things up with the Impies.

But kuso . . . !

“What’s the matter?” her mother asked, watching her expression as she balled her hand into a fist and brought it down on the sofa. “Did you want a war so much?”

“Want—” Kara stopped, forced herself to cool. “No one, especially a soldier, ever wants a war,” she said quietly, with deadly intensity.

“You wouldn’t know it from the way you’re acting.”

“Mother . . . someone I cared about, a comrade, died at Aresynch. He died right there in front of me, in a firefight. He may have saved my life, for all I know. Other good men and women died at Noctis Labyrinthus. Why?”

“Kara, if you would let me finish—”

“Why the hell did they have to die, if you politos were going to turn around and make peace with the goking Impies while we were still out there . . . ?”

“They died because we made the best decisions we could, with the survival of our people and our government and our way of life at stake. They died doing their duty, which was to follow the orders the government and ConMilCom HQ gave them. They died buying us a chance at survival. Isn’t that enough?”

Kara still felt weak and . . . betrayed, somehow.

There were precedents in history. She remembered downloading an account of the Battle of New Orleans during her training at the Academy. The battle, on January 8th of 1815, had been fought between the British under General Sir Edward Packenham and troops of the then brand-new American Republic, under the command of General Andrew Jackson. The threat to the city of New Orleans had been very real; the victory of the American forces had been real as well. Packenham’s veterans had aligned their scarlet ranks and walked steadfastly into a hail of American fire, falling in droves. By battle’s end, the casualty figures showed an astonishingly unbalanced flavor: eight Americans killed and fourteen wounded behind their cotton bale ramparts, against something like two thousand casualties all together for the British.

None of the men fighting before the city of New Orleans that foggy January morning had any idea that the Treaty of Ghent, ending hostilities between the United States of America and the British Empire, had been signed two weeks before, on Christmas Eve of 1814. In those days, before radio or telegraph, before ViRnews medes and comm modules, the fastest means of communication across the sea was—as with the twenty-sixth-century sea of space—by ship. News of the treaty didn’t reach the Americas until mid-February. The most splendid American victory of the war—what some historians marked as one of the more important battles of the war—had been fought after the war itself was already over.

This wasn’t quite that bad, Kara told herself. But it was disconcerting, nonetheless.

“Your raid was not a wasted effort,” Katya said, continuing. “Far from it. You captured the I2C prototype, and the data on how to build it. Our techs already have Naga replicators going, turning out new ones.”

“You have a communications network already up and running?”

“Actually, it turns out that the Imperials had a working net pretty much in place already. As we suspected, they have the units—they call them denwa, by the way. ‘Telephones.’ “

“I assume they’ve tied at least some of their major warships into the net as well.”

It was a logical guess. There’d not been time for the back-and-forth of negotiations between Earth and New America, the working out of details, the assembly of such a fleet as the one now in orbit if the maximum speed of communications between star systems was still limited to one or two light years per day. Those ryus must have already been on the way to New America. . . .

Kara felt a cold chill at that. The Imperials had been that close to crushing New America with almost their full might.

“That’s right. They also have them connecting their principal embassies on various worlds, both in the Shichiju and in the Confederation. That was a good thing, actually, a real lucky break. With the comm network already in place, it’s turning out to be easier than expected to wire in more units and extend the overall system. Pretty soon, we’ll be able to use a comm module to have a face-to-face ViRconference with someone on the other side of the Shichiju.”

“Then how did Operation Sandstorm help a damned thing?”

“Perhaps it gave us more credibility in the eyes of the Empire. Or maybe it just gave us more credibility in our own eyes. In any case, the Imperials are taking us on as full partners here. The Aquilan Expeditionary Force will be a joint Confederation-Hegemony mission. Imperial warships. Hegemony science vessels. Much of the Confederation fleet, of course. The DalRiss have been gathering, coming through from Alya as the survivors of the fight at Nova Aquila make it back. We have about fifty cityships so far. They’ll be carrying the human fleet piggyback, with their Achievers. That will let us cover the distance between here and Nova Aquila in a few quick jumps instead of something like three years.”

“Where does this leave us? The Black Phantoms, I mean?”

“Oh, you’ll be in the thick of it, I imagine,” Katya said. She looked away, as if wanting to say more . . . and suppressing the urge.

“Come on! Tell me!”

“We don’t have all of the details settled yet,” Katya said. “But as things are going now, the Black Phantoms who volunteer for this will be assigned to the Carl Friedrich Gauss. I can’t tell you more than that.”

“The Carl—” Kara’s eyes narrowed. “That’s a research ship!”

“That’s right.”

“What is a warstrider unit supposed to do aboard a research ship?”

“We don’t really know yet what to expect of Operation Nova,” Katya said. “It could become a military op.”

“Operation Nova. That’s what you’re calling it?”

“It seemed appropriate. The Expeditionary Force will be visiting Nova Aquila first. It’s supposed to be strictly a scouting mission, with the objective of learning as much about the Web as possible, but we’re going in ready for anything. You’ll be protecting Gauss’s passengers, a small army of scientists, mostly xenologists and linguists, but also programmer techs and artificial intelligence specialists.”

“Huh. Who’s running that show?”

“Dr. Jason Sanders, from the Xenobiology Department at the University of Jefferson. Your brother’s going along too.”

“Daren? On the Gauss?”

“Yes. And Dr. Oe. You remember her? She was with him at the party.”

“The Nihonjin woman from the University.” She felt cold inside. “I remember.”

“She is a New American citizen, Kara. As loyal as you or me. I doubt they would have let her go if she wasn’t.”

“Why not? We’re bringing half of the Empire along with us anyway. A few more won’t hurt.”

Katya stared hard at her daughter. “This is strictly a volunteer mission, Kara.”

“What does that mean? What are you saying?”

“Just what it sounds like. You don’t have to go if you don’t want to.”

“What about my unit? Have they been asked to go?”

Katya nodded. “This is an unusual mission, one that’s going to go farther into unknown space than we’ve ever gone before. This one had to be a volunteer mission for all personnel.”

“And they’re going?

“Some of them have signed on already, but most of the people in your squadron are waiting to hear what you decide.” She smiled. “You seem to be popular with your unit, Kara.”

“Kuso, I don’t try to be. Half the time I’m working their tails off. The other half, like recently, I’m not even around.”

“Well, I’ve been hearing good reports on you. From your unit. From your commanders. I’d like to have you along, if we can.”

Kara started to nod, then looked up, sharply, eyes widening. “Wait a minute. Along? You’re coming too?”

“That’s right.”

“But . . . but you’re a senator!”

“So?”

“You’re supposed to stay here. With the government!”

“Seems to me this is one time when the government had better know exactly what’s going on out there, and what the consequences of its acts are.”

“I don’t know if I want my mother going out into a shooting war.” She folded her arms. “You could get hurt out there!”

“I think I’ve been in combat enough to know what I’m risking. And your father’s going, too.”

Kara tried to suppress the wild scramble of fright. The whole family was going to be there, and from what she’d heard of the situation so far, it wasn’t going to be fun.

“Somebody’s got to stay and run the government, right?” she said weakly.

Katya shrugged. “Hardly matters, does it? We’ll have an I2C communications linkup, so I won’t be out of touch with New America. In fact, the whole Shichiju will be able to participate in this one. We’ll have medes along, aboard the Gauss and several of the other civilian vessels. The whole human race will be linked in on this, watching.”

“Good God! The medes are coming?”

“It was my idea, actually,” a new voice, a man’s voice, said from the empty air overhead. “May I join you?”

Katya looked up. “Come in, Dev.”

Empty air shimmered nearby, taking on texture and form. Kara had seen images of Dev Cameron, of course. His exploits were closely studied at the Academy, and that included simulations narrated and monitored by an analogue patterned closely after the original.

But this man, gray-eyed, tall, not much older than herself—this was the original.

“Excuse me for eavesdropping,” he said. “But I was eager to meet you, Kara.”

“Uh . . . it’s nice to meet you. Why’d you vanish off into the great unknown and leave my mother hanging?”

“Kara!” Katya flared.

“Honest question. The honest answer is I needed the DalRiss just to exist at that point. I’m still . . . I suppose ‘alive’ is still the right word, still alive more in their Naga fleet computer than I am here.

“But there was more to it than that. I thought I could be useful to the DalRiss. They wanted me to accompany them. And, well, your mother never did care that much for virtual relationships. After I, ah, misplaced my body, I couldn’t very well offer her anything else. Right?”

Kara nodded. “I guess. It just seems so . . . cold.”

“You don’t know how cold,” Dev said. “Believe me. It wasn’t just your mother who suffered.”

“So, um, what’s happening now?” Kara looked from Dev to Katya and back again. “Are you back for good now? Or what?”

Dev broke the eye contact, turning his head toward the window that overlooked the mountains. “I imagine that depends on what happens with Operation Nova.”

“Oh.” Kara looked at Dev’s image and decided she could get to like the guy after all. He really wasn’t quite the macho hero type she’d imagined, based on what she’d read and what she’d heard from Katya. This was the man who’d linked with a planetary Naga, throwing one-ton boulders from a mountaintop to claw ryu-class carriers from the sky? He actually seemed kind of cute, and she could see why her mother had been attracted to him.

He was a lot like her father in some ways, only much younger. Well . . . that was the effect of being downloaded, of course. And when she looked at his eyes, they seemed much, much older than the rest of him.

“Okay,” she said. “Then tell me why the media circus is in on this. I’d think this sort of thing would be better being done in secret.”

“Why?” Dev asked, turning to face her again. “Not to hide it from the Imperials, certainly. They’re on our side.”

“So I’ve just been informed.”

“And we’re not even trying to hide anything from the Web. Quite the contrary, in fact. If what we think we understand about them is accurate, it might well be the only way to get them to perceive us as another intelligence, a mind separate from their shared mind, if they see our equivalent of a shared mind. The linked minds of much of the human race.”

The thought was dizzying. “Kuso! How many is that?”

“There are thirty or forty billion people on Earth alone,” Dev said. “I don’t know what the exact figure is. Plus almost eighty colony worlds, with populations of a half billion or so, like New America, on up to Chien V, with, what? Three billion? Something like that. The total population must be well over a hundred billion or so, though. And anyone who wants to will be able to link in.”

“Everybody but genies and nullheads,” Kara couldn’t help adding. Genies, of course, were forbidden by law from carrying computer-link hardware, save in certain, specialized cases. “Nullheads” was slang for the disenfranchised millions—how many millions, no one could say—who for one reason or another, political, economic, religious, moral, or simple fear—didn’t have cyberlink hardware of any kind.

“Technic civilization will be able to participate, Kara,” Dev said quietly. “In fact, it’s vital that it does, or as much of it as can. What we do out there could determine the future course of evolution—or extinction—for the entire human species.”

“Just so you realize that the whole species isn’t one nice, neat, small package. Some of it’s got warts. Some of it doesn’t have access to high-tech toys.”

“Some don’t want that access. We’ll work with what we have to work with.”

“And the idea is still to try to reason with the Web?”

“If we possibly can,” Katya said. “We don’t even know if communication, real communication is possible. If it is, the xenologists on the Gauss and other research vessels should be able to learn how to do it. We’re going in armed with everything Dev picked up, everything we’ve learned since. We have Naga fragments that may be able to reveal some of the past, give us common ground for a dialogue.”

“But if they can’t talk,” Dev said, “yes, we’ll have to fight.”

Kara gave a wry grin. “From what you guys’ve told me, that’s not going to be easy. Odds of millions to one? And against an opponent who may just be as far ahead of us as we are ahead of mice?”

“It won’t be that bad, Kara,” Dev said. “We’ll be going back better prepared this time.”

“We’ve been studying the records Dev brought back,” Katya added. “We’ve found what may be some weaknesses in the Web’s position. And ways that we can exploit those weaknesses.”

“I’d like to see what you have.”

“Certainly.”

“Are you with us, then?” Dev asked.

“Of course I’ll be coming along,” Kara said. “If my people are going, you don’t think anything could keep me away from this dustup, do you?”

Dev looked at Katya, smiled, and gave a small shrug. “She is your daughter, Katya.”

Katya smiled at him. “I’ve known that for a long time.”


Chapter 21

The universe is not only queerer than we imagine. It is queerer than we can imagine.

—J. B. S. HALDANE

mid—twentieth century C.E.

“Just what is it we’re hoping to accomplish out there, anyway?” Kara asked.

She stood in front of the viewall, looking out at the vast assembly of starships gathered in New American orbit. Both her mother and father were there, Vic resplendent in his Confederation general’s full-dress grays, Katya in a simple coverall with a tasteful holographic animation of kaleidoscope shapes and colors running down the border of the torso seal. A number of others were there as well; space was in short supply aboard the Gauss, and most compartments were both too small and too crowded.

Embarkation parties were something of a tradition, however, at least aboard civilian vessels, and the science ship’s lounges had been adapted as party centers for the passengers, who gathered to watch the panorama of the Aquilan Expeditionary Fleet against the gold, green, and blue of New America, to eat the hors d’oeuvres provided by the ship’s nanoprocessors, and to make nervous jokes about the coming jump into the unknown.

“You know as much about that as the rest of us, Kara,” Vic replied. He took a sip from his drink. “You were in on every staff meeting from the time you got back from Kasei on.”

Kara looked back over her shoulder at him. “I’m not talking about specific strategy. I just wonder if it’s at all clear what we’re getting into.”

“Peaceful communication if we can pull it off,” Katya said. “With a civilization far older than our own. And if not, well, probably the best we can hope for is to let the Web know we won’t simply wait to be absorbed or integrated or whatever they think they can do to us.”

“We’ve got a chance,” Vic added. “A good one.”

Accommodations were not nearly so luxurious as those aboard the Teikoku, of course. Gauss was smaller by far, and space was at a premium, with some eight hundred passengers aboard a vessel designed to handle half that many. It was made even more cramped by the need for extra stores of raw material—carbon, hydrogen, nitrogen, and oxygen, especially—for the nanoprocessors that would be providing them with food, water, and air.

Heat management was arguably the biggest problem on older vessels like the Gauss; everyone aboard agreed that it was a good thing they would be piggybacking it to their destination with a DalRiss cityship this time instead of taking the usual long, hot route through K-T space. A joke making the rounds of both the science teams and the warstrider squadrons held that the death of an Achiever was a small price to pay to avoid the indignity of being cooked in their own juices by the time they reached their destination.

“This might not be the time to go into it,” Kara said quietly. “But I’ve got a bad feeling about this one. A lot worse than I had before Sandstorm.”

“Is the Academy endowing our warriors with psychic powers now?” Katya asked.

“Let her say it, Kat,” Vic said. “You know as well as I do about soldiers’ hunches.”

“This isn’t like that,” Kara said. “I don’t have any grand premonition of death, or whatever.” She shook her head. “It’s just—well, this is a strange thing for a soldier to say, I know, but I wonder if we’re not going about this all wrong. Sun Tzu says to match your strength against your opponent’s weakness, not against his strength.” She waved an arm, taking in the massed fleet visible against the New American disk. “It looks as though the Web’s strength more than anything else is sheer weight of numbers. That’s what Dev seemed to be saying, anyway, that they won by sending millions and millions of machines against the DalRiss and overwhelming their defenses. And here we are trying to match them strength for strength.” She raised an eyebrow as she looked at her father. “Seems like a bad strategy, General.”

Vic chuckled. “You could be right. We wrangled about that with the Imperial Ops staff for weeks.”

“Who was arguing what?”

“The Imperials were all for sending in the big guns. The ryu carriers and a flock of heavy cruisers. Admiral Munimori even suggested that the Imperials could handle the whole show by themselves, without our help. The rest of us—especially Dev—wanted a more subtle approach. Something less dependent on matching the Web, as you put it, strength against strength.”

“The Confederation doesn’t have that powerful a warfleet, Kara,” Katya added. “We can’t afford to stretch ourselves too thin, or take risks too large.”

“Like we weren’t taking risks with Operation Sandstorm?”

Katya grimaced. “That was a case of doing what we had to do in order to survive as an independent government. . . .”

“Agreed, Mums. I wasn’t really arguing the point. And I can understand that our survival as a species is at stake here. But if we can’t hope to beat them by matching their numbers, what approach can we use?”

“Technology,” Vic said simply.

“Technology. Against a technic civilization billions of years old. A civilization capable of energy-to-matter conversion, able to travel across half of the goking Galaxy, and possibly even able to pull off a little time travel now and again.” Kara raised a skeptical eyebrow. “This makes sense?”

“In fact,” Katya said, “we do have one big tech advantage. The I2C.”

Kara had heard that idea bandied about during various of the planning sessions but had never quite trusted it. “It’s hard to believe. Is there really no evidence that they have faster-than-light communication?”

“None,” Vic said. “Everything in the images Dev brought back shows they use really a rather mundane technology for all of their interior communications. Radio, maser, and laser, mostly. There may be some other channels Dev didn’t catch, because of the limitations of DalRiss biotech, but it looks like that’s all they have.”

“And I have a theory about that,” a new voice said at Kara’s back.

She turned. “Well, hello, Daren. I was wondering where you were,”

“Taki and I were checking out the ViRcomm modules on Deck Three.” He grimaced. “Do you realize we’re going to have to use them in shifts?”

“That’s how it is on a crowded ship,” Kara told him. “Most warships don’t have more than one module per one hundred crew and soldiers aboard. So they share, and everybody gets an hour every two or three days.”

“Barbaric!”

“Just be happy we’re going to get where we’re going in a matter of days,” Katya said with a smile. “If we were doing this the old-fashioned way, we’d crawl to our destination in K-T space. At a light year per day, we’d be locked up inside this metal can for over three years, and the only way to escape the heat is your hour-in-fifty in a ViRsimulation!”

“Still, the scientists are going to need comm modules to continue their work. Taki and I need all the time we can get practicing with Charlie.”

“Charlie” was actually a class of teleoperated flyers, KS-1090 Cutlasses with the weapons and life-support modules removed, the hull collapsed and folded to a more compact configuration, and the AI downgraded to receive teleoperational input. The device could be operated like a remote probe or hubot, in situations that might pose a risk to human researchers.

“So how’s flight training coming along for you two?” Kara asked.

“Oh, well enough. It’s a lot harder than teleopping a hubot on the ground.” He cocked a quizzical look at Kara. “What I want to know is why you military types don’t teleop your warstriders. Wouldn’t it be safer sitting aboard a ship in orbit and jacking the things around by remote?”

“Sure would.”

“Why don’t you do it, then?”

Katya laughed. “Because the other guy’s trying to find ways to operate your machinery, too, and with AIs as good and as fast as they are at analyzing coded frequencies, he could do it.”

“Imagine,” Vic added, “that you’re a general with a whole army of teleoperated striders moving in on the enemy. Suddenly his AI breaks your control codes, turns your army around, and sends it back at you, lasers and PACs blazing. Embarrassing. Doesn’t look at all good on your fitness report.”

“There’s also jamming and local interference to worry about,” Kara said. “Sometimes, in a big battle, the actual pilot-against-pilot combat is the smallest part of the action. Both sides are throwing up fields of interference and jamming, trying to disable remote sensors and probes, trying to access AI and communications channels. Believe me, if it were possible to teleoperate a warstrider on the battlefield, we would!”

Daren shook his head, eyes narrowed, trying to understand. “Even with tight-beamed feeds? I mean, with lasers or focused microwave input—”

“Do you have any idea what smoke and dust in a surface battle does to a comm laser’s range?”

“Oh. Well, I’ll take your expert word for it. You know, I’ve often wished I could teleoperate a hubot on Dante from New America.” He glanced at Katya. “With the polito prohibitions against traveling in the Shichiju, that sometimes seemed like the only way to get any useful work done.”

Katya looked startled. “My God—”

Daren held up his hand. “I know, I know. I’m sorry, Mother. I just meant—”

“No, it’s not you,” Katya said. “I was just thinking. If we could jack through an I2C link—”

Kara saw at once what her mother was getting at, and the idea was stunning. Quantum communications effects worked across interstellar distances precisely because there was no signal—at least none through normal space—between one set of electrons and the matched set elsewhere.

That meant there was absolutely no way an enemy could jam, intercept, or override a communications beam. A warstrider pilot could sit in comfort and safety on a world light years away, her mind jacked into her machine, her senses there in the battle.

No more casualties. Machines could be smashed into scrap, but their pilots would awaken inside their command centers, with nothing bruised save their egos. She’d been thinking of the I2C in such a limited way—simply as a means of coordinating warships over interstellar distances. There were so many other possibilities, though. . . .

Kara looked at her mother. “Kuso, Mums. Were the Imperials working on that?”

“I don’t know. All they admitted to was connecting their larger ships, their colonies, and their embassies.”

“The Imperial leadership has a pretty traditional mind set,” Vic pointed out. “Teleoperated warstriders might not have occurred to them yet.”

“But it would have,” Kara said. “Sooner or later, it would have. God, this is going to utterly rewrite everything we know about war!”

Katya nodded, looking glum. “War could become some kind of game. No muss. No dirt. No pain or blood . . . except in the city you just leveled on some world light years away!”

Daren laughed. “Well, maybe that would be a good thing. End war once and for all.”

“How do you figure that?” Kara asked him.

“If war becomes too horrible, or too destructive, maybe we’ll finally give it up. It could turn into a balance of terror, like during the early years of the nuclear age. I don’t bomb you because I can’t stop you from bombing me.”

“The evidence of history,” Katya pointed out, “is that weapons are always used sooner or later. The rules of war and the way it’s waged may change, but the fact of it never does.”

“Well, I2C will certainly be a boon for scientists. No more begging for appropriations. No more expensive expeditions. Just equip a small, unmanned starship with a good AI and a few teleoperated probes, and you could send it anywhere in the Galaxy and never even leave your own home.”

Vic grimaced. “Takes all the fun out of it, though. What’s going to happen to the human race? We all lose our arms and legs and become machine-tended brains, stored away in the basement?”

“Wouldn’t matter,” Daren said. “Our minds would be free. Assuming we could get time on the comm module to practice with our remotes! Seems like a nullheaded way to do things, not having enough mods to go around.”

“Don’t worry, Dar,” Kara said, patting his shoulder. “I’m sure you and your little friend will survive.”

Daren gave her a hard look, as though wondering just what was behind the amused irony of her voice, then shrugged. “We’ll do what we have to do,” he said. “But I’d have felt a hell of a lot better if this expedition hadn’t been literally thrown together at the last moment. We’re going into this unprepared. We could miss some fantastic opportunities here.”

Katya brought her hands to her temples, shaking her head slowly. “Daren, for years now you’ve been downloading on me every day about the need to get out in the field, to experience things for yourself, to meet an alien civilization in the flesh . . . or in this case, I guess, the metal. Well, take a look around! You’ve got it! Everything you wanted! Why aren’t you happy?”

“Kuso, Mother. I—”

Katya reached out and grabbed his shoulder. “I’m jo-king,” she said, pronouncing each syllable separately and distinctly. “Sometimes, Daren, you take things a little too seriously.”

He sighed. “I suppose you’re right. Still, I wonder if we’re going about this whole thing right . . . and that’s nothing to joke about.”

“No,” Vic said thoughtfully. “It’s not. I’m thinking how wonderful it would be if we had the luxury of sending this fleet out to Nova Aquila without any humans along.”

Kara could hear the pain in his voice. If they couldn’t talk to the Web, there were going to be casualties in the battle that would follow. No military officer enjoys the prospect of losing the people under his command. Kara knew that much from bitter experience.

“I don’t suppose there’s time to reequip all of the ships with I2C remotes?” Daren asked.

“Not a chance. The redesign of the ship interfaces alone could take years. And I don’t think the Web is going to give us that much time.”

“Well,” Daren said. “I’m not sure we’ll be able to understand the Web, or even begin trying to talk to it, simply by throwing large numbers of scientists at it.”

“Depends on how hungry it is,” Kara said. “Especially for xenologists.”

“Amusing, Kara. Twisted, but amusing.”

“So what’s the big theory?” Kara asked him.

“About what?”

“About Web comm technology. You said you have a theory about it.”

“Ah! Yes. Some of us at the University have been working on the idea that the Web doesn’t know about quantum physics. In fact, it probably can’t.”

“I’ve heard that but don’t understand it.” Vic took a sip of his drink. “These people build goking great rings around black holes. Doesn’t that mean they’re harnessing Hawking radiation?”

“It’s possible,” Daren said with a smug grin, “that they are doing exactly that but have no idea what it is they’re doing.”

Much of the basis for twenty-sixth–century technology lay in the twentieth-century formulation of the bizarre mathematics of quantum mechanics. The Quantum Power Tap, for example, used finely tuned pairs of oscillating singularities to provide literally unlimited streams of clean, raw energy. Depending on the set of equations used, there were two ways of interpreting where that energy came from. One way of describing the source was to say the energy was flowing from the K-T plenum, the underlying hyperdimension of pure energy on which the entire universe rode like a bubble on an ocean of froth. A second description, however, held that virtual particle pairs—particle and antiparticle—were constantly being formed out of empty vacuum and almost instantly mutually annihilated. Hawking radiation, named for the brilliant twentieth-century physicist who predicted it, occurred when one of the virtual particles was trapped inside the event horizon of a black hole while the other escaped into the universe—energy apparently leaking from the black hole. Early speculations had suggested that energy-hungry civilizations in the far-future might derive the energy they needed from Hawking radiation captured at the event horizon.

Bizarre as such concepts were, they all were solidly based on the even more bizarre twistings of quantum physics, a magical, Alice-in-Wonderland world where Schrodinger’s proverbial cat could be both alive and dead, until an observer called one possibility or the other into existence.

Yet it was that magic that made possible such everyday and taken-for-granted wonders as the QPT and faster-than-light travel along the K-T interface. The prediction of Hawking radiation had pointed the way toward the practical development of the Quantum Power Tap, a source of energy far more potent than trapping half of each virtual particle pair.

“How could they possibly not know what they were doing?” Katya asked. “Technological development is basically linear. It builds on advances in theory and on previous levels of technologies, one step at a time.”

“And in ten billion years,” Kara put in, “I’d guess they’d have taken one hell of a lot of steps.”

“It was Dev Cameron’s observation that got us thinking about the inconsistencies in what he’d seen,” Daren said. “You know, he’s really a great guy when you get to know him. It’s still hard thinking of him as my father, though, especially when his ViRpersona looks as young as I do.”

“What was his idea?” Katya prompted.

“Well, we were working on some of the images he brought back, and he pointed out what you just did, Kara. That you’d expect the Web to have gotten a lot farther in eight or ten billion years. In some ways, of course, materials processing and manufacturing and the really weird stuff like the Stargates, they’re way beyond us, yes . . . but in practical terms, they’re not nearly far enough, you know what I mean?”

Kara nodded. “We might be building Stargates ourselves in another thousand years. That suggests they’re only a millennium or so ahead of us.”

“Exactly. Hell, in a thousand years, the way things are going, we’ll have come up with something even better.” He snapped his fingers. “Here to Andromeda, zip! And there are some areas where we’re ahead of them. The I2C, for one. And the K-T drive for another. It looks like they have to rely on the Stargate for faster-than-light travel. Even for a super race, a thousand-kilometer-long cylinder must be a hell of a lot of trouble to build, and it’s not easy to take one along with you on long jaunts.”

“Hard on your explorers,” Kara said, “if they have to build a Stargate to get back from wherever they’ve been.”

“In fact,” Daren said, “the Web shows all the signs of being a basically static technic culture. Long ago they reached a plateau where things worked well enough, and stayed there. They didn’t need to change, so they didn’t.”

“At least so far,” Vic said. “Still, now that they’ve met us . . .”

“I think,” Katya said, nodding, “that we’re going to have our hands full.”
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Where are they?
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“In a way, it’s like Fermi’s Paradox,” Kara said. “A restatement of it, rather. If the Web’s been around for billions of years, why haven’t they run into us already? Their not needing to change would be an explanation, wouldn’t it?”

Fermi’s Paradox was named for the twentieth-century physicist who had presented early searchers for extraterrestrial radio sources with their first, great, conceptual challenge. Given the Galaxy’s age and the fact that life appeared to arise virtually spontaneously in any environment where it was given half a chance, the universe should be swarming with life, much of it much older than Man. But if even one other civilization began exploring and colonizing space, even without faster-than-light travel the Galaxy would be overrun in a scant few tens of millions of years.

Hence Fermi’s statement: where are they?

The answer, six centuries later, was still elusive, but most researchers were beginning to suspect that the flaw in the Fermi paradox lay in the assumption that other species would as gleefully colonize the stars as Man seemed wont to. The DalRiss had created one colony in their long history, because their culture was predisposed toward large, slow-growing, close-knit communities whose primary artistic and scientific focus was on watching and reshaping life rather than adding planets to their empire—gardeners rather than explorers. No one knew how long the Naga had been seeding worlds, but in many cases they’d occupied planets for generations without the human colonists on the surface even being aware of their presence. The Communes and the Maias were so different no one could be sure if they qualified as intelligent or not, but they certainly weren’t interested in exploration. Even human societies went through periods when outreach all but ceased, and the population was more interested in consolidation than in new frontiers. That had been the case in human space for some time now.

“Clearly,” Daren said, “the Web should have been able to colonize the entire Galaxy if that’s what they wanted to do. But from what we’ve been gathering lately, it seems more likely that they’re exploiting the Galaxy for raw materials, turning stars into more machines.”

Kara blinked. “Stars . . . into machines?”

Daren stared into his drink, swirling the ice cubes and the amber liquid in the glass. “Understand, this is based on very limited data. All we really know about them is a brief glimpse of some structures in the Galactic Core, and what the DalRiss saw at Nova Aquila. But here’s what we think is happening. They find a likely star and trigger a nova. We don’t quite know how they do that, but clearly they have machines that actually penetrate the star’s surface and carry out activities of some type deep inside, maybe even down at the very core. The star explodes, throwing off huge amounts of matter, mostly hydrogen and helium. They gather that, harvest it, really, by guiding it into one of the gateways opened by a Stargate, and probably send it back to the Great Annihilator at the Galactic Core. It’s possible they may simply be interested in using the Galaxy as a resource, as raw material . . . not in exploring it. Or talking to young upstarts like us.”

“So you’re saying . . . what?” Kara asked. “No curiosity? No initiative?”

“And no change,” Daren said, nodding, “for billions of years.”

“Hard to imagine,” Vic said.

“Not if we assume that their brains are essentially deterministic in the way they work.”

“Quantum theory again,” Kara said. She’d heard about this idea in downloads on AI design. It was well established that the human brain worked through principles described by quantum dynamics, that the whole hoary problem of free will was tied up with the notion of determinacy. Quantum-oriented AIs had eerily human capabilities because they thought in the same many-branching, nondeterministic mode as did humans.

“Are you saying that they can’t have original ideas?” Vic asked. “That was the argument against self-aware computers back at the dawn of the electronics age, you know. They could only think about things they were programmed to think about. No originality at all.”

“It’s probably not that extreme a case,” Daren said. “They have developed a starfaring civilization, after all, though Taki and some others think that might have been put in place by their organic predecessors. Certainly they could make obvious, deterministic advances, just like you said, Mother. One step at a time. As long as those steps were logical. Rational.

“But when it comes to the big step into quantum physics—”

“Ah!” Vic said. “They couldn’t make that single, basic shift in their perceptions of how the universe worked!”

“That’s it. From what we’ve seen so far . . . and from what we’ve deduced based on the bits of thought patterns that the Cameron probe download was able to record and send back, we think they may never have stumbled on the idea of quantum mechanics, that they think and work in a strictly deterministic and rational way. Interesting, isn’t it? That bit of rigidity may hamper their exercise of what we would call imagination.”

Kara grinned. “Well, it does take imagination to dream up something as weird as quantum physics.”

“Precisely,” Daren said. “They can’t conceive of something as basic to our physics as, oh, a quon that can be a particle if you look at it one way, and a wave if you look at it another. Or that occupies a fuzzy area around the nucleus of an atom . . . but you can never quite pin down where the damned thing is. Things like the I2C would be completely beyond their reach.”

“So, that’s why you say they could harvest Hawking radiation,” Kara said, “but not understand what they were doing. They might accept that a black hole appears to be leaking radiation in defiance of normal relativistic theory, but never figure out what was really going on!”

“It might not even occur to them to be curious about it,” Daren said with a shrug.

“A lack of curiosity,” Katya said thoughtfully, “that would explain why they’re no more advanced than they are, even after billions of years.”

“Right. You know, xenologists long argued about what would happen when two starfaring cultures encountered one another. The chances of both of them being at the same technological level is literally astronomical. One or the other should, almost certainly, be way, way ahead of the other one. And in a military conflict, the primitive bunch wouldn’t stand a chance.

“Then we met the Naga, and they didn’t even have technology except for what they’d patterned from other civilizations in their group memory. Then we met the DalRiss, but they didn’t count either. Their civilization was older than ours, but their technology had evolved along radically different lines, so it’s hard to compare. They’re ahead of us in space transport, but behind us in things like weapons and basic electronics.”

Kara laughed. “So now we meet these guys, as far beyond us as we are beyond amoeba, and we find out they’ve been so handicapped by a lack of imagination that they’re no further along from flint knives than we are!”

“You know, it could be that there’s a fundamental limit to how far technology can progress,” Vic said.

Katya chuckled. “Come back in a hundred years and tell me that. Or in ten. There are no limits, except the limits we place on ourselves.”

“Well, it’s the one thing we have going to keep this a fair fight,” Vic said. “If we’re not able to pull several fairly big surprises on the Web, they can still mop up on us, simply because they have the numbers.”

“You said we were working out some specific tactics,” Katya said. “I wasn’t in all of those meetings. What tactics?”

“Well, if it turns out we can’t talk to them, we’re going to end up relying a lot on that Imperial firepower out there,” Vic told her. “Their PACs and primary laser batteries will keep off the small stuff . . . especially those tiny, laser-driven sails that Dev reported. We’ll use saturation bombardment with thermonuclear warheads. And warflyers will be deployed to keep the small stuff from building up on the hulls of our big boys.”

“Grooming,” Kara added with a grin. “Picking off the vermin.”

“That won’t be enough by itself, of course,” Vic continued. “We’re working on several large assumptions, but they’re logical assumptions, based on pretty solid evidence. Come. Look here.” He walked over to a computer access console on one of the bulkheads, found an interface that wasn’t in use, and palmed it. Several glittering metallic shapes appeared above the console’s holoprojector as he uploaded a file from his personal RAM. “These are some of the different types of ships Dev saw, taken from his memory and filed for study.” He pointed at the largest of the shapes, a black sphere made fuzzy by the thickly clustered antennae covering its surface. “This is what we’re classifying as an Alpha type, Katya. The largest single machine Dev saw, and also one of the rarest. He saw three at Nova Aquila, and none at the nebula.”

“A command ship?” Katya asked softly. “Those antenna arrays make it look like it does a hell of a lot of communicating. Suggests some sort of a command center. Maybe the brain of the whole operation.”

“Well, it’s probably nowhere near that simple,” Daren told her. “Communication, yes, but the brain function of the aggregate machine intelligence is probably spread out over all of the members. Still, it’s possible these Alphas serve as coordinators for the group intelligence.”

“Like a CPU in a nonquantum computer system,” Kara said.

Vic abruptly closed his eyes, consulting an internal data feed. “Kuso,” he said suddenly. “The time’s getting away. I’ve got to odie back to the Karyu.”

Katya looked bleak. “Already?”

” ‘Fraid so, love. I’ve got a staff meeting over there at seventeen-thirty. I can just make it.” He took her hand. “There won’t be time afterward for me to shuttle over again. This’ll be it. Until the nebula, anyway.”

“Until the nebula.”

They embraced closely, kissing. After that, it was Kara’s turn. “You take care of yourself, Dad,” she said in his ear as he hugged her close.

“You bet I will. You too, you hear me?”

“Yes, sir, General, sir!”

“I’m going to walk your father to the shuttleport,” Katya told her as Vic and Daren shook hands and clapped shoulders. “I’ll see you before launch.”

“Right, Mums.”

“Kind of funny,” Daren said as the two walked out of the ship’s lounge. “Having all four of us in on this, like a family outing.”

“All five,” she said.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Your father’s along, too, remember?”

Daren smiled. “Y’know, I hadn’t even thought about that. Hagans, Alessandros, and Camerons all, sallying forth to meet the inhuman foe!”

“I don’t see how you can joke about it, Dar. I really am worried about how we’re supposed to face something as big, as powerful as the Web.”

“With the firepower the Imperials have massed out there? I doubt that we’ll even get to see any of the Web machines. None alive, anyway. Those big ryus out there’ll fry the lot of them to cinders before they get within a hundred thousand kilometers of us!”

Katya turned and looked at her brother, her initial surprise turning to understanding. Daren was almost two years older than she was, yet sometimes he seemed so young. A kid . . .

Had combat made that big a difference in her, changed her that much? Her perspective on combat, any combat, was that it was a dirty, messy, terrifying, and very deadly affair. Daren almost sounded disappointed that he was going to miss out on all of the fun. Had she ever been that young?

“Believe me,” she told him. “If the Web is half the threat your dad says it is, you’ll be seeing a lot more of the gokers than you’ll care to.”

Hours later, Kara, Katya, and Daren watched in thoughtful silence for a time as the Gauss maneuvered closer to the looming, black shadow of a DalRiss cityship. The Gauss was large, nearly four hundred meters in length, but she was dwarfed to toy-sized insignificance by the sheer mass of the DalRiss creature, which had a central body core measuring two kilometers across, and six stubby, massive limbs that increased its overall diameter by nearly three kilometers more. As the Gauss edged closer and closer to the cityship’s underside—“under” as defined by the flat part of the torso that had rested on the ground when it was living on a planetary surface—one of the computer techs nearby giggled nervously. “Into the belly of the beast,” she said, and others around her laughed.

“Attention. Attention,” the voice of the ship’s AI announced. “We will be losing gravity in three minutes. All passengers, be aware that conditions of zero-G will prevail throughout the transit period, and that both your persons and your personal effects must be secured for the duration. Crew members, assume your microgravity stations. . . .”

Tucked away against the DalRiss ship’s belly, Gauss wouldn’t be able to keep her hab modules rotating. At least, Kara thought with a wild, barely suppressed surge of amusement, not without tickling the poor creature half to death.

The passage to Nova Aquila would be made in several jumps, navigating the route by way of regions already plotted and incorporated into the latest crop of DalRiss Achievers. The first major rendezvous for regrouping and final preparations would be the nebula the Sirghal had escaped to, now positively identified by Confederation cosmologists as the North American-Penguin Nebula complex two thousand light years from Earth. Once the entire fleet was gathered and checked, then, they would make the final jump to Nova Aquila. The multiple-jump maneuver should foil Web attempts to backtrack on the AEF’s approach, even though in all probability such deceptions were useless. The Web almost certainly knew now where Earth and her offshoot worlds were.

With the final warning sounding for zero-G, Kara made her way back to the hab module assigned to the Black Phantoms as barracks space, found her bunk, and strapped herself in.

She found herself thinking about Ran Ferris.

She wasn’t even sure where in the ship he was, though he would be with his squadron, probably on ‘C’ level. They’d had only a few hours together after her return from Sandstorm. One quick liaison in separate comm modules, just before embarkation . . . and a lingering good-bye in a virtual simulation of a streamside grotto in the New American Outback. There’d been no time for anything more. No time . . .

She found herself hungry for him, with a desperate, deep yearning that was as inescapable as it was predictable. Biology had a way, she’d noticed, of trying to arrange for the continued propagation of the species at the times of greatest danger.

She hated the idea of being a slave to biology.

But she couldn’t deny her feelings either. She needed Ran . . . and she needed to be needed.

She wondered when she would see him again.

Then there was no more time to think. Somewhere within the depths of the DalRiss cityship around them, an Achiever died. . . .
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One hundred thirty light years from Sol, the sun that men had long known variously as Theta Serpentis, as 63 Serpentis, or as Alya, the Serpent’s Star, was in fact a widespread double, its A7 and A5 components orbiting one another at a distance of nine hundred astronomical units—about five light days. Both suns were attended by planets. The sixth world of the A5 star was home to the one DalRiss colony, ShraRish. The fifth world of the slightly cooler A7 star was known as GhegnuRish, the DalRiss homeworld, and home too to the first planetary Naga to be successfully communicated with by humans.

Both stars had been on the main sequence for about a billion years—roughly the expected lifespan for stars of their mass. Soon, within a few hundred thousands or millions of years, perhaps, the more massive, more brightly burning A5 sun would reach the point where it had burned most of its accessible hydrogen and needed to begin burning helium instead; the new reaction, hotter than the old, would upset the delicate equilibrium between thermal energy and gravity, and the star would balloon into a red giant. It was this imminent star death-—imminent in cosmological terms, at any rate—that had led the DalRiss to begin evacuating their system. For the DalRiss, it was clear that Life had reached a dead end on the worlds of the Alyan suns, that if they were to continue participating in the Great Dance, they would have to do so beneath the light of another sun.

By this time, of course, the majority of the DalRiss population had already migrated elsewhere, eager to find other dancers in the Cosmos of Life. But there still remained some tens of billions of the Riss, together with their Dals and other specially grown symbionts, individuals who for one reason or another had elected to remain on the homeworld, or who had not yet boarded the waiting cityships for the great voyage outward. Too, there were several more recently arrived ships, stragglers among the eighty that had set off from human space twenty-five years before.

To say that the Riss respected life would be to anthropomorphize sentiments in a way alien to Riss thought. Rather, they perceived life as humans perceive the totality of the world around them, as an omnipresent dimension of interrelated parts and processes, the raw material of Riss civilization, the end point and purpose of an evolving universe. Life and evolution were participant and music to the Great Dance of the Cosmos; indeed, the entire purpose of the universe was to bring forth life, to turn inanimate matter into glorious, self-replicating, metabolizing organism.

Though the predicted death of the Alyan suns was widely described as a “nova,” that description was not technically accurate. The red giant phases would cook the inner worlds, searing Alya B-V and Alya A-VI and rendering them lifeless cinders that eventually would be consumed by their bloated primaries. A true nova began as a double star with the two components much closer to each other in their mutual orbitings, say a few hundred thousands or millions of kilometers. In such a system, when one star aged to the point where it began expanding into its red giant phase, much of the outflow of stellar atmosphere was swept up by the companion. More and more of the mass of one star would pile up on the other, until a nuclear flash point was reached—a literal flash point, when the smothered sun detonated in a blaze hundreds of thousands of times brighter than its former state.

Sometimes there would be only the single explosion, and the white-dwarf remnant of the younger star would continue circling the older—which frequently seemed rejuvenated for a time, possibly with a fresh influx of hydrogen as death-gift of its companion. Often, though, the explosion of one star triggered the explosion of the second as thermal balances were irrevocably thrown out of kilter, and the end result was a pair of white dwarfs circling one another, as at Nova Aquila.

With the natural unfolding of stellar evolution, then, neither Alya A nor Alya B could be expected to light the skies of Earth someday with a nova’s brilliance. But—as Dev had discovered at Nova Aquila—not all of the novae scattered along the Galaxy’s Orion Arm were natural.

The swarm of machine-ships materialized out of otherspace in a glittering plastic and metallic spray. They numbered in the tens of millions, these machines, and all were part of the local expression of the Web’s collective consciousness. Isolated from the rest of the Web by distances inconceivable, it was an associative of communicative machine nodes, none of which was intelligent or self-aware in its own right but all of which were tightly linked with other nodes by radio, microwave, and laser to form a far-flung and keenly tuned mind. The total number of Web machine units within this one cluster was much less than Nakamura’s Number, but that particular footnote of arcane biomathematical law applied to a kind of transcendence, where the intelligence was far more than the sum of its hundred billion-odd parts. This association had intelligence of a sort—enough to do the job they’d been programmed to do.

The machines’ exit point had been calculated with precision by the Central Web, based on information ripped from the heart of a DalRiss ship before it died. None of the machines blindly sprayed into the target system was expected to return to the Galactic Core; none felt anything like disappointment or protest at ill-use. They had, after all, been designed and built expressly for this purpose. A variety of DalRiss cityships and even a few human vessels were on hand to note the sudden appearance of the horde. None was in a position to intercept its members, however, as the Web Associative, wheeling together like an immense flock of birds or insects, swung into a course that would plunge them into Alya B.

The Starminers’ senses detected the worlds of both ShraRish and GhegnuRish, but since DalRiss civilization had evolved along strictly biological lines rather than mechanical or industrial, they took no note of the cities growing on their surfaces. Machines were their sole measure of intelligence or worth . . . and even then only machines of specific intelligence and purpose could be clearly recognized as part of the Web’s gestalt consciousness. Indeed, organic life of any kind, while recognized as self-replicating and self-organizing ongoing chemical processes, occupied no higher a niche in the Web’s concept of an ordered universe than did the bacteria living within in a city built by Man.

Ignoring the cityships and the worlds alike, ignoring the incomprehensible signals at various radio and laser wavelengths, the Starminers plunged into the photosphere of Alya B, while the smaller Guardians and Swarmers and Eaters danced above the searing tongues of vast, stellar prominences. Composed of alloys and fields of magnetic force designed to resist pressures of billions of kilograms per square centimeter and temperatures of hundreds of millions of degrees Kelvin, the Starminers plunged deeper and yet deeper into the star’s ultra-dense core. There, they initiated the process that would destabilize the star, opening a rift in space and time—a rift at first microscopically small, but joined by means of a thread-slender wormhole to one of the hellfurnaces at the Galactic Core, a place in which they gathered the resources of an entire galaxy and reshaped them in matter and in energy to their own purposes.

The rift widened . . . becoming a crack in space. Energy appeared inside the star, the energies associated with the stardeath radiance of an erupting quasar leaking from that microscopic prick in space and time and flooding into the stellar core.

Normally it would have taken millennia for that buildup of energy to work its way up through layer upon layer of the star’s inner heart, but the continued influx of energy at the center continued to press outward, relentless, ballooning, irresistible. A star, any star, is a constant compromise between the tendency to collapse under its own gravity and the tendency to fly apart into space, an ongoing fusion explosion restrained by its own mass from expanding further.

And the Starminers had just irreversibly revoked the contract of that compromise, pouring a steady flood of energy into the core that even the tremendous, crushing mass of Alya B could not long contain. In scant hours, then, Alya B began growing brighter in the green-tinted GhegnuRish sky.

DalRiss natural organs for perceiving light accomplished little more than simple recognition of light and dark, allowing them to establish the difference between day and night. Only those few individuals who happened to be symbiotically linked with Perceivers, then, could look up and note that their star’s face had become somewhat blotchy. Though it was as radiant across its entire disk as ever, some small portions of the star’s surface had grown brighter by far in scant seconds; as with sunspots, which appear dark only because of the comparison with the rest of a star’s surface, the bright patches made the rest of Alya B turn dim.

But the bright patches spread, and soon the entire sky was a searing ocean of white flame . . . and the DalRiss who happened to be outside and placed to see the phenomenon were already dying.

Atmosphere, superheated, exploded outward in swirling windstorms. Organic material caressed by that deadly light burst into flame, or shriveled and blackened where it died. Before long, the heat had reached the planetary Naga, which extended throughout the world’s crust, a living, thinking, communicating network. At first, instinctively, it drew life from the sudden radiance falling on the world’s day side. Soon, though, the heat became so intense that the Naga was retreating from that hemisphere, seeking cooler refuge deep within the comforting, sheltering rock.

Ten hours after the first intimation of disaster, the upper few hundred meters of rock on GhegnuRish had already become molten, a planet-wide ocean of crusted-over lava and crumbling continents of white-hot rock. Beneath the molten rock, the Naga was everywhere beginning to disassociate into separate, subintelligent fragments.

Then the shock wave of the exploding star reached the planet, stripping away what was left of the searing atmosphere and crust alike in a white hot hurricane of particles—protons, hot plasma, hard radiation. By the time GhegnuRish had completed another rotation, its diameter had dwindled by nearly twenty percent, and what was left was a glowing, molten sphere rapidly boiling away into space.

Five days later, the light of Alya B’s detonation reached its companion sun, Alya A, and the fifth world, ShraRish.

Millennia before, the DalRiss had abandoned their home-world to the Naga that occupied it, after a long and bitter fight. ShraRish, their sole colony, now was more thickly populated by the immense, squat, starfish organisms that served as DalRiss cities than their homeworld. For twenty-five human years now, those cities had been abandoning the Alyan system, choosing instead to seek other partners in the Great Dance among the stars, but the remaining cities still numbered in the tens of thousands.

Traveling just behind the flash and dazzle of dying GhegnuRish, the Web’s scouts drifted in at just beneath the speed of light, decelerating suddenly at thousands of gravities, a maneuver impossible to any organic, cellular-based life form. Again, the Starminers plunged into the star’s depths.

And within another few days, Alya A, like its brother, was flaring into the deadly, blossoming brilliance of a nova. Most of the DalRiss and human ships orbiting one or the other of the two doomed worlds were able to escape.

But ten billion DalRiss who’d chosen to remain on their worlds of their birth perished in the dual funeral pyres of their suns.


Chapter 24

No plan of operations can look with any certainty beyond the first meeting with the major forces of the enemy. The commander is compelled to reach decisions on the basis of situations which cannot be predicted.

—HELMUTH VON MOLTKE

nineteenth century C.E.

Until the Aquilan Expeditionary Force reached the staging area at the Nebula, all of the messages passing back and forth across the new I2C network had been strictly routine . . . daily reports on mission status, on personnel, equipment, and supplies, navigational and communications checks, nothing out of the ordinary save for the fact of faster-than-light communication itself. The arrival point was carefully swept by flights of warstriders reconfigured in their warflyer mode—there was some concern that the machines that had followed Dev Cameron and the DalRiss out from Nova Aquila might still be around—but the patrols turned up nothing. That was not surprising, of course. The North American-Penguin nebula complex was vast, encompassing many thousands of cubic light years, so even if the Web machines were still operational and able to pick up the AEF’s arrival, they wouldn’t be able to contest it unless they possessed their own faster-than-light capability independent of the Device. And, apparently, that wasn’t the case.

Not long after the fleet had materialized in the soft, blue glow of the nebula, however, the first I2C reports came in telling of trouble in another, more distant quarter, of disaster in the Alyan system. Ships—human and DalRiss—that had been able to jump clear in time had carried word to the Shichiju of millions of alien machines appearing out of empty space and attacking the Alyan suns . . . word of stars exploding, of worlds gone molten, empty of life.

The news was still being digested throughout the fleet. Few of the humans, at any rate, felt powerful attachments to the destroyed alien worlds, but it was all too easy to imagine the same thing happening to 26 Draconis, or 70 Ophiuchi, or 36 Ophiuchi.

Or Sol.

Dev had contacted Vic in linkage aboard the Karyu, passing on the interesting piece of news that the vice admiral commanding the AEF had just received an emergency broadcast direct from the Tenno Kyuden, the Palace of Heaven in Earth Synchorbit. The content of the message had been coded and Dev had been unable to break the code without alerting security programs traveling with it, but it was easy enough to guess what the contents must be. Within ten minutes, a ViRcomm meeting had been scheduled for all ship commanders in the combined fleet.

Now Vic was standing in the office of Chujo Haruo Tanaka aboard the flagship Shinryu. One entire bulkhead was an impressive viewall that looked now into the nebula, a vast, blue and white translucency cold against the stars. Ships—DalRiss star-shapes, and the long, cluttered, spearpoints of the ryu carriers—were silhouetted against curtains of pale light.

Tanaka looked pale, stressed to the breaking point. Vic sat in a low, swivel chair across the room, studying the man. He’d shuttled across to the expedition’s flagship from the Karyu rather than using a comm module. The news from home was grave enough that a personal visit was required, and he’d needed to talk to the man in private before the scheduled gathering of the fleet’s senior officers.

“Two stars,” Tanaka said, shaking his head in disbelief. He stood before the viewall, hands clasped behind his back. “Two stars brighter and larger than our own, simply exploded. . . .”

“And ten billion DalRiss snuffed out,” Vic added, “apparently without even a nod from the Web.”

“Horrifying.”

“The question is, sir, what are you going to do about it?”

Tanaka turned from the viewall. “Do? You are no doubt aware that I have just received new orders.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Those orders are quite clear, General. We are to return to the Shichiju at once.”

Vic nodded. He’d expected no less. That was why he’d wanted to grab Tanaka first, before the staff meeting, to talk to him.

To convince him.

“Sir,” Vic said. “With all due respect, this may be one time when duty requires that we ignore our orders. At least for the moment.”

“Duty never countenances disobedience.”

“Even when obedience clearly leads to defeat? Admiral, I submit that this campaign is far too important to let the bureaucrats run it from home.”

There was a supreme irony in this, Vic thought. Until now, the commander of a starfleet was completely on his own once he left his home system; headquarters depended on couriers for periodic reports on his progress, and those could usually be dispatched at the commander’s convenience. He had to answer for his decisions when he returned, if he returned, but at least he didn’t have his superiors second-guessing those decisions every step of the way. The quantum communications net might be the most important development in space military tactics since the development of the K-T drive, but it could also end up crippling innovation and the initiative of individual leaders.

Maybe the Web had the better idea after all, ignoring faster-than-light communication and the nullheaded bureaucratic idiocy of tightly controlled central planning in military operations. He remembered the conversation aboard the Gauss with his family, a short time before. If warfare someday did become a clean, antiseptic exercise in pure tactics, the rear-area kibitzers and chair warmers and bureaucrats could become the soldiers of the future, teleoperating their war machines across interstellar distances.

There would be no reining in the horror of war then, when there were no soldiers right there to experience the horror firsthand, or the danger. What would someone like Munimori care about another dozen cities wiped out, more or less?

Or worlds, for that matter. . . .

Tanaka considered Vic for a long moment through narrowed eyes. “I am a soldier,” he said after a time. “I believe that I have a responsibility to use my own judgment in the field . . . but I also bear the responsibility of duty. I see no clear alternatives here.”

“Our first duty is to protect the Shichiju, all the worlds of humanity, from the threat we’ve perceived in the Web. Right?”

“Yes.”

“But we’re not going to be able to do that if we scamper back home.”

“Tell me more, Hagan-san.”

Haruo Tanaka, Vic knew from the man’s official biography, was one of the more innovative and inventive of the Imperium’s naval commanders. He’d started in the marines, a warstrider jacking a Daimyo during the revolution. He’d switched over to the Imperial Navy after the war ended, eventually rising to the rank of shosho—the equivalent of a Confederation rear admiral—and the command of the commanding officer of the ryu carrier Funryu.

Five years ago he’d been promoted to chujo—vice admiral—and given command of the Third Provincial Fleet, but he’d lost that command, and a certain amount of status, by advocating the complete overhaul of the Imperial Navy’s current tactics. Ryu carriers, he claimed, were anachronisms; the future of naval warfare belonged to smaller, more maneuverable vessels, operating under widely distributed and detached independent commands.

Vic wasn’t sure what twistings of Imperial politics had put Tanaka back in favor and in command of the AEF. Possibly it represented a rearrangement of the current political alignments back on Earth. Or possibly the command had been seen as a way of getting him out from underfoot. Either way, he would have plenty of Imperial Naval staff officers, from Munimori on down, all looking carefully over his shoulder.

And with the I2C, that constant inspection must become damned near microscopic at times.

“Your orders are for us to report where? Earth?”

“Earth’s solar system is being covered by the First Fleet,” Tanaka said carefully. “Under the command of Gensui Munimori himself. We are to return to 26 Draconis.” He seemed to be measuring Vic’s response to his words, watching for fear or anger. “The Imperial Staff feels that the New American system might be facing the greatest threat of attack, since it is on the very fringe of human-occupied space and in the same general direction as Alya.”

“Uh-huh. Right.”

Vic’s tone was sarcastic. It was entirely possible that this sudden change of orders was part of some larger plan, a plan that had nothing to do at all with the Web except for using it as an excuse. With the Imperial fleet concentrated and at full war preparedness, it would be so easy to take over all of the nominally independent states scattered along the Shichiju’s border. . . .

“Look. You’ve seen the same reports, the same records I have. You know what the Web is like. What the threat is like. You know that if you’re there protecting 26 Draconis, the Web could just as easily strike somewhere else. Even the Imperial Navy isn’t big enough to protect all of the Shichiju’s worlds. Especially if the Imperial Command Staff is more interested in settling old scores than it is in stopping the Web.”

That last was a guess, but a reasonable one. The fact that an out-of-favor officer had been placed in command of the expeditionary force strongly suggested that Tenno Kyuden’s attention was focused on other interests just now. The negotiations of the past few weeks that had led to the creation of the AEF could well have been a sham, a way of slipping in and grabbing lost territories in a practically bloodless coup.

He also knew that Tanaka was both a good officer and a brilliant tactician, not the sort of man to turn his back on the real threat just to take part in the petty politics of Empire.

“Politics,” Tanaka said, closing his eyes, “and politicians are the bane of soldiers.” He opened his eyes, impassive again. “Believe me when I say I’ve already argued exhaustively that we should continue the mission. To no avail.”

“Then disobey the bastards.”

Tanaka blinked. “Unthinkable.”

“Not at all. I can think about it all day. So can you.” He sighed. How to shake this guy loose from a position wedged in by training, obedience, and duty? “Chujosan, are the orders for you alone? Your people? Or do they extend to the Confederation force as well?”

“The wording could be considered ambiguous,” Tanaka replied, “but I take it to mean all vessels and personnel currently under my command. That would include you and your people as well. I am in command of this force.”

“Of course. Tenno Kyuden doesn’t want a Confederation warfleet bouncing around loose.” Vic carefully scrutinized his fingernails, not meeting Tanaka’s level gaze. “Sir, I have a different interpretation of my orders. I tell you now, honestly and directly, that if you order me to return to human space, I will disobey those orders. You cannot attack us here without having your ships released by their DalRiss carriers, obviously. Long before your ships were free, my ships and my DalRiss transporters would be long gone.”

“You could not face the Web by yourself. It would be suicide!”

“At least we can try.” He nodded toward the viewall. “The enemy’s out there, Chujosan. The Web. I am taking my people to meet it, and every human in the Shichiju who can link onto the I2C-Net is going to be watching what happens out there. I wonder what the citizens of the Empire are going to say when they see their Imperial defenders leaving their defense to a handful of Confederation warships. If we win, we will be the saviors of all mankind. If we lose, you will be perceived as the villain who cut and ran and abandoned us to death, no matter what your orders might say. There’s something more to it that you might consider, too. Have you discussed with the DalRiss the idea of returning to the Shichiju? Have you asked if they’ll even take you?”

Tanaka’s eyes widened. “The . . . DalRiss? No. That did not occur to me. Why wouldn’t they?”

“Mmm. You might give it a try. Link in and talk to the DalRiss bossing this cityship, the one piggybacking the Shinryu. You could find that they have something else in mind besides retreating to human space. Remember, they have a stake in the expedition, too. Ten billion murdered fellow-dancers.” Vic crossed his arms as he leaned back in the chair. In fact, when Vic had tried talking to them a short time ago, he hadn’t been able to ascertain what the DalRiss thought about the news from home. They certainly didn’t think in terms of vengeance. The closest human emotion he could attribute to them now was one of stunned disbelief . . . and just possibly a sense of urgency about the need to complete the mission before more worlds died. Obviously, though, Tanaka hadn’t questioned them closely yet. It gave Vic a very slight edge in the bloodless war of words and position being waged now between them. “Right now, Chujosan, we’re about two thousand light years from home. Do you think you have supplies enough laid in for a trek back the long way, through KT space? At a light year per day, that’s a five-and-a-half year trip. That’s a long time. A lot could happen in five years.”

The admiral’s expression went stony, an indifference masking whatever he was truly feeling. “Are you threatening me, Shoshosan?”

“Not at all.” A direct threat, a blatant challenge of Tanaka’s authority, would make him lose face and would force him into a corner where his only option might be to harden his stance, whatever the consequences. “I just want to be certain that you see all options, and all positions. I point out that, should you decide that I’m right, that our common goal should be to defeat the Web at Nova Aquila, rather than playing catchup with them across human space. You have options that would allow you to . . . let’s say reinterpret your superiors’ orders. You could continue to Nova Aquila because the DalRiss refused to take you back. That could be humiliating, I know, admitting that you’d been carried off by a gaijin, but I doubt that Admiral Munimori is willing to link personally with a DalRiss to hear it himself. If you prefer, tell them that we refused to go back with you, and that you felt it necessary to keep an eye on us.”

Tanaka stared at Vic for a long time, his face completely impassive. Finally, though, he rocked back on his heels and gave the Confederation general a small, tight-lipped smile. “You are very good at this.”

A direct answer, yes or no, would have been out of place. Vic bowed his head slightly in reply, neither affirming nor denying.

“It will be . . . difficult,” Tanaka continued. “This electronic gathering I have called, it is to be transferred to Earth. To the Tenno Kyuden. I expect that Gensui Munimori himself will attend. To refuse such a person to his face—”

“He is two thousand light years away, Chujosan. If necessary, do what we do when our superiors are breathing down our necks.”

“What is that?”

Vic smiled. “Feign communications difficulties.”

The admiral smiled in reply. “I will consider that.”

The interview was ended. Vic stood, bowed, and turned toward the door.

“General,” Tanaka said as Vic reached out to palm the door open.

“Sir?”

“I think you should know . . . for your own information only. I had a son. Age twenty-eight. He was a lieutenant in command of an Imperial Marine company, stationed at Syria Planum, on Kasei. A few months ago, he was aboard one of four transports over the Marineris Sea, responding with his unit to an attack by raiders. Confederation raiders. All four transports were destroyed. Every man aboard them was killed.”

“Why are you telling me this, Chujosan?”

“I have reason to hate your people, General. I have reason to hate the military service you represent. But I believe in what we have been sent out here to do. I believe in it so much, that I have disregarded what happened on Kasei. At least for now. I thought you should know.”

“I already knew, Admiral. I picked up as much from your dossier, before we left New America.”

“And you agreed to accept service under my command despite this?”

“Of all of the Imperial senior officers who might have been chosen to command, you were by far the best. That is not flattery, Admiral, but a simple statement of fact. And I will tell you, sir, that my wife, my son, and my daughter are all serving with the Confederation contingent of this fleet. And I intend to take that contingent to Nova Aquila, whether I have your ships at my back or not.”

Tanaka considered this a moment, then gave a curt nod. “Wakarimasu,” he said. “I understand. It is an honor to have officers such as yourself in my command.”

Kara and Ran lay close together on the top of a sand dune, watching the tide churn and froth as it swirled inland across the mud flats to the south. The ViRsimulation they shared was of a beach on a rugged portion of the coastline northwest of Jefferson, back in New America. Flickets and dragonbugs sang in the vegetation nearby. A shimmering, gold-flashing cloud of morninglories chirped and chorused at the edge of the forest. Columbia bulked huge and orange-smudged ocher in the sky.

“It is really strange,” Kara said, “having the Imperials on our side.”

“And what’s your evaluation, Lieutenant?” Ran Ferris asked with a lazy grin. Kara was nestled close to him inside the curve of his arm; his hand gently massaged her shoulder, her upper arm, then slid over to cup her breast.

She slapped the moving hand, playful. “Beast. Call me Lieutenant again and you’ll end up in the brig.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

They kissed.

“Seriously, though,” he said after a time. “I’ve been hearing some bizarre who-was about them.” Who-was was military slang for rumors, drawn from the Nihongo uwasu.

“Such as?”

“Such as how the Imperial fleet that was sent out here to help us is going to provide permanent help, if you know what I mean.”

“Hmm. I’ve heard some of the same stories.”

“Do you believe them?”

” I . . . I don’t know. It’s hard to just stop hating, you know?” She pulled back from him a little, rolling onto her back.

“Well, you don’t hate all of them, do you?” His tone was bantering. “Or is the only good Imp a dead Imp?” When she didn’t answer immediately, he grew more serious. “What about that scientist your brother’s been seeing? Doctor—”

“Dr. Oe.”

“What about her?”

“What about her?” Kara asked sharply. “She’s Nihonjin, even if she was born on New America.”

“Come on. Your brother wouldn’t—”

“My brother,” Kara said with a sigh, “is capable of almost anything. Total myopia. Can’t see a thing beyond what he, personally, wants.”

“Well, I’d have thought that a doctor of xenosophontology would have a certain maturity about him.”

“Daren? Mature?” She snorted. “Don’t get me wrong. I love the guy. But one thing a university download doesn’t give you, even at the doctorate level, is maturity. Or experience.”

“So . . . you think we’re being tricked? Maybe led into a trap?”

She sighed. “I don’t know. I think, probably, whatever the Imperials have planned, when they meet this thing at Nova Aquila, well, maybe our differences won’t seem as important. Or our hatreds. I hope so.” She stirred against his arm. “We shouldn’t have come here.”

“Of course we should have.”

“It’s all such a question mark, what’s going to happen at Nova Aquila.”

“I know.” He drew her closer. “Sometimes you need people. Need just being close.”

“Yes . . .”

“I’m afraid we don’t have much more time. Our hour’s almost up.”

“I know. We were damned lucky to get our schedules swapped around so we could share our downtimes here.” She rubbed his chest lightly. “You know, it’s funny to think we could go back to New America for real, riding the I2C.”

“For real? You mean for virtual real.”

She laughed. “You know what I mean. This new tech is going to change things an awful lot. In society. In us, in the way we do and think about things. Out here, even the Japanese don’t seem so . . . so alien anymore.”

He seemed to understand that she wasn’t talking about the New American ViRsim when she said “out here.” One reason they’d chosen a familiar setting for their rendezvous was the strangeness of the sky beyond Gauss’s bulkheads. The nebula was a constant reminder of just how far they were from home.

“Still seems strange,” he said, “being this far away from Newamie, yet being able to zip back and talk to your folks whenever you want.”

“My folks are here.”

“I know.”

“FTL commo could prove to be a curse, you know. With the brass always looking over your shoulder. My fa—General Hagan is back on Earth right now. At an Imperial staff meeting, no less.”

“No kidding! Straight hont?” The soldier’s slang meant truth.

“Straight hont.”

“What’s the word gonna be?”

“Oh, we’re going. I don’t know what the Impies are going to do, but we’re going. I know that look in his eye.” She consulted her inner clock. “Gok! We don’t have much time. Ten more minutes . . .”

His caress grew rougher, more insistent. “There’s time for once more.”

“Yes. Yes . . .”

Dev was riding the Net.

It was a heady experience. Normally, during his past years with the DalRiss, the program sustaining his memory and awareness of self had resided within one or another of the DalRiss cityships, a tiny, software parasite riding the far vaster, labyrinthine worlds within worlds of his hosts. Occasionally, especially when there was some particular danger, or some object of interest that demanded his full attention, he would distribute his program across several nodes, riding, in effect, a number of different DalRiss ships.

Now, however, he resided not only within the DalRiss fleet, but inside all of the nodes of all of the computer systems of all of the human vessels of the fleet. Human computer nets tended to be tightly compartmentalized by subject and use, in sharp opposition to the Naga communications and memory storage, which had a loose and open-ended structure; the blend of the two, however, was something completely new, seemingly infinite vistas and variety and information, unfolding in layer upon layer of sight and sound, color and texture, a literal cyberworld corresponding in idea, if not precisely in space, with the real world.

He could sense . . . something about that Net as well, the other minds—AI, human, DalRiss, and Naga—that rode the Net with him, interacting, branching, floating, merging. He’d sampled the computer net girdling Jefferson on his return from Nova Aquila, finding it tightly ordered and compartmentalized . . . and with the University of Jefferson’s AI system as the largest and most complex of the network’s nodes.

Now, however, world after world, system after system was coming on-line, tied together by the comm mod feeds and data links connecting planet after planet and ship after ship across interstellar distances. He could feel it as more and more people were linking in throughout the Shichiju. He felt it when, with the suddenness of a thrown switch, the entire Juanyekundu Net came on-line; suddenly, he could hear new voices, Swahili voices of Juanyekundu’s underground population on UV Ceti I, mingling with the resonant tones and murmurs and echoing reverberations of uncounted multitudes of other tongues and thoughts riding the Net with him, adding their own rich counterpoint to the swelling, choral multitude.

Power. He could feel it, swelling, mounting, as people linked in by the billions.

How many were joining in the Net? Not everyone was watching the AEF by any means. Business was still being conducted on seventy-eight colonized worlds and hundreds of outposts, bases, ships, and remote facilities. There seemed to be a kind of morbid curiosity about the coming encounter, however, and that interest was building; the medes had spread the story on all of the major print, vid, and ViRnews services, describing what was known about the Web and what the Aquila Expeditionary Force hoped to accomplish. Whatever the result of the coming contact, it would have a profound effect on everyone; peaceful contact with the Web would bring for all humanity the literally unimaginable benefits of contact with a race, a collective of civilization and knowledge, literally billions of years old. The medes had been touting the wonders for weeks already. The Web made magic, such as turning energy into matter and back again, seem like child’s play; interaction with such a technology would usher in a new, golden age of plenty for all humans.

And if communication was not possible, if war was the result . . .

Dev didn’t like thinking about that possibility, for the odds against humankind were very long indeed. Despite the long discussions with various planning staffs about how human flexibility and the possession of faster-than-light communication conferred tremendous advantages on the human-DalRiss side, the Web had one advantage that no level of superior communication could really match.

The Web could still be using crossbows and gunpowder, yet win the coming battle through sheer weight of numbers. There was no way Dev could use the strength of those billions of watchers, none that he knew of, anyway.

But the surge of power in and around him as he surveyed this new domain filled him with the sort of elation he’d once known only through a physical surge of adrenaline. It was like . . . nothing else that Dev had ever directly experienced, save possibly the glory-thrill of riding the Kamisama no Taiyo, the fiery Ocean of God within the K-T plenum interface while jacking a starship at faster-than-light. That experience had always been for Dev something transcendent. There’d been times, too, during the revolution, when he’d tapped into a power far greater than anything his mind or body could possibly muster.

This was like that. No . . . better, this was the real experience. The others, jacking a starship through K-T space, or hurling one-ton boulders into the sky and tearing down great ryu-class ships, those were the pale and dim reflections of reality.

Interesting. As the Combined Fleet prepared for the final leg of its journey to Nova Aquila, he could sense individuals as well as entire populations. With a relatively gentle focus of will and effort, he could hear Katya’s thoughts as she linked in through an observer channel aboard the Gauss. There was Kara now jacking into her warflyer, preparing for combat. There was Daren, his son, also on the Gauss, linked into a system on the Net designed to let the members of all of the science teams watch the final jump and the approach toward the Device. Vic’s body was aboard the Karyu, in a comm module on Deck Five; his mind, however, was attending a gathering of admirals and generals and senior politicians in the Tenno Kyuden complex in Earth synchorbit. Dev could hear those voices as well . . . arguments over the threat posed by the Web, over orders disobeyed, over threatened repercussions.

He had no doubt about the outcome, however. He’d been able to—taste was the closest word he could find—taste Tanaka’s thoughts and mind as he’d linked into the Net earlier and allowed his consciousness to ride the I2C back to Earth. The Imperial contingent would stay at least long enough to check out the Nova Aquila system. If there was no sign of Web activity there, Tanaka would consider a return to the Shichiju . . . but to return now, with nothing accomplished, that would be futile. Worse, it was to allow himself and his people to become political pawns, trapped between Imperial superiors and gaijin subordinates.

Tanaka would stay.

A voice, a DalRiss voice, rumbled behind his thoughts. “We return, >>DEVCAMERON<<, to the place where we first encountered the Web.” The voice carried overtones of emotions, many of which Dev could not read. One emotion carried clearly through the Net, however: grief—for lost life, for lost opportunities, for lost circles in the great Dance—was foremost in the creature’s mind.

“We’ll be facing the Web again. How do you feel about that?”

He sensed the mental and alien equivalent of a shrug. “The Web is not life,” the voice said. “We will end it, before it removes others from the Dance. Or the Great Dance will end with us.”

Dev thought the DalRiss definition of life a narrow one, but said nothing. Their definitions and their philosophies, like those for any sentient species, were bounded by the limitations of their senses.

The final seconds of an agreed-upon countdown ticked away, and the great DalRiss cityships flickered from existence. Aboard the Carl Friedrich Gauss, Kara, Katya, and Daren all were linked in, watching as the stars shifted, as they were replaced by twin dwarfs flaming against blackness, by spiraling ribbons of star stuff.

They watched with an awe that approached an almost holy reverence as they first caught sight of the impossible, mercury-bright thread of the Device suspended in space between the two.

And there was more. Space between the two suns appeared to be somewhat hazy, as though filled with a thin, slightly translucent mist. Within that mist there were . . . shapes, unknown shapes, shapes beyond the experience of humans, beyond the experience of any life form with perceptions rooted solidly in only three dimensions. The human observers followed line and form back into an infinity of distance, minds reeling as they tried to interpret what they were seeing. . . .

“All stations,” Vic’s voice announced over the network connecting all of the Confederation vessels in the fleet. “Phase One commencement . . . now.”

Like huge starfish improbably giving birth to offspring that bore them no resemblance whatsoever, the DalRiss carriers began releasing the starships tucked into their ventral folds. Human ships, from corvettes and packets to slush-H tankers and supply freighters to the huge, arrowhead shapes of the ryu carriers, spilled into space, spreading out ahead of the larger, Alyan vessels.

The Carl Friedrich Gauss slipped free of the embrace of its DalRiss, accelerating slightly to work its way clear of the cityship creature. Its hab modules began rotating slowly about its axis, though the humans linked into the comm net were unaware of either the absence or the presence of mundane conveniences like gravity.

Unmanned probes—Charlies, as the xenologists aboard were calling them—dropped clear of open cargo bays throughout the fleet and accelerated on tiny, flaring white suns. Some were military remote sensors, deployed to perceive and map a larger area of battle should a fight develop. Others were unarmed remotes, for the attempt at communicating with the Web, and for providing a closer look at the strangeness up ahead. Clearly, there’d been changes here in the short time since Dev had recorded the scene . . . engineering of some sort on a scale so vast human minds were having difficulty grasping it.

Two Charlies boosted away from the Gauss, jacked by Daren and Taki. As they approached the glowing, golden cloud of mist and the enigmatic shapes dimly glimpsed within, their voices came across the communications channel, uploaded to the entire Net.

“My God,” Daren said, his voice tight. “That mist . . . it’s machines. Devices of some kind. There must be billions of them. . . .”

“And they are responding to our presence,” Taki’s voice added. “We’re decelerating, to let them know we’re not hostile.”

“Kuso,” Kara added from her link within her Cutlass, still waiting for release from the research ship. “These guys just killed a few billion DalRiss, and we’re worried about hostile?”

“It still could be some kind of mistake,” Taki said. “Initiating transmission . . .”

The signal, broadcast on frequencies known to be used by the Web, was a repeating loop of good intentions and we-come-in-peace assurances, coupled with nested pleas for an open communications channel. The human watchers were all well aware, however, that Dev and the DalRiss had tried much the same thing in their encounter here.

So had the DalRiss and the human-crewed ships at Alya.

And then the waves of machine warcraft appeared, exploding out of empty space like glittering droplets flung glistening into the sunlight by an ocean breaker crashing over rocks. There was no response to the peace overture, no acknowledgement of signals, no attempt at communication.

And in the next few seconds, ships, DalRiss and human, began to die. . . .


Chapter 25

The human intellect is feeble, and there are times when it does not assert the infinity of its claims. But even then—

Though in black jest it bows and nods,

I know it is roaring at the Gods,

Waiting the last Eclipse.

—Daedalus, or Science and the Future

J. B. S. HALDANE

C.E. 1923

The first wave of Web machines accelerated to relativistic speeds, hurtling toward the Combined Fleet so quickly that they rode in close behind the light waves announcing their arrival. Taki, linked in with a remote approaching the Web well out ahead of the rest of the human and DalRiss ships, had only a blurred impression of something like a wall of glittering raindrops or ice crystals rushing toward her face at tremendous speed.

She screamed . . .

 . . . and with a shuddering jolt, the sound of metal ringing on metal still sounding in her ears, she woke up aboard the Gauss, strapped into a couch within the dark, calm enclosure of a comm module.

For a moment she could only lie there, gasping like a fish stranded on the beach. The impression of actually being there, of actually being the probe itself as it was struck by hurtling chunks of metal, had been so realistic that it had been impossible to remind herself at the time that her body was safe aboard the research ship.

“Daren?” she called into the darkness, focusing on her Companion’s link.

“Oof,” she heard in her mind. “I just got run over by about a million angry Webbers. You, too?”

“Yeah. But I’m going back.”

“Why? The Webbers aren’t interested in talking. That’s clear. Let the professionals worry about it.”

It was tempting. Taki had never known such fear as that instant when she’d seen the glittering wall descending on her. It would be a lot easier to jack into the Primary Net and just watch, along with all of the other humans in the fleet . . . and throughout the Shichiju as well.

Taki, however, didn’t like weakness, didn’t like admitting to weakness. She’d grown up on a world where most of the citizens assumed she was Imperial because of her eyes and her face and her name, but she’d forged ahead despite the obstacles and won her doctorate in xenology. Ten years ago, and despite the common belief that Japanese never dirtied themselves with alien parasites, she’d accepted a Companion. Her thinking at the time had been that she could adopt a Naga expression as a men, a way to simply and easily transform her face into that of a Caucasian, safe and acceptable, with free access into any part of New American society.

For over twenty hours she’d been a shiro, a white. She’d even recolored her glossy black hair yellow, becoming kimpatsu—the derogatory Nihongo slang for a blonde.

But it hadn’t been her, and she refused to live a lie. After one memorable standard as a shiro, she’d reverted to her natural phenotype, and to hell with anyone who didn’t like it.

She hadn’t hidden then, and she wasn’t about to hide now.

Swiftly, she reentered the control linkage and selected another Charlie, waiting in the racks in Gauss’s cargo bay. Darkness enveloped her, and then she was looking down into the star-strewn emptiness beneath the modified Cutlass. Words scrolled across her field of vision.

TELEPRESENCE LINK CONFIRMED

ELECTRONIC CHECKS OK

TANK PRESSURIZATION COMPLETE

PROBE 5 READY FOR LAUNCH

“Stay if you want to, Daren,” she said. She keyed the release command and dropped into night once again. “I’m damned if I’m going to hang around inside the ship waiting for things to happen!”

During her few moments off-line, the swarm of onrushing Web machines had reached the human-DalRiss fleet. In utter and magnificent silence—save for the wild calls of pilots and operators over the tactical nets—the battle unfolded in blossoming, searing brilliance. Explosions strobed as high-velocity chunks of metal slammed into duralloy plate, or as fusion warheads erupted in thermonuclear glory. Taki’s display view was a bewildering complexity of what was actually visible and the drifting, flickering graphics provided by her AI, identifying moving objects, warning of collisions, pointing out immediate threats. The sky was filled with wheeling, plunging human ships mingled with the strangely shaped probes and artifices of alien minds.

Ahead, the gold-glowing cloud shining about the thread-slender Device appeared to be slowly reshaping itself. Billions—no, trillions of separate Web machines were reorienting themselves according to some unguessable, private strategy.

Unable to join the battle, unable to understand more than a fraction of what she was seeing, Taki became a spectator adrift in the drama unfolding all about her.

The battle had already degenerated into a whirling, mad free-for-all, bewildering in its complexity and scope. The Web devices were scattered through space so thickly they formed a silvery gold mist, a sea of mechanisms, of machines in infinite panoply of design and purpose and function.

Kara’s Matic had long since been reconfigured as a war-flyer, with a ten-meter maneuvering module nanosealed to her hull and jacked into the control linkages. Inside her life pod, Kara floated in a thick liquid to protect her from the brutal accelerations of space combat, with nanotech umbilicals keeping her body alive, and a Companion-link hookup with the Gauss’s AI feed so that she could watch through the Combined Fleet’s Net link. She could see little detail in that cloud at first, and for the first few seconds she assumed she was seeing some sort of local atmosphere, an outgassing effect, possibly, channeled through the strange physics holding sway over the vicinity of the Device.

Naga-formed scouts and robot probes fired from the Combined fleet immediately upon reentry into normal space, however, swiftly penetrated the outer fringes of the cloud, relaying data and images back to the human-DalRiss fleet.

“My God in heaven!” someone in her squadron said over the link. “How are we going to stop that?”

“Cut the commentary,” she snapped back. “Status report!”

Numbers flickered past her awareness, each of the fifteen warflyers in her squadron reporting full readiness to launch. They were arrayed in release gantries in a bay already evacuated, poised above a yawning emptiness through which stars were wheeling. The warflyers were carried in a spin gravity cargo bay; when the magnetic clamps were released, the flyers would be flung clear of the Gauss by centrifugal force.

The nightmare of it all was that there was nothing fifteen warflyers could do against a storm of mind and metal like that swarming at that moment outside the Gauss’s bulkheads. Even entering the melee could be suicide, though it was hoped that the smaller flyers might attract less attention than the huge, lumbering behemoths of the ryu carriers. Certainly, in these first few seconds, the ryus had been attracting more than their fair share of attention from the enemy.

“All systems check,” Kara said, “operational and on-line. All flyers, First Squadron, report ready for launch.”

“Roger that, Phantom One,” the voice of Gauss’s flight control replied. “You are clear for launch.”

“Punch it!” Kara yelled over the link, and her Cutlass dropped into vacuum.

Vic watched the Web clouds closing on the human vessels and their DalRiss allies, and thought again of the analogy of antibodies attacking a pathogen or a foreign substance. The attack seemed just as automatic, just as mindless as the purely chemical reaction of antibody adhering to antigen, and he was beginning to think that the Web had no reaction at all to outsiders save that one instinctive and purely defensive response.

Radio, microwave, and laser messages were still being beamed at the Web mechanisms, with special attention being paid to the five or six Alpha-class planetoids that hovered like great, spherical shadows against the glow of golden mist, thousands of kilometers deeper into the Web-cloud. Each message was a plea for communication using channels and frequencies determined by Dev’s first contact with the Web, but none were answered or even acknowledged.

All that was left then was to fight . . . but it was swiftly becoming apparent that the human-DalRiss forces didn’t have the ghost of a chance in this conflict.

Typically, battles between opposing fleets of warships developed as a series of passes, the two fleets hurtling toward each other, maneuvering all the way to throw off the enemy’s fire and to set up the best possible angle for the fire control computers. As the fleets passed or even interpenetrated one another, AIs, with reflexes far quicker than those of humans, took over the targeting and firing tasks, loosing hundreds of volleys within the space of a few seconds.

This was not a typical space battle, however. The Combined Fleet had emerged with a fairly low velocity relative to the Device, while the guardian machines had been in extended orbits around it, with relative velocities of only a few kilometers per second. As the battle unfolded, the swarm of human and DalRiss vessels had drifted into the leading part of the Web cloud, decelerating, merging, until the individual members of both swarms were almost motionless relative to one another. In the human fleet, weapons fired until they were on the point of overheating, and AI monitors began threatening system shutdown.

The most effective human-built weapons appeared to be among the most old-fashioned—missiles with thermonuclear warheads. Missiles fired from every ship in the Combined Fleet streaked through that snowstorm of oncoming Web machines, accelerating into the heart of the glowing cloud. Some were intercepted and dismantled, literally torn apart before they could be triggered; most plunged into the Web array and detonated, however, eye-searing pinpoints of intense light expanding swiftly into sun-brilliant spheres of devouring plasma, each blast instantly annihilating thousands of machines in the densest part of the enemy fleet, then battering countless others into junk with the plasma shock wave or disabling them with the circuit-frying flash of an electromagnetic pulse.

The Imperium’s thermonuclear warheads were bigger and far more powerful than those of the Confederation, averaging ten or twenty megatons in their destructive yield. The Frontier worlds, when they’d been part of the Shichiju, had been forbidden to manufacture or even possess nuclear warheads, and their technology and nuke-assembly skills were not as up-to-date as those of the Imperials. Still, thermonuclear warheads were relatively simple to construct and virtually foolproof in their operation. Even a one-megaton blast, properly placed within the Web array, was enough to vaporize thousands of war machines. One of the Alphas took a close-spaced pair of nuclear warheads from the Constitution that turned half of its surface white-hot and molten. The artificial moonlet drifted free in space then, its drives silenced, the forest of antennae that had covered its surface melted away.

But a thousand nuclear detonations . . . a hundred thousand would not have more than inconvenienced that horde massed before the Combined Fleet. They would have to flee now, while they still could.

And pray that the Web wouldn’t pursue them.

Kara accelerated hard, then cut her drive and flipped end for end decelerating now with a long, shuddering burst of thrust from her drive. Web machines were everywhere, filling the sky, sailing past her hurtling warflyer, impacting across the hull of the Gauss. As she drifted low across the research vessel’s side, she could see the smallest of the Web machines already gathering in clumps within the angles and recesses of the hull metal like drifts of dirty gray snow.

More of the gossamer machine-things flashed past, their initial vectors given to them by beams of laser or microwave energy from the larger Web craft. They seemed to be without other means of propulsion, for the majority sailed harmlessly past the human vessels and into the interstellar deep. Those that struck, however, rapidly became motile on their own, scrunching along like handkerchief-sized amoebas, finding others of their own kind, merging into larger shapes . . . and larger . . . and larger.

Clearly, they were some type of nanotechnic weapon, similar in principle to human nanodisassembler gases, for where they gathered, pits and craters began opening up in duralloy armor plate as, literally a molecule at a time, the attackers began taking the tough artificial substance apart.

That was why the larger ships in the Combined Fleet all carried squadrons of warflyers or were covered by squadrons off the ryu carriers. Kara slowed above a particularly large mass of crawling, oozing gray eating its way into the Gauss and opened fire with her laser. She experimented with the beam intensity as she swept it over the ship’s hull; she needed to find a setting that would cook the Web units without punching a hole through the science ship’s hull. One hundred to one hundred fifty megawatts seemed to be about right. Each burst seared the duralloy armor, scorching paint and peeling off external nano layers, but so long as she kept the beam moving it could not heat any one point enough to burn through.

The Web nano-D, however, designed to receive power from lower-powered lasers, could only handle that influx of energy for a few seconds before it began to curdle and boil. A few seconds more, and the stuff exploded into vapor, all cohesion between its molecule-sized working parts lost.

It was like bailing an ocean with a teacup, however. As fast as Kara burned the snowdrifts into vapor, more of the infalling nanotechnic weapons landed. Some were collecting on her warflyer as she worked, and twice she had to call for help from someone else in the squadron to burn them off before they ate through to some vital piece of Kara’s Matic’s internal structure.

At least they were slowing the destruction of the Gauss.

A little. She hoped. . . .

Dev rode the Net, watching the battle with a curiously detached, almost casual lack of emotion. The Web vehicles appeared to be concentrating their heaviest firepower on the largest Combined Fleet ships. Hiryu, slightly ahead of the dome-shaped formation of Imperial carriers, had almost immediately become the focus for a barrage of dozens of energy beams.

One of the big Web Alphas had maneuvered to within a scant thousand kilometers of the Hiryu. Something like an enormous circular hatchway irised open on the hemisphere facing the Imperial carrier, revealing a blue-glowing cavern within. A moment later, and the cavern lit up with a dazzling blue-white glare, the energy spilling over into the ultraviolet wavelengths.

Dev recognized the energy signature of a positron beam, similar, if vastly smaller in scale, to the antimatter electron beam he’d seen jetting from the Great Annihilator at the Galactic Core. Flaring brilliantly as it plowed through the mist of particles and debris adrift in its path, it slashed like a sun-bright razor through the Hiryu’s heavily armored flank. The beam burned for only a second or so before snapping off; Hiryu staggered under the searing caress, slewing to port as a hundred-meter gash in her side spewed dense clouds of atmosphere and liquid, freezing into a silver mist as it hit the vacuum of space.

Donryu took the next burst, the blue-white beam of annihilation sweeping across the kilometer-long vessel’s upper works, detonating weapons turrets and shearing off antenna arrays in a cascade of golden explosions. The heavy cruiser Ashigara changed course, accelerating hard on flaring plasma drives, sliding between the stricken Donryu and the relentless fire of the Web moonlet. Blue fire raked the Ashigara from stem to stern, ripping open hull plates and slicing through her slush hydrogen tanks. Liquid hydrogen sprayed into space, glittering like a cloud of ice crystals as the cloud expanded. Ashigara shuddered, then exploded amidships as her fusion plant’s magnetics failed and the temperatures and pressures of a star’s core were vented against the relatively frail and unresisting latticework of duralloy plate, diacarb weave, and nan-aluminum surrounding it. A nova’s light briefly glared alongside the crippled Donryu, reflecting from the larger vessel’s hull like a sunset shimmering off the surface of an iced-over lake. Part of the Ashigara‘s bridge structure, half molten and tumbling end over end, slammed into the Donryu’s forward quarter to starboard, plunging through decks and compartments like a hurled rock slamming through meticulously stacked and ordered crockery.

The Combined Fleet was striking back with every weapon at its command. Three of the Confederation maguns advanced through the storm of machines, slamming round after high-speed round into the Alphas. Each projectile struck home with a release of kinetic energy equivalent to megatons of TNT, and in a few moments, the sides of the Web Alphas facing the Combined Fleet were beginning to glow in a patchwork of orange and yellow craters, half of their surface turned molten by the barrage. So effective was the attack that the Web faltered in the steady concentration of fire against the ryu carriers, scattering, then shifting, coming to bear on the three magnetic gun vessels. The Naga Reliant was their first target, and after only a few moments of high-energy barrage, the gun vessel began to dissolve as the Naga enfolding the asteroid that was the vessel’s heart fragmented and died. The gun vessels carried only a relatively small human crew; the Naga Reliant‘s bridge superstructure was burned away by an antimatter beam in the first second or two of the exchange. With no human controlling it, giving it orders, the vessel’s Naga continued trying to fulfill the last instructions it had been given, moving closer and yet closer to its tormentor, hurling swarms of rocks at relativistic speeds, smashing at the Alpha, smashing and smashing until its own cohesion gave way first and the magun gun vessel exploded in a thin haze of white-hot debris.

Naga Repulse died next, valiantly attempting to protect the Imperial heavy cruiser Chikuma. The antimatter particle beam sliced through the Naga and the asteroid within like a white-hot wire through plastic, emitting a vast, obscuring cloud of vaporized nickle iron and hurtling droplets of molten rock. Seconds after the magun’s destruction, the Chikuma exploded with the force of many thermonuclear warheads, the detonation briefly outshining the two dwarf suns nearby.

The battle had been under way for an eternity—all of six or seven seconds. Though Dev was not actively counting, a part of his mind was aware of the fact that twenty-three DalRiss cityships had been savaged already by the Web, and as the surviving cityships scattered under the onslaught, the fire swung to concentrate on the human vessels.

The volume of human fire returned against the Web was stupendous, devastating in its sheer volume and fire.

But it wasn’t enough, not by many orders of magnitude. No one could have predicted such a large number of enemy machines and craft in this one volume of space. All of the human warships in creation could not hope to stand for long against that horde.

The human-DalRiss fleet was losing the battle as Dev watched.

Before long, Kara found herself maneuvering through a literal storm of bits and pieces of debris that clinked and banged and thumped along her Cutlass’s hull, a clattering hail sweeping across a metal roof. The space junk ranged in size from grains of sand and dust motes to larger, mostly unidentifiable fragments. Lasers and particle beams, normally invisible in the vacuum of space, were becoming visible as ghostly flickers and pulses of translucent light as they shone through the thickening cloud of debris.

“Phantom One-one! Phantom One-one!” she heard over the tactical channel. “This is One-five! I’m in trouble!”

“One-five, this is One!” she called back. “Where are you?”

Coordinates giving her the other Cutlass’s position relative to her own flickered across her visual display. “I got hit by something,” the voice said. “My drive’s out!”

“Looks like I’m closest,” she said. “Hold tight. I’m coming!”

One-five was Phil Dolan, one of the men who’d accompanied her to Kasei. Her warflyer’s AI had the other Cutlass centered now between flashing green brackets. He was only a hundred meters away, drifting across the blasted and surreal landscape of the Gauss‘s upper deck. Calculating burn times and vectors with practiced ease, Kara boosted across the intervening space, flipping over halfway there and decelerating in toward the helplessly drifting flyer. Righting herself, she deployed her primary arm, a telescoping, jointed branch of duralloy that unfolded from a recess in Kara’s Matic’s hull and opened into a clawed, grasping metal hand.

She was almost there. . . .

Something struck Dolan’s Cutlass; she didn’t see what it was, but it was large, larger than the warflyer. It might have been a fragment of one of the human ships hurtling through space at high speed, but judging by its vector, she thought it more likely that it was one of the Web constructs. Whatever its origin, it hurtled in from Kara’s right, sheared into Dolan’s flyer, and the two exploded in a blinding flash of unbottled fusion energy. At virtually the same instant, something—a fragment of wreckage propelled by the blast—struck Kara’s Matic like a sledgehammer blow, shredding her drive module in a spray of glittering fragments and sparkling droplets of slush hydrogen reaction mass.

The long, dark, and convoluted mass of the Carl Friedrich Gauss swept past her blurred vision . . . and again . . . and again . . .

And still again, growing visibly smaller now. Stunned by the impact, Kara was unable for a moment to realize that her Cutlass, what was left of it, was tumbling end over end, falling away from the Gauss at a considerable velocity imparted by the hurtling debris.

And with her plasma drive and reaction mass stores both gone, she wouldn’t have a chance in hell of ever arresting her spin and making it back again.


Chapter 26

North American or Ukrainian or Chinese from New America. Europeans from Loki. Japanese from Earth. Juanyekundan. Shivan. Cuchulainnan. What does anything having to do with language or religion or skin color or eye shape have to do with humanity? We have more in common with each other than we do with anything from Out There.

—Remembrance

TRAVIS EWELL SINCLAIR

C.E. 2561

Dev watched with a feeling of icy detachment, less aware of the countless thousands of personal and individual tragedies occurring second by second throughout the Combined Fleet than he was of the single, monolithic reality that the human-DalRiss fleet was being crushed, wiped from the sky like a cloud of dancing gnats caught in the flame of a blowtorch. They had already destroyed tens of thousands of Web combat machines—hundreds of thousands if the tiny light-sail craft scorched by lasers or vaporized in sweeps of laser light or particle beams were counted—yet they’d scarcely touched the body of the enemy force.

Despair.

He could sense it through the Net, rising from the minds of every human jacked into the Fleet’s communications net, then picked up and echoed across the I2C linkage to the Shichiju and back.

How many minds were jacked in at that moment? Dev didn’t know, and there was no software available on-line to give him an answer. But he could feel the building emotion, a black cloud dragging at his thoughts.

He could also feel the Net’s strength, an expression of its will, its scope, the depth of its analytical and computational power gathering, building, reaching up and out across the I2C.  . . .

Vic was linked into the command center aboard the Confederation carrier Karyu. Reports continued to flood though his consciousness, reports of ships lost, of men and women lost, of incalculable numbers of enemy craft descending on his dwindling command like a whirling, deadly blizzard.

He felt close to crying with frustration. The carefully ordered plans, the meticulously reasoned logic, the convincing rationalization that with faster-than-light communications and the almost-certain guess that the Alphas were a vulnerable command target, all were coming crashing down in ruin after only a few seconds of the most bloody and savage combat that he had ever witnessed.

But ships, his ships, his people were dying at a terrifying and relentless pace. Such slaughter served no purpose; as far as he could tell from his vantage point aboard the Karyu, the Web horde was relatively untouched. It was like trying to kill a DalRiss cityship creature by slicing off a few cells from the tip of one arm at a time.

“Resistance is heavier than expected,” he said, speaking to Admiral Tanaka over the command link. “The enemy’s numbers are far greater than expected. The Confederation contingent has already taken heavy casualties. I suggest that we break off the action if we can, and regroup at Rally One.”

“You are right about the resistance, Shoshosan” Tanaka replied. “But breaking off may be difficult at this point, and rendezvous and recovery with the DalRiss will not be possible.”

“We’ll have to E and E then in K-T space. The DalRiss will have to jump out on their own and wait for us.”

“Affirmative. I will pass the order.”

“Give us time to recover the warflyers.”

“Order their recovery at once. I want to begin boosting clear of this slaughterhouse as soon as possible!”

That wouldn’t be time enough, not to get them all. Vic was achingly aware that Kara was out there somewhere. If the Carl Friedrich Gauss dropped into K-T space before she was able to recover the squadrons of flyers covering her, Kara and the other Phantoms would never make it out. They were strictly short-range fighters, incapable of entering K-T space.

But if they had to straggle behind to get the last few flyers aboard, so be it. “We’ll do our best.”

Swiftly, he broke the connection, then began rattling off new orders to the ships in the Confederation contingent.

Taki saw the warflyer tumbling clear of the Gauss, pinwheeling into darkness, strewing an expanding spiral of glittering wreckage as it fell. Instantly, she oriented her metal and plastic body, targeted the tumbling object with her probe’s sensors and locked on. Exercising her will, she fired the probe’s aft thrusters.

She’d been floating there, keeping pace with the slow-moving Gauss, throughout the long moments of the battle. Hearing one warflyer call for help, she’d started maneuvering her remote closer. Then she’d heard Kara’s voice responding, saw the second flyer approach, saw the first warflyer explode and the second go spinning into space after a desk-sized chunk of metal hit it.

She couldn’t be sure, but she thought that must be Daren’s sister aboard that damaged flyer since it was Kara’s voice she’d heard responding to the call for help. Not that that mattered, one way or another. The pilot might be dead, was probably dead after the impact Taki had just witnessed, but if there was even a chance that he or she was still alive . . .

Accelerating, she moved toward the quickly retreating flyer. She’d not been able to practice with the remote nearly as much as she would have liked, and her only experience before today had been in simulation.

Still, it was impossible to tell that this was not a simulation as she moved faster and faster through space, the only indication of her swiftly mounting speed the rising flicker of numbers at the lower right edge of her vision that read off her speed relative to the Gauss. After a few moments, however, the tumbling warflyer, centered now in flashing green brackets squarely in the center of Taki’s field of view, had stopped dwindling, was even growing larger, from a winking pinpoint of light to a tiny, crumpled toy shape in the distance.

“All flyers,” a voice said over the tactical link. “All flyers, return to your ships at once!”

She ignored the voice. It didn’t apply to her. She was still safely inside the Gauss, while the probe hurtled into the wreckage-strewn night.

It was difficult to keep track of the damaged Cutlass, though. Space was filled with sparkling, glittering, hurtling things, and only the flashing brackets assured her that she was still on target. Every few seconds, something clanged against her outer hull. Inwardly, she cringed with each impact, but after a while she began ignoring them. She couldn’t read her instruments well enough to know which of those graphic symbols drifting across her field of view represented dangers and which were simply in the way.

Control of the probe, fortunately, was very nearly as simple as looking at something and thinking hard go there. The AI running her interface with the equipment handled the problems of calculation, maneuver, and control, and warned her with a flashing string of characters—or a voice speaking in her ear—when something she was trying to do was not possible.

It was a surprise, then, when the probe spun end over end with disconcerting suddenness, and she found herself staring back toward the Gauss as her drive kicked in, decelerating her with savage thrust. The probe, lacking weapons, life support, and control equipment, with more room for reaction mass and less structure to move, was far more maneuverable than a Cutlass. Manned warflyers, in fact, were limited to short periods of twenty or thirty Gs of acceleration, and that was possible only because their pilots were packed into nano jelly like babies in the womb. The probe, with no physical pilot aboard to damage, could deliver a brutal eighty to ninety Gs of acceleration.

It was the only factor that made catching and matching vectors with the runaway Cutlass possible.

She was dismayed when she saw how much the Carl Friedrich Gauss had dwindled in apparent size. It looked like scarcely more than a toy now, its spine long and in places made bulky by towers and superstructure, with the blocks of her hab mods showing alternating patches of sunlit gray and black shadow as they turned. A pinpoint of dazzling light erupted on one of her superstructures, flaring larger, then fading away. The ship was taking a battering as the battle continued.

In the distance, other Confederation ships glowed from the effects of multiple impacts; she recognized the angular lines of Karyu—but only barely. The ryu carrier’s silhouette had been horribly transformed by the bombardment, and as she watched, a dazzling blue beam swept across the Confederation flagship’s side, slicing deeply into her hull.

Then the probe flipped over again, and she was close alongside the smooth, black, organic curves of the damaged Cutlass. It was still tumbling, showing first its smooth-rounded prow and then the tangled, rip-shredded ruin of what had been its drive module. An arm extended from its side like the bent limb of a dead tree.

Each time the prow swept past, only a few meters away, she could read a name picked out in cursive script on the prow: Kara’s Matic.

“Kara!” she called, engaging a communications channel. “This is Taki Oe! Can you hear me?”

There was no answer, save the far-off murmur of other voices on the Net. Swiftly, she unfolded an arm of her own, reaching out.

“Warning! Warning!” her probe’s control AI sounded in her ears. “What you are attempting may exceed the recommended stress tolerances of the equipment.”

“Fuzaken-ja neyo!” The phrase was a curt and rather rude expression meaning approximately, “Don’t screw around with me!” It also carried a warning, something like, “Don’t think you’re better than me!” Whether the AI understood the subtle nuances of the phrase or not, it allowed her to reach out and grab the tumbling warflyer’s dangling arm. The nanomorphic clamp molded itself to the other craft; the Cutlass’s momentum wrenched at her.

The shock made her dizzy—not from the actual impact, but from the wrenching tumble of the sky about her head as the probe, less massive than the Cutlass by about one third, picked up part of the warflyer’s spin. Warning lights flared along the side of her visual field, and a voice informed her with irritating calm that the probe’s manual controls were damaged.

She hung on, however, ordering the AI to cancel her spin. It was trying; the stars kept spinning past her field of view, but slower now as the AI worked her thrusters, using tight, short bursts to gradually kill the rotation.

More red lights, and another warning. The joints in her wrist and elbow were giving way, stressed by the rotating mass she was trying to arrest. Damn it, no! She would not let go!

Suddenly, the warflyer’s arm shifted, swung around, and molded itself to Taki’s mechanical arm, just above the elbow joint. Kara was alive!

Their rotation ceased. She could see the Gauss, tiny now against the stars just above the looming black bulk of Kara’s Matic. She cut in her thrusters . . . and was dismayed to watch the distance to the Gauss continue to increase.

She would have to kill their joint velocity outward first, before they could start heading back.

“All warflyers!” the voice from the Gauss said again. “Emergency alert! We are pulling out! Everyone get back on board immediately.”

“Wait!” Taki yelled. “I have a damaged warflyer out here! Its pilot is alive!”

“Who is this?”

“Dr. Taki Oe. I’m a xenologist off the Gauss, operating Remote Probe Five. I have a damaged warfiyer at . . .” She hesitated, translating the coordinates on her view, then reading them off to the unseen listeners. “The pilot is alive!”

“Wait one, Dr. Oe,” the voice said. “Okay, hang tight! We have some flyers coming to assist you!”

“We’re decelerating,” she said. “Listen, don’t leave without us! The pilot is Lieutenant Hagan!”

“I don’t care who it is,” another voice said. “We’re not leaving one of our own!”

“Hagan!” another voice said. “Did you say Lieutenant Hagan?”

“I’ve got her warfiyer, the Kara’s Matic, right here,” Taki said. “I’m trying to stop her velocity, but I may not have enough reaction mass left to do it!”

“Go ahead and burn every drop,” the new voice said. “This is Lieutenant Ran Ferris, and I’m going to be there before you know it! I’ll get her back!”

“Hurry—” Taki said. She was looking now at something else, something beyond the still-dwindling shape of the Gauss. Her course outward had taken her away from the battle, and away, too, from the golden cloud that had so transfixed them all when they’d first arrived in this volume of space.

Her new position gave her an excellent vantage point, looking inward toward the double sun, the Device, the glowing cloud. From here, it looked as though the cloud were slowly transforming itself, changing shape like an immense, spaceborne amoeba.

And like an amoeba, it was reaching out, spreading itself wide across three dimensions, sending long, almost liquid-looking pseudopods out and over and around the entire human-DalRiss fleet.

In another few moments, the fleet would be engulfed completely in that glittering, deadly cloud.

Dev once again felt himself losing his grip on his own humanity.

For a time, after the incomplete merging with his downloaded self, and then later, while he’d been back on New America with Katya and Vic and other humans, he’d almost felt as though he’d recaptured much that had been lost, the caring for people, the knowledge of them as individuals instead of as abstractions, as sophisticated self-directing programs running in jelly ware assemblies of chemicals picked and shaped by evolution. But all of that was slipping away now, lost in something, in an awareness much vaster than his own.

The power, the despair, the sheer volume of the Net was waking up.

And Dev was a part of it.

On one level, he was still aware of himself as Dev Cameron; the memories were all intact, his ego, his awareness of self, all was still there. But on a much deeper and more profound level, he was . . . something else, something very else. A being, a supremely powerful being that was at one and the same time the sum and far more than the sum of all of those billions of human and AI minds riding the Net with him.

It was almost trivially clear what had happened. Nakamura’s Number—and what a limited and simplistic concept that was!—suggested a transcendental change in complexity and in scope and in power when a parallel processing system surpassed just over one hundred billion individual sub-units. That number—and it was, he realized now, not the number itself but a kind of critical mass of information processing power—had been surpassed moments before, and the increase had just given birth to a new mind.

Dev was not that mind, though by virtue of his position on the Net and the fact that he was feeling it happen as it took place, he could sense its dawning awareness . . . not mind only, but Mind. The new being was self-aware and intelligent, a pervasive and far-flung presence omnipresent and omniscient within the universe it occupied, a universe defined by the worlds and interlocking computer nets from which it arose. Dev could sense that being as an ant might dimly sense a human standing astride its anthill, vast beyond comprehension, so vast it could be perceived more as a natural force than anything alive. Indeed, Dev doubted that any other mind linked in on the Net was aware of the new birth . . . and he questioned at first whether the Mind was aware of anything so insignificant as humanity.

Once, long ago, Dev had been a god. His linkage with a planetary Naga had given him physical and mental powers far beyond the ken of humanity, and memories of that time still could make him tremble inside. Commanding physical forces that could destroy ryu-class starships in planetary orbit, however, was nothing compared to this, an Overmind derived from the mental activities of a hundred billion individual intelligences, yet no more aware of or limited to the scope of its component parts than was a mind derived from a hundred billion nerve cells . . . or than a living cell with its complexities of DNA and mitochondria and golgi bodies and proteins was limited to the scope and reach and ability of individual atoms. An associative, a hive mentality, could be thought of, possibly, as the sum total of all of its separate parts. This, however, was something far more, a synergy that went immeasurably beyond any piecemeal assembly of separate consciousnesses.

The Netlink Overmind cared nothing for the thoughts or despairs or hopes or needs of its individual components. It couldn’t even hear them.

It had—it was—a Mind of its own.

But at the same time, it clearly was aware of the current problem. Part of its being resided within the hundreds of star-ships now battling the alien Web, and that part of its being was threatened by the Web’s embrace.

Dev tried calling to it . . . uselessly. It could hear his linked thoughts no more than it could hear any of the other teeming, chattering minds still oblivious to its presence.

Perhaps, though it arose from those minds without being an associative or shared mind, it could draw on the totality of information stored by them. Dev felt something, a brushing against his consciousness, and knew without knowing how he knew that some part of his own memory had been tapped.

And the Web associative stopped.

It would not, Dev thought, have been possible without the human-DalRiss fleet that had so held the Web’s attention, focusing it on the physical rather than the immaterial, the interactive network of signals flickering from ship to ship throughout the fleet—and by way of the I2C back to all the populated worlds of the Shichiju.

It might not have been possible, too, without the Combined Fleet’s massed firepower. Those five moon-sized Alpha-class craft, Dev realized now, had been more than communications centers, but powerful information processing nodes larger and faster and far more powerful than any single AI in human space. Two of the five were still processing data, but more slowly now, for large parts of their interiors had been reduced to molten slag by the bombardment of nuclear missiles and hurtling bits of magun-slung rock striking at relativistic speeds. The damage to this local expression of the Web had been more serious than was suggested by a simple analysis of numbers alone. It was reacting more slowly, and with less decision, a wounded giant limping from its wounds . . . but still powerful beyond belief.

The Netlink Overmind penetrated the Web. Dev was not sure exactly how that happened, though he could imagine several possibilities. The Web must depend on the communicative interaction of its separate parts, as did the Netlink. Those communications were carried out through readily apparent and analyzed processes, through modulated radio and laser transmissions. Such transmissions could be tapped, analyzed, decoded, broken with a speed and an efficiency unthinkable to any merely human mind. Dev could sense the Overmind expanding—growing at the expense of the Web. One by one . . . then in tens . . . in hundreds . . . in thousands . . . in millions, the myriad craft that made up the physical expression of the Web went inert. Some turned their weapons on their fellows before they, in turn, were blasted out of existence; most simply went dead, their processors fused by overloads, their data receptors switched off, rendering them blind and deaf to the increasingly urgent calls of the Web intelligence.

Watching through the massed probes and sensors of the fleet, Dev could see everywhere the vast, glittering pseudopodia of the Web growing ragged at the edges . . . tattering just a little at first, then beginning to disintegrate with astonishing speed. Dimly, he was aware that he was witness to the power of exponents. An effect doubled, then doubled again, then doubled time after time can eventually and relentlessly overpower the most impossible of numbers.

Dev watched as the monster, itself far more than Nakamura’s Number of component parts, began to disintegrate with bewildering speed.

“What’s . . . what’s happening?” Kara staggered as they pulled her, nude and dripping, from the liquid embrace of her shattered warflyer. “I couldn’t see. . . .”

Everywhere was total and complete and shrieking, wildly happy confusion. The spin gravity bay had been repressurized and was swarming now with men and women, some from the Phantoms, others from the ship’s crew, and even some of the scientists, all milling about in happy, joyful, madly exultant chaos. Ran Ferris helped her stand up, catching her as she almost fell.

And then Katya was there, holding out a robe, tears streaming down her face. Everywhere in the bay there was jubilation, men and women cheering and hurling pieces of uniform and anything they could throw aloft. “I thought you were dead!” Katya yelled, her voice barely reaching above the roaring cheers around her.

Kara took the robe and shrugged it on, grateful for its warmth in the chill of a compartment only recently open to vacuum.

“Someone came out and got me,” Kara replied. “With a remote. Was it Daren?”

And there was Daren, shoving his way through the celebrating crewmen. “Not me!” he yelled.

“It was the Japanese woman,” Ran told her. “Dr. Oe. She stopped your spin with the probe and got you headed back toward the ship before her reaction mass ran dry. All I had to do was catch you and bring you in,”

“Taki!” Daren cried. “She went back out again after we both got knocked off-line! I didn’t know she was chasing you, though!”

Taki! Kara stared at Ran and her brother, then laughed, shaking her head. Little Taki, the woman she’d not even wanted to talk to!

“What . . . what’s going on?” she asked again. “My commo was knocked out. I still had the AI and my visual sensors, but I couldn’t see much of anything until the probe grabbed me. What’s all the cheering?”

Katya steered her aside, toward a marginally quieter part of the chamber, near an inner bulkhead. “We won!” she shouted.

“We . . . won . . . ?”

It hardly seemed possible. They’d been losing, losing big right up to the moment when she’d been hit by a piece of Phil Dolan’s Philosopher.

Poor Phil . . .

“We still don’t know what’s happened,” Daren said. “But my father’s been on-line with us, and he says something happened with the grand Netlink. All of the people watching on-line. Somehow they were able to infiltrate the Web, make parts of it start attacking itself. Sounds like they broke the thing’s encoding somehow and started giving it conflicting orders. Right now, it’s all just individual machines drifting through space, with no control or coherence at all.”

The battle—if not quite the war—was over.

She hugged herself, shivering.

“Let’s get you dried off and dressed,” her mother said.

Kara shook her head. “No,” she said. “First things first. Where’s Taki?”

She wanted to thank the woman who’d just saved her life.

And in the cyberspace defined by the massed, interlinked computers and intelligences and jacked-in minds, a newborn intelligence stretched forth its . . . they were not hands, actually, since the being had no physical instrumentality, but “hands” would serve as an adequate descriptor for powers of manipulation that it was only beginning to be aware of.

So much was possible now, undreamed of before.

It looked out at the stars surrounding it, comprehending. There were vistas there of time and space . . . and of other intelligences now dimly sensed.

So very much was possible. . . .


Epilogue

“The war isn’t over,” Kara said. “Not by about ten million light years. We still have the Web, the real Web, to contend with, at the Galactic Core.”

“Well, that can’t be that hard, can it?” Daren asked. “We beat ‘em at the Nova. And by the time we got to Alya, the machines that were left had all switched. Nothing left but floating junk.”

They were seated on the raised patio at the back of Cascadia, overlooking the mountains on a glorious, crisp New American morning. Columbia was dimly seen behind a light haze in the east. Morninglories chirped and warbled at one another from a dancing golden cloud above the amber-bushes below. Kara was sitting on a double seat next to Taki, her arm around the young woman’s shoulders. They’d become close friends since the Battle of Nova Aquila, somewhat to Daren’s irritation. He claimed that Taki didn’t have time for him anymore, because she was always talking with Kara.

And Kara didn’t really care. She’d found a new friend in Taki, a woman with a mind as bright and as incisive as her own. She was enjoying getting to know her as a person, instead of as an oriental face. She looked across the patio and caught Ran’s eye; he grinned at her, and she wondered if he was thinking about that ViRsim they’d shared before the battle, when she’d admitted her distrust of all Nihonjin.

She’d changed a lot since then.

Katya stretched out in a couch that molded itself to her thought. “I doubt that it will pose that much of a problem. The last time we talked to Dev about it, he seemed to think the Netlink was more than a match for the Web. ‘Infinitely beyond it,’ he said. Because of its flexibility.”

“But as I understand it,” Vic said, “this Overmind was a product of all those massed billions of human minds on the Net. They’re not there anymore. What happened to the Overmind? Did it just . . . blink out?”

“It’s still there,” Katya told him. “At least Dev says it is, even if we’re not aware of it. I suppose we could think of it as being asleep . . . but there’s also an impression he got that that number . . . what did you call it, Daren?”

“Nakamura’s Number.”

“Right. There was an impression Dev had that the Over-mind wasn’t completely reliant on that number. Maybe the number was responsible for its birth in the first place, but . . . it’s still there. And growing stronger.”

“Scary,” Kara said with a small inner shudder.

Taki patted her arm. “It seems we have need of large and powerful friends. The larger and more powerful, the better.”

“I’d be happier if I could understand it better,” Ran said. “The scale of this thing is a little overwhelming.”

“That’ll come,” Vic said. “With time. I guess with Dev as a kind of go-between, we should be able to learn more about it eventually, even if it doesn’t seem all that interested in communicating directly with us.”

“How often do we stop to talk with insects?” Kara said. “That’s what scares me, that it’s so far beyond human comprehension that we don’t really have that much in common with it. Even though it sprang from us, somehow.”

“What I want to know more about is the Web,” Daren said. “They’ve been analyzing the sample machines we brought back over at the University. They say the Naga link has been proven.”

“God help us,” Katya said softly. “The Web created the Naga?”

“Almost certainly. We think . . . we think that the Web collective began sending Naga seed pods out beyond the Galactic Core, oh, maybe seven, eight billion years ago. Understand, a lot of this is still guesswork.”

“Go on,” Kara said.

“The idea may have been to use them like von Neumann machines. Self-replicating. Exponentiating. A Naga seed pod would land on a planet with certain parameters of temperature, gravity, and magnetic moment and begin preparing it. Like terraforming . . . but getting it ready for the Web, not humans. But something went wrong.”

“What?” Ran said.

“We’re really not sure,” Taki told him. “Some of us think that the process was taking so long—millions of years between one planet colonized and another—that a kind of evolution set in. Like genetic drift.”

Kara had had to look that one up when Taki first mentioned it. In biology, genetic drift occurred when a species changed slightly to meet different conditions in a neighboring territory . . . and then that subspecies changed as it migrated again . . . and again . . .

There were cases known of ten or twelve subspecies living in adjacent territories, each slightly different from its neighbors, each able to breed with its neighbors . . . and yet the subspecies on either end of that chain were so different from one another that they could be regarded as entirely separate species, unable even to interbreed.

In this case, the genetic drift had been a subtle but constant shift in the organization of information, slight at first, but enough so that eventually the Naga were no longer recognized as part of the Web.

And the Naga, by that time, was a self-sufficient life form, operating under its own set of programming.

“We’re pretty sure the Naga were supposed to start turning planets into easily digestible chunks for the Web when it arrived,” Daren continued. “The Web apparently has the rather single-minded goal of turning all of the matter in the universe, stars, planets, rocks, us, whatever it can get its claws on, into more machines. Components of itself. Judging from the number of machines at Nova Aquila, it could do it, too.”

“Sounds like a von Neumann machine run amok,” Kara said.

“In a way. From the Web’s point of view, the Naga have become a kind of cancer, cells, if you will, growing and evolving on their own, instead of according to the master plan.”

“Lucky for us,” Ran said. “And to think we once thought the Naga were our enemies!”

Kara held out her hand, palm up. A black spot appeared in the center of her palm, spread, then extruded itself, a gleaming black stalk that rose ten centimeters from her skin, swaying in the breeze. It dipped and twisted, bowing to each of the others in turn.

“Enemies can become friends,” Kara said, grinning. She winked at Taki. “Given time.”
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Prologue

The associative known as Sholai was the first to notice the infalling Web.

One moment, there was only empty space, ablaze with thick-scattered stars and the hazy light-river of the Great Circle, with Tovan and Doval agleam like bright, close-set eyes, with Lakah'vnyu showing a slender crescent embracing the night glow of the vast Gr'tak cities. The next moment it was there, dropping out of nothingness, a slim, egg-smooth complexity of organic forms, colored an impenetrable and light-drinking black.

Sholai, for this cycle at least, was nine-in-one, two greaters, three lessers, two receivers, one deeper, and an artificial, the union of nine giving its associative a shared intelligence level of well over two thousand. It was currently patrolling a sector of space along the outskirts of the Doval– Tovan system's primary ice belt, maintaining the old watch for comets or asteroids perturbed by the system's dim, distant third member, bodies of a type that more than once in the Associative's long, difficult history had bombarded the homeworld of Lakah'vnyu, in many cases wiping it nearly clean of life, in other, more recent catastrophes causing damage enough to blast newly risen civilizations back into unjoined barbarism. This was why Sholai's motion detectors were set at full spread and receptivity, watching, waiting for anything on an orbital path that might eventually pose a threat to the Family.

Indeed, the ancient threat posed by the system's numerous cometfalls was the primary driving force that had taken the Family into space in the first place, a step that had led, after another thousand circuits of Lakah'vnyu about Doval–Tovan, to the stars. Since the Gr'tak had finally achieved the age-old dream of spaceflight three hundred generations before, civilization had not fallen once, and all within the multiple collectives felt more secure knowing that even if a ten-kilometer chunk of ice did make it past Sholai and its share-companions, the Family was now firmly grounded not in one coastal swamp, but in a thousand.

The Family would survive. . . .

The target Sholai was tracking now was disturbing, however. It was certain that the object had not been there a moment before . . . and its surface was reflecting radar and laser energies in such a way as to suggest a smooth and sculpted outer surface, like polished ice, rather than the broken and rubble-strewn surface of a typical comet. The target was almost certainly artificial.

In size, the thing rivaled the largest of the Gr'tak space colonies, nearly eight eli long and massing well over three million g'shah. Something that large should have registered on Sholai's instrumentation long before it had actually noted the thing's presence, no matter how black it was. As Sholai considered this paradox, it arrived at the only conclusion possible, that the thing really had appeared out of nowhere . . . or, rather, that it had appeared out of someplace other than the normal continuum of time and three-dimensional space.

Sholai's people had never developed a means of traveling faster than the speed of light—a velocity that appeared to be an absolute limiting factor in space travel. The fact that voyages to the stars required centuries at half of that speed, however, meant little to a species possessing immortality.

The Lakah'vnyud Cooperative of Sciences had long speculated about the possibility of circumventing the speed of light. Neither Sholai nor any of the associatives its individuals maintained membership in had ever explored the Science Cooperative's discussions, but it was aware that the concept was at least theoretically possible . . . as it was aware of the theoretical possibility that there were other intelligences elsewhere in the universe. Sholai's artificial engaged the library memory. Columns of text scrolled down the display screen in the pitch-verbalization script of the Family's principal scientific language.

No . . . this object, whatever it was, was like nothing ever encountered or manufactured by the Family. Sholai had its artificial transmit a full report on everything noted so far. At this distance from Lakah'vnyu, the signal would take two hours to get there.

The object, meanwhile, was doing a most uncometlike thing. It was accelerating, hard, boosting at an incredible three hundred gravities toward the inner system. Sholai fired its thrusters, seeking to bring its ship into an intercept orbit, but in seconds the stranger had passed sunsward of it, still accelerating, moving too fast now to catch.

Still transmitting, Sholai turned its ship and decelerated to kill its momentum and drop it into a sunsward vector, trying to follow the stranger anyway. The alien spacecraft—that had to be what it was—had passed twelve thousand eli distant, yet the magnetic fields that seemed to be a byproduct of its propulsion system had registered hundreds of gan. And now, something strange was happening to the alien ship. . . .


Chapter 1

Humankind has suffered a long and sometimes humiliating chain of displacements throughout the course of history. It is, perhaps, to his credit that he has continued pressing out, seeking to explore the universe about him, despite these repeated blows to his pride. In the sixteenth century, the Copernican Revolution started things rolling with the demonstration that Earth was not the center of the universe. In the early twentieth century, Shapley showed that Earth's solar system was not even located—as had been assumed from the more or less even distribution of the Milky Way across the sky—at the center of the Galaxy, but was instead positioned off in the suburbs, some 25,000 light years from the core.

     Contact with non-human intelligences—the Naga, in particular, in their original, if mistakenly presumed, guise as "xenophobes" bent on destroying Man—completed the toppling of humanity from its pedestal of arrogance. There were creatures—things—abroad in this our Galaxy capable of eradicating Mankind completely . . . and of not even being aware that they had done so.

—The Human Perspective

PROFESSOR DWIGHT EVERETT MARTIN

C.E. 2566

The Great Annihilator dominated a sky crowded with suns and light. It hung suspended within the cavern of stars and thronging nebulae, an immense, ragged-rimmed pancake of incandescent gas, a tight-packed spiral of star stuff grinding into ultimate and utter destruction as it whirled in toward the intensely hot, dazzling core of light at the center.

It doesn't look black, Captain Kara Hagan thought with a wry flash of irreverence. But, of course, the black hole itself, squirreled away at the center of that sweeping, in-spiraling accretion disk, was invisible at this distance of some hundreds of light years, lost in the glare spilling from the annihilation of suns. So vast was the scale of that accretion disk that its outer arms appeared motionless; and even toward the center, where friction and radiation drove the temperature of the in-falling mass into blue-white fury more dazzling than a lightning stroke, Kara could only just make out the lazy drift of vast clots of gas and dust and starcore debris. Like searchlights, actinic, blue-white beams cast ghostly pillars of hazy radiance light years out from the black hole's poles. The energies represented by those ghostly beams, Kara knew, were awesome. An analysis of their light would indicate the unmistakable 511-keV signature of positronic annihilation, the telltale gamma-ray deathscream of anti-electrons shrieking into oblivion as they plowed through an electron sea.

Elsewhere, Heaven was cold, unwinking flame. Stars thronged in unnumbered hosts across a vast and gently curving wall shot through with twisted filaments of gas and knotted, tangled nebulae—a vast cavern walled with stars and ringed by multihued clouds of molecular gas. Within, space itself seemed to glow with the harsh illumination of ionizing radiations that would have reduced any unprotected and merely human body to a charred cinder in the blink of an eye. Kara, however, was well protected at the moment, her body the egg-smooth, night-black ovoid of one of the new Naga-grown warstriders in its space-traversing mode, hurtling through the void at the Galactic center.

It would be so easy to lose all sense of scale here, she thought. Galactic surveys made from afar indicated that this cavern at the Galaxy's heart measured a thousand light years across . . . but there was no way the human eye or mind could comprehend such distances. That wall of glowing suns, that band of red and blue and silver-tinged nebulae could be a few kilometers distant, so far as her senses were concerned.

There were times when human senses, even augmented by sophisticated electronics and bioprostheses, were laughably inadequate.

She couldn't see them, but scattered out to either side across a crescent five hundred kilometers across, forty-seven other Mark XC Black Falcon warstriders were pacing her, matched perfectly to her course and speed. Designated as First Company, the Black Phantoms, of the First Battalion, First Confederation Rangers, they were organized into four squadrons of twelve, the first under Kara's direct command, the other three commanded by lieutenants. Deployed as a reconnaissance patrol, they were moving swiftly and in near-invisible stealth, the nanotechnic outer layers of their hulls set to absorb every photon of radiation, whether at radio, radar, visible light, or gamma-ray wavelengths, rather than allowing even a flicker of reflection to give them away. Commo chatter had been subdued since they'd entered this region, not so much from fear of the enemy overhearing—the new commo modes made eavesdropping impossible—as because of the oppressive scale of the space they were traversing.

"My God in heaven," she heard someone say over the tactical link. Her comm control program identified the speaker as Sergeant Deke Kemperer, in Second Squadron.

"I'm registering enough rads out there to fry us all in a microsec or two," Warstrider Valda Harrison added. "I hope to hell these magshields hold. . . ."

"Zero out that talk," Kara said, a little more harshly than she intended. In the midst of such splendor, such immensity, it would be easy to become overawed and lose any sense of purpose or focus. "Let's keep our minds on the job."

"It's not like the machine bastards can hear us," Lieutenant Pellam Hochstader said. The tall, bearded lieutenant was Second Squadron's commander. "We do have secure commo freaks here."

"I wonder what this empty part was like," Third Squadron's Lieutenant Ran Ferris added thoughtfully, "when it was all full of stars?"

"Poetry later, Ran," she said, but she knew he'd caught the warmth in her mental voice. "Right now, we're here to kill things."

"If we can find the gokkers," Kemperer added.

The immediate absence of any opposition added to the void's oppressiveness . . . and the haunting mystery that permeated it. The emptiness was explained easily enough, of course. There were multiple black holes here at the Galaxy's center, burrowed away at the very center of the thronging beeswarm of stars that formed the core of the Milky Way. Hanging in the far distance, some three hundred light years away, was the object long known to Earth-based astronomers as Sagittarius West, centered on the fierce and tiny pinprick of Sagittarius West*, the precise gravitational center of the Galaxy's great spiral, a compact accumulation of some millions of solar masses at the heart of a sweeping spiral of violently heated gas. Much closer at hand, a few light days away at most, was a smaller but stranger denizen of the zoo of strange objects at the Galactic Core, the fifteen-solar-mass black hole known since the late twentieth century as the Great Annihilator. Those two massive and enigmatic objects, Sag West* and the Annihilator, had long before swept this innermost core of the Galaxy's central bulge clean of most stars and gas.

The cavern was not quite empty, however. Periodically—every ten million years or so—in-falls of gas from the molecular cloud ringing the Core spiraled in to the cavern's heart and coalesced in a dazzling spray of new star formation, a short-lived starburst, relatively speaking, as the infant stars were then drawn on to fiery and tortured deaths in one or another of the Core singularities. Evidence of past star-burst periods was still visible as ghost remnants of exploded stars, and by the handful of thinly scattered survivors of the hungry singularities isolated by distance.

Here, too, were worlds, those clots and crumbs of matter at the Galactic Core too small to accumulate mass enough for a star. Some were gas giants, others rocky or icy bodies ranging from earth-sized worlds down to sand and gravel, all barren and radiation-seared. Many had been transformed into cometlike objects with long, silvery tails as the radiations of this place blasted atmosphere or subliming water vapor into space.

And there were worlds—or things—stranger still: a neutron star flung from the Core eons past at incredible speed, made visible by its wake through the dense plasma of the Core, a tail one hundred light years long; great arcs of plasma that looped and plunged through heaven, some reaching thousands of light years out beyond the Galactic poles and delineating the Galaxy's magnetic fields of force; the tattered remnants of ancient explosions that must have given the entire Galaxy a quasar's brilliance.

Against so vast and yawning a chasm, against such arresting cosmic splendor, it seemed incredible that Intelligence could manifest itself in any visible way. Even on worlds like Earth, where the megopoli sprawled inland from the coasts for hundreds of kilometers and the sky-els stretched from the equator far out into space, it was possible to look down from orbit and be hard-pressed to see any sign that Man had left his mark on the face of the planet at all. Here, the scale was vaster by many orders of magnitude, and yet Kara could see definite hints of . . . order . . . and of artifacts vast on a superhuman scale. Most of the stars remaining within the Core cavern were stragglers, randomly adrift, and yet some . . .

Kara, frankly, was having trouble ordering and processing all that she was seeing. The scale of this place, immense beyond human comprehension, had left her a little dazed and feeling very small. The very large in the natural order of things she could accept, even appreciate, but the artificial nature of some of what she was seeing was stunning, even crippling when it was suddenly revealed to any mind programmed through human scales and values.

With an effort of will, through the link established by her personal Naga fragment, she could shift her center of awareness to any surface of the vehicle or receive visual input from a full three-sixty in three dimensions. Looking astern, she could see the slender, gleaming silver thread of the Gate the reconnaissance force had just come through. As straight as a laser beam, it stretched like a razor's slash across more than one thousand kilometers, a two-kilometer-thick cylinder containing the mass of hundreds of suns, packed to densities approaching those of a neutron star, then set to rotating about its long axis at relativistic speeds. The process warped the spacetime matrix in its vicinity, opening countless hyperdimensional pathways. Kara and the others of the Phantoms had followed one of those paths to reach this place, located some twenty-five thousand light years from the worlds known to Man. The largest structures devised by human engineering were the sky-els that connected the surfaces of most human-inhabited planets with their synchorbitals, but the tallest of those, though considerably longer than the Stargate, were insubstantial wisps of gossamer in comparison to that space-rending colossus.

Yet even the Stargate paled by comparison with the scale of some of the engineering evident in this alien place. Here, entire stars were being moved, herded from place to place like immense, grazing animals, the process evident in their regimentation, in the geometrical perfection of their alignments with one another. She could see stars arrayed in circles, in polygons, in precisely ordered clusters, as though they'd been penned awaiting some deferred judgment.

And the Great Annihilator—with only a minute fraction of the mass of the black hole at True Center, yet the focus of inconceivable and inexplicable energies and phenomena—was itself ringed by an artificial construct, a structure of some kind just barely glimpsed at this distance, a ring of pinpoint lights and nearly indiscernible supporting structures in a rigid and geometrical array.

Strangest was one particular string of stars describing a great, gently arcing curve reminiscent of the twist in the shell of a nautilus or the curve of a galaxy's spiral arms. Kara counted forty-three stars in that one line, each precisely and evenly spaced from its neighbors, the whole vast array stretched across the sky from the zenith and terminating at the radiant core of the Great Annihilator. Those few close enough to Kara's location to show a tiny disk revealed, on optical magnification, that one side had been induced to flare with the blue-white intensity of a nova, while the opposite hemisphere seemed darkened and blotched by comparison. As nearly as she could tell from this distance, someone, something had somehow manipulated those stars, exciting them to blow off vast and continuous flares on only one side—in effect transforming them into titanic guided missiles moving ponderously and unstoppably through space. And as for their destination . . .

Kara had the distinct and thoroughly uncomfortable feeling that the Web intelligence was deliberately guiding those stars, nudging them one by one and in perfectly regimented order into the maw of the Great Annihilator. It was chilling. The builders of this place, the machine intelligence known to humanity only as the Web, had built a ring around one of the black holes at the Galaxy's heart and now were steadily feeding it suns.

My God, she thought, watching through full-extended sensors. These things toss stars around the way we would throw a ball. Star miners, star drivers, star destroyers . . . and we're challenging them for control of the Galaxy. . . .

So immense were the energies marshaled there that it was hard to tell what was the result of intelligent planning, and what might be the workings of natural forces, of physics on a galactic scale. Those vast arcs of plasma showed a regularity that might well suggest deliberate manipulation . . . or simply reflect the order stamped by intense magnetic fields on clouds of charged particles.

The Web, it was now known, was an extremely old machine civilization, one that presumably had arisen as the product of organic intelligence in the very dawn of the Galaxy's existence, though whether as tools of that intelligence or as the next step in its evolution was still unknown. For some billions of years, the machines, a lifeform of their own now in every way that mattered, had been quietly building here at the heart of the Galaxy, wielding forces that humanity could only wonder at. The scope of their engineering prowess was staggering.

Perhaps most unsettling of all was the knowledge of the sheer, inhuman patience the Web must possess. It was using gravity and the ability to transform stars into rocket-powered projectiles to herd dozens of suns across hundreds of light years—a process that must have taken untold millennia to begin with and would take many more to complete. The scale of what Kara was seeing here, the ring around the Annihilator's accretion disk, the mass of the rotating Stargate, all spoke of a civilization that thought in terms of millions of years, of eons rather than of decades.

What kind of mind could think in such terms?

And how could it be outthought and defeated?

Kara was still trying to assimilate, to comprehend what that kind of power meant. There was so much Man yet had to learn about the Web and about what the Web was trying to accomplish, both here at the Galactic Core and beyond, in the quieter backwaters of the Galaxy's far-flung spiral arms. It was possible, though not certain yet, that the Web had created the huge spinning constructs called the Stargates. Two were known, the first locked between the mutually orbiting white dwarfs that were all that remained of the star called Nova Aquila, a second here at the Galactic Core.

And there were hints of others, she knew, scattered across the length and breadth of the entire Galaxy.

But that's Daren's worry, she thought, thinking briefly of her half-brother back at Nova Aquila. And Dev's. . . .

The thought of Devis Cameron, of what he had become, sent a shudder through her consciousness. He, of all humanity, had been the first to see this place . . . in a way. She'd studied the records returned to human space by the probe he'd sent through the Nova Aquila Gate. But it was so hard to think of him as . . . human. She swiftly turned her thoughts to more immediate matters.

The other warstriders continued their high-velocity sprint across the void, though there was no way to tell by looking at the stars or nebulae about them that they were moving at all. An hour ago, they'd entered a carefully mapped and plotted hyperdimensional pathway opening close by the blurred silver surface of the Nova Aquila Stargate; a timeless instant later, they'd emerged here, hurtling at high speed into the void of the Core. Though they possessed plasma thrusters for maneuvering, their primary drives grasped local magnetic fields, intensifying them, manipulating them to provide both velocity and changes in course.

A world expanded from pinpoint to dusky sphere ahead. It was a barren and radiation-scorched place, utterly and forever lifeless—at least insofar as life could be defined as collections of organic chemicals. From space, the surface appeared to be a mottled patchwork of black rock and pale white-and-tan salts, its face peppered with craters and slashed time and time again by literally world-wracking collisions. As Kara drew closer, it became apparent that here, too, the machine rulers of this realm had stamped their imprint in the lifeless chaos of rock and desert. The surveys of this place, based on data gleaned by robotic probes, had designated the world as Core D9837.

She hit the first traces of air, a thin haze of vapor about the burned-over world. There was scant atmosphere here—mostly carbon dioxide and a scattering of other heavy gases—but her entry speed was so high that her strider struck flame as it stooped toward the world, scratching a white contrail across its deep blue-violet, light-tortured sky.

To left and right, above and below, the other striders of the reconnaissance company hit atmosphere as well, but Kara was scarcely aware of them as she rode her strider down the long, flaming shaft of incandescence, sensing through her biolink with the machine's AI the searing buffeting she was taking during the approach. Fire stood frozen in the sky overhead, looped in titanic streamers, arcs, delicate filigree traceries of energy, and in the spiraled magnificence of the Great Annihilator. Below, the face of a planet nearly as large as New America or Earth lay in rad-seared desolation, its surface curiously worked and reworked by processes unimaginable into vast, sprawling, and subtly alien geometries, shapes worked out in near-right angles, glowing strips of light, and convoluted mechanisms arranged in patterns not easily retained by merely human memory.

The contrails of her comrades appeared, glowing gently, though the light here was uncertain. Core D9837 orbited no sun but was an orphan, a mote adrift with other crumbs left over from the rubble of an extravagantly wasteful Creation. The only light was the soft and ruddy glow from the background stars, highlighted here and there by the sharper brilliance of blue-white flares or hotter suns, or by the softer arc-light glow of the Annihilator's polar jets.

The other forty-seven warstriders of the Phantoms rode their own craft toward landing, burning off excess speed in glowing friction with the atmosphere. Operating now strictly according to programmed instructions loaded into their striders' AIs, the warcraft descended in gradually flattening trajectories, steering by powerful magnetic fields interacting with the magnetic fields of this world and this alien, flame-ridden sky. Part of their mission was survey mapping; strider AIs processed streams of data as they overflew a strangely shaped and ordered topology, a gray terrain that should have consisted of stark, raw deserts, barren canyons, heat-weathered mesas—and probably once had been just that—but which at some point in the remote past had been extensively reworked.

It almost looked as though some child giant had used this world as clay, sculpting bizarrely twisted and alien forms from naked rock and leaving them to bake beneath that searing sky. Kara could see walls, towers, domes, and less readily namable structures, linked together by a subtle architecture that obeyed no human laws of perspective or design. Towers speared the heavens, ebon-black or mercury-silver in color, with angles oddly distorted from geometries used by Man. A deep, convoluted, and black-shadowed canyon reaching for fully a thousand kilometers across the planet's face had been turned into an elaborate trench lined with machine hardware, spanned by glittering bridges and floored by forests of antennae and mechanisms of unknown and unknowable purpose.

At an altitude of less than a kilometer, Kara pulled her nose up, spilling energy freely in a burst of high-intensity magnetics, supplementing her rugged deceleration with the whining shriek of plasma jets. The new setup and link with the Mark XC striders permitted accelerations and decelerations unheard of in human-occupied flyers, with the thrust limited only by the tolerances of the machine's drives and hull strength, though the visual cues unfolding on the view-screen in her head took some real getting used to.

So far, there'd been no response from the defenders of this alien place. Past the trench now, still descending, she led her company toward the landing site chosen from space just moments ago, an open patch of gray plain partly surrounded by spiked, bristling towers each half a kilometer tall or more. Surface-penetrating radar and IR traces gave indications of a labyrinthine tangle of structures hidden beneath the surface.

"There's the LZ, gang," she called over the tactical frequency. "Let's take 'em on in."

"Roger that, boss," Lieutenant Hochstader replied. "Looks like we caught the gokkers napping."

"Don't count on that, Lieutenant," she replied. "They know we're here."

"I wonder," Warstrider Miles Pritchard said. "I get the feeling that maybe they know, but they just don't care."

That was a frightening thought . . . beings so advanced, or so different, that human beings had little or no impact on their plans. But then, Core D9837 seemed to be a very minor part of their operation in this place, a debris pile with no significance to their vaster strategies and goals.

"Maybe they don't care," Sergeant Willis Daniels, her top sergeant, added. "Yet."

"Well, we can damn well give them something to care about, Will," Kara said. Extending her craft's flight surfaces, she flared out above the selected landing zone, her warstrider's outer hull, a Naga-grown composite, changing both shape and texture as surface-mobile modules unfolded. Normally in a landing op like this one, she would have loosed clouds of nano converters to change the soil to a charged surface, but the ground here already bore current associated with the surrounding alien structures. Magnetics engaged, slowing Kara's strider to a gentle hover meters above the ground. Legs extended, insectlike, black, gleaming, and chitinous, with tools and sensors extruding to taste the alien air. Carefully, she pivoted through a complete three-sixty, scanning for some response from the foe.

The scout force had not known what to expect on this run; that was one reason the operation, code-named Core Peek, had been organized. So far, humans had managed to snatch only the briefest and most unsatisfactory of glimpses of Web activities at the Galactic Core. Only one manned vessel had ever come through the Nova Aquila Gate to this place, and that had been destroyed seconds after its arrival. Many succeeding attempts had been made by sophisticated robot probes, all with Naga cores deliberately downloaded with misleading information, in the hope that Web intelligence about the location of Humanity's worlds could be confused. Operation Shell Game, that effort had been named; presumably, it had worked, since the Web had not launched another effort against the worlds of the Shichiju in the past two years.

But at the same time, Humanity had learned little about the Web. Some of those probes had been spotted and destroyed instantly, while others had survived for a long time before being detected and hunted down. The planners of this mission had suspected that Model XC striders, slipping through the Gate at high speed and with full stealth nanoflage engaged, might get all the way to Core D9837 without being spotted. Their entry into atmosphere, however, could not have gone unnoticed. Webbers were known to see into the infrared.

Her view of her surroundings, relayed through her strider's external sensors and unfolding directly in her mind, was overlaid by smaller windows, one showing systems status displays, another showing a map of her surroundings, complete with the blue-pinpointed positions of her comrades and the locations of unknowns—potential enemies—in red. And there were unknowns out there, hundreds of them, with more appearing on her screen every moment. The shadows beyond the unit's LZ literally crawled with . . . things, though at this range all that could be said about them was that they were metallic, that they possessed powerful, self-contained magnetic fields, and that they were moving.

They were, in fact, beginning to converge on the landing force.

"On alert, people," she snapped. "We've got company!"

"I've got bogies at three-five," Daniels called. "Comin' in fast! Don't know what they are. I can't get a hard fix and I've never seen—"

And then the machine army struck.


Chapter 2

The DalRiss taught us that intelligence could evolve in surprising ways, yet remain fundamentally the same as that possessed by humans. They were alien, but we could, at the very least, understand their point of view.

     The Naga taught us that it was possible to look at the universe in ways fundamentally different from the typical human worldview. They were difficult to understand but ultimately comprehensible, once we grasped the alien nature of their perceptions.

     The Web taught us to redefine the very nature of our understanding of what intelligence is.

—Report given before the
Imperial Xenosophontology Institute,
Kyoto, Nihon

DR. DAREN CAMERON

C.E. 2572

"Hit them!" Kara yelled over the tactical commo link. "Hit them!"

She triggered a bolt of blue-white lightning, sending the charge lancing across a kilometer of open ground and into a close-packed cluster of fast-moving, robotic shapes. Chunks of metal flew, spinning lazily. Other warstriders joined in as the Phantoms dropped into a broad, double circle nearly ten kilometers across, each member of the recon force several hundred meters from his or her neighbor, weapons and sensors facing outward. Lightnings flared around the circle, punctuated by the shrill hiss and thunder of volleyed rockets. The attack was developing on all sides with a speed that Kara could scarcely credit.

"Overwatch," she called, opening the command frequency. "This is Spearpoint. Are you getting this?"

"Looking right over your shoulder, Captain," a woman's voice answered in her mind. "We've got a good feed on all of you. Give us ten minutes down there, if you can!"

"We'll try to last that long," Kara replied, the sarcasm giving an edge to her voice. A sudden rush developed on her front, and she swung her particle cannon to cover it, triggering a thundering barrage of manmade lightnings that illuminated the darkling surface of the world in savagely strobing, actinic flashes. Continuing to fire the CP gun, she flashed a mental command to her AI, unfolding the high-velocity rotary cannon from her flank and putting it into action with a buzzsaw shriek. Hypersonic slugs of depleted uranium shredded the hardest metals and composites, flinging metallic debris high into the sky.

As fast as she could smash them, though, more crowded in from behind. She had the impression that those underground tunnels must be pouring new machines onto the surface faster than the Phantoms could destroy them.

"There's too many of them," Hochstader warned. She could see him on the magnified image on her screen. His strider, opposite Kara's on the perimeter and ten kilometers away, was unfolding like a black-petaled flower, revealing the deadly armory encased within. "They'll overrun us in seconds!"

"Steady, Pel," she replied over their private channel. "Focus on the job."

They kept firing.

Machines . . .

The word was laughably inadequate. The devices gathering in the shadows of the eerie and nightmare-grown towers around them were mechanisms, yes, grown from metal or plastic or polymer-ceramic composites, but the sheer diversity of shapes and sizes and obvious function defied any rational attempt to catalogue or identify. As the first of the Web devices sprinted toward the human line, her overwhelming impression was of a bizarre and wildly varied zoo of insects—glittering, faceted shapes with jointed bodies and spiky or whiplash antennae. Some bristled like porcupines, some were crisply angular, while others were smooth and naked as eggs. Most were small, some literally the size of insects, others the size of Kara's head, with a sprinkling of a few genuine monsters as big as her warstrider or bigger. Many had legs, ranging in number from two to uncountable ripplings on long, flat things like centipedes, but others levitated on powerful magnetic fields or flew by other means the human team could not identify.

So far, human military and sophontology experts alike had had no luck at all classifying the Web combat machines, or figuring out what they were after. Confederation military slang simply called them "kickers," after the Nihongo word kikai, "machine."

They seemed to use nanotechnology as did Man, literally growing individual components molecule by molecule. That gave them a high degree of flexibility in their design; a combat machine might fly in space or walk or slither along on glittering, metallic tentacles, or it might do all three . . . or it might change its own form in order to meet changes in its environment.

Warstrider technology, Kara reflected as she continued sniping at the lead elements of the Web assault before they could move in closer, had borrowed that philosophy from the Web, and from the Naga before them, with combat machines that could change shape and form, color and weaponry to meet changing battle conditions . . . but the Web machines were still the undisputed masters of that technique. Machines seemed purpose-grown within seconds of a perceived need; existing machines demonstrated a weirdly shifting polymorphism, as though they were able to somehow digest and regrow the substance of their bodies into new shapes on the spot.

Some of those shapes were bizarre almost beyond belief. To her right, what looked like a small sea of quicksilver was flowing over the uneven ground toward the company's perimeter. It looked like an animated puddle of liquid mercury, its surface a metallic silver and very bright, the whole rippling along the ground in a huge, fast-spreading sheet. At first, she wasn't even sure it represented a threat. It looked odd, certainly, but there were no weapons, no indication that the thing was attacking.

Then, with devastating suddenness, the pool of quicksilver exploded in great filaments of gleaming metal, rising up high into the air, then arcing down. Warstriders Kearny and Pritchard were caught in the net flung across their machines. Both opened fire, lasers and particle beams sliding across and through the apparently liquid but coherent metal in explosive puffs of vapor . . . but the liquid reformed and scattered more looping arcs. Where it touched the Naga-hulls of the warstriders, hull metal detonated in fiery bursts and fuming clouds of oily black smoke, the deadly touch dissolving ceramplast and nanoflage surfacing in white flame.

Kara's sensors were picking up powerful, shifting magnetic fields ahead, the fields animating the liquid metal. Blue lightning played across the surface, and then a bolt of blue-white fire lanced through the protesting atmosphere, striking Kearny's strider with a devastating concussion and a splatter of melted hull metal. Kara pivoted her own machine to the right, opening fire with every weapon in her strider's arsenal, slamming a shrieking swarm of M-310 missiles into the thickest part of the quicksilver pool, stabbing and slashing with lasers, particle beams, and rapid-fire cannon. Explosions ripped through the liquid metal, scattering it in gleaming splatters. Kearny's strider was down, unmoving; Kara's cockpit readout indicated null function, systems down. Pritchard's strider was still fighting, some of its weapons obviously knocked off-line, but the lasers and one rapid-fire cannon still in action, blazing away as the tentacles of silver lashed and sparked in dazzling displays of energy.

Kearny was gone . . . and Dandridge and Fontaine as well, their striders no longer registering as active on her tactical display. More kickers were appearing on her tactical display every second; the damned things appeared to be surging up from underground. Others were descending from space, drawn to this barren world from elsewhere within the Galactic Core.

"Let's tighten up the perimeter, people," she called. The circle was already shrinking though, as the remaining striders shifted position to better support one another. She could hear others in the company calling to one another over the tactical links.

"They're almost to the perimeter over here! Someone give me a hand!"

"Jordy, watch it! On your right at zero-one-five!"

"I've got more on sector three. "

"Kuso! They're coming up out of the ground!"

"This whole planet is some kind of goddamned factory!"

"Hold on, Cyn! I'm on it!"

"I'm hit! I'm hit! Kuso! There's too gokking many of them!"

Kara's AI rasped warning . . . too late. Something struck her strider, a savage, jolting blow that gouged a kilogram or two of Naga-hull from her dorsal-left surface and left her hivel cannon a useless, partially disemboweled wreck. She didn't feel pain as such with the blow—the bioelectronic linkage between her brain and the strider's artificial intelligence was not designed to transmit pain—but the shock was jarring nonetheless, both physically and emotionally. It staggered her, rocking her back on legs and magnetics both. As warning lights cascaded across the viewscreen opened in her mind, she decided that the ability of individual Web machines to repair themselves would be pretty damned useful; her hivel cannon was dead, and with it three important sub-circuit networks in her fire control array. The Naga segments that composed part of her hull and working systems had a limited self-repair capability, including regrowing damaged electronic circuits, but this was beyond their scope.

More high-velocity missiles shrieked through the thin, hot atmosphere, glowing brightly with friction as they snapped overhead, but her AI had already noted that they would miss and did not alert her to the threat. She eased off on her magnetics and flexed her legs, gentling closer to the ground as she continued firing at the advancing enemy. With a thought, she unfolded her starboard-side missile launcher and loosed a hissing volley of M-310 missiles into the lightning-flecked gloom in the distance.

An instant later, a laser speared her, the five-megawatt beam sinking into the black heat sink of her external nano.

Five megawatts striking a target for one second yields the same energy as the detonation of a kilogram of TNT. Kara's external nano could handle about three quarters of that inflow, shunting it into her primary storage cells, but the rest had to go somewhere. The explosion was as thunderous, as concussive as the earlier slug strike had been, and she lost nearly one square meter of her nanoflage as her hull erupted in white-hot fury.

The Web machine that had fired at her was a hulking, black and brown monstrosity of ill-fitted angles, parts, and legs, only a little smaller than her warstrider, its hull built around the length of the weapon that appeared from its size to be its entire reason for existence. Less than a hundred meters away, it crouched, readying a second shot; Kara triggered a bolt from her CP cannon first and felt an intense and savage satisfaction as the blast carved a man-sized chunk of metal and ceramics off the enemy device and scattered it on the thin, hot winds as droplets of condensing vapor.

"Is this supposed to be proving something?" Sergeant Kemperer yelled. She glanced at the magnified image of his strider, off to her left. Part of his machine's hull was glowing dull red, and the surface had taken on a pocked appearance from multiple hits by high-velocity slugs and high-energy beams.

"Just keep taking them down, Deke," Lieutenant Hochstader told him. "Don't let them organize and don't let them break through the line, or we've had it." His voice sounded remarkably calm against the shriek and thunder of battle. Naga-grown symbiotic implants—like the cephlinks of decades before—conferred a kind of electronic telepathy on those who were jacked into the network, a communications channel secure from the thunder and crash outside the striders' black hulls.

Kara called up a long-range situation map, shrinking the ten-kilometer circle of the Phantoms to a tiny green oval, surrounded by a seething ocean of red. She'd hoped to identify some one arc of the defensive perimeter that was not under massive assault, allowing her to pull back striders from one area and plug them into another if things became desperate. There was no such arc, however. If she wanted to pick up reserves, she would have to do it by shrinking the perimeter, and the volume of firepower from the surrounding enemy forces was a good reason not to do that. If that incoming fire became any more concentrated than it already was, targeting a smaller area . . .

The Webbers, she noted, were showing nothing even remotely like combat tactics. The patterns on her display indicated something more akin to the blind, chemical reaction of antibodies to an invading bacterium. The more defenders the human force burned down, the more appeared behind the first ones to continue the assault.

Still, Kara had the impression that their attack, fierce and unrelenting as it was, was more for show than anything of substance. It might even be a diversion of a sort, an attempt at a primitive kind of combat tactics. As she fought, she could see a vast army of Web machines off on the horizon some fifteen kilometers away, building . . . something, a towering black metal something in the distance, as literally millions of individual, quasi-living parts leaped and skittered and flew and flowed into one another, their bodies dissolving, reforming themselves before her eyes.

It looked like a pyramid, growing higher moment by moment, five-sided on a pentagonal base, encased in something like translucent black plastic, though fire directed at it by her strider and those of her companions bounced and flared as harmlessly from that surface as might hurled rocks from a starship's hull.

"Pel?" she called. "This is Kara."

"Yeah, boss."

"Throw a high-mag scan on that pyramid coming up in my sector. What do you think?"

"It's big. . . ."

"I can see that."

"Sorry. I couldn't resist."

She could feel the warmth of Hochstader's grin. He was a big, gentle, easygoing man, popular with his troops, and with a sharp tactical sense that Kara had come to rely on since he'd joined the Phantoms the year before. He possessed a quiet reserve that the most intense firefight couldn't penetrate.

"It looks like they're using their mutability against us," he continued, more seriously. "You see what they're doing under high mag?"

"Yeah. Looks like the little ones are melting together, or reorganizing themselves, somehow, to make the big one."

"What do you want to bet they've analyzed our firepower and energy output and are building one big combat machine that we can't scratch but could swat the lot of us like insects?"

"I'm not taking those odds. I think that's what it is . . . a really big warstrider. Overwatch? Are you copying this?"

"Roger that, Spearpoint. And we concur with Lieutenant Hochstader's analysis. Are you ready to pull out?"

She hesitated, weighing her options. They couldn't stay here much longer.

"Overwatch, we still don't have what we came for. We want to shove these things hard enough to find out what makes them break, and so far they've been doing all the shoving. Give us another couple of minutes."

"Copy that. We'll be standing by, Spearpoint, if you want to abort."

"Rog."

The pyramid was moving forward now, its form apparently stabilized. Kara stroked the thing at radar wavelengths, measuring. Nearly half a kilometer high, it appeared to be levitating on tightly reined-in magnetic fields stronger than those found flickering at the heart of a sun. Its base, all but lost in deep shadow, was not flat but appeared to bulge downward, again in a five-sided figure, making the object an immense and lopsided decahedron, its glossy surface mostly black but picked out here and there with pale yellow bands and surfaces. The surfaces appeared smooth; she saw nothing like antennae or weapons marring those vast expanses . . . nor was there any indication that it was a command unit of some kind.

It came closer, bulking higher until it blotted out most of the ragged spiral of the Great Annihilator high in the sky. Lightning played about the base; one bolt reached out and connected with Warstrider Harrison's damaged Falcon, the play of energy briefly illuminating the entire battlefield with the radiance of many suns. By this time, all of the surviving warstriders were firing at the advancing, floating mountain but with no success that Kara could detect. So far as she could tell, volley upon volley of missiles, of laser beams, of charged particle bolts, of hard-driven streams of high-velocity deplur rounds could not even scratch that terrifying and apocalyptic vision of destruction.

Lightning flared once more from the pyramid's base. Excess charge bled through air and seared the ground beneath; the primary beam shrilled thunder as it passed low above Kara's warstrider, and for a horrifying moment she thought her machine had been hit . . . but the bolt passed on across the perimeter and briefly caressed Miles Pritchard's machine.

She could hear him screaming as his machine exploded in blue flame and molten Naga-matrix.

"Pritch!"

The screaming cut off sharply as the link failed. With a jolt, Kara realized that fully half of the recon company's warstriders were down, unresponsive . . . and the smaller Web machines were spilling into the perimeter now through gaping holes in the defensive line.

Not much time left. Maybe, though, they could still test the Web's resilience. "Heads up, everybody!" she called over the general channel. "I'm taking that gokker with a Heller!"

"Negative on that, Spearpoint," Overwatch called. "You're too close—"

"Gok that," Kara snapped. "If it's a choice between letting that monster step on me, and taking a bite out of him as I go down, then it's chow time!"

She was initiating the launch sequence as she spoke, keying in mental code phrases that unlocked her Falcon's two CTN-20 Hellbrand missiles. Her dorsal surface split in two, the launcher unfolding as protective panels blossomed open. Another command overrode the fail-safe mechanism; each Hellbrand carried a seven-kiloton tactical nuclear warhead, pocket microyield thermonukes with a blast radius of at least ten kilometers, and they were programmed not to detonate within fifteen kilometers of their launch point. Kara, however, was in no mood to be fussily particular.

"Nuke!" she yelled, with much the same fervor of a golfer shouting "fore." She gave the mental launch command, and the CTN-20 whooshed from its half-buried launch tube, yellow flame stabbing from its aft venturi, trailing white smoke as it arced toward the huge target just a few kilometers away. A heartbeat later, she sent the second missile arrowing after the first.

The first missile was swatted down by a bolt of lightning, but the range was so close that the pyramid didn't have time to shift aim to the second high-velocity target. It streaked in low, striking the pyramid just beneath its base.

An intense, dazzling, blinding pinpoint of radiance expanded in an instant to engulf the pyramid; seconds later, the sound hit, and with it the shock wave of a blast equivalent to seven thousand tons of conventional high explosives.

"Hunker down, everyone!" Kara yelled into the inferno, but it was uncertain whether anyone even heard her. The roar, deafening, cataclysmic, blotted out everything else. The light, so dazzling at first, turned dark as a hot wind shrieked inward toward the sudden vacuum that marked ground zero, swirling dust and smoke and furiously burning gasses in and up and out, the whole rising in a filthy gray pillar of boiling ash.

Kara could no longer see the cloud. That flash had burned out most of her optical sensors, and the searing wind lashing across her warstrider now kept her plastered against the heaving, buckling ground. She felt the wind stripping the last of her nanoflage from her hull. Then two of her four legs were ripped away, and her magnetics lost their grip on the magfield within the alien world's surface. It was like being caught in a hurricane, and as the roar peaked in a thunderous crescendo, her Falcon was smashed back across the ground.

There'd been little hope for any of the human-jacked striders on the surface of Core D9837. That had been known from the beginning, the results already factored into the plan of battle. They were here to get information, data on the Web that was already being relayed back to intelligence personnel waiting with the Unified Fleet on the other side of the Nova Aquila Stargate.

Kara disliked suicide missions as a matter of principle, but this was one she'd been forced to accept. The human alliance needed this data, and this was the only way of obtaining it.

She surveyed the almost solid block of red warning discretes illuminating the lower right corner of her visual display. Her Falcon was very nearly dead, its AI partly burned out, her cerebral link with its electronics faltering.

Maybe . . . maybe the best thing to do now would be to simply switch off.


Chapter 3

What is life? The old standby definitions, handed down from the dawn of modern biology, can no longer be said to provide even an approximately correct or comprehensive answer. Life metabolizes, taking in fuel and giving off waste while producing energy. The same can be said of fire. Life seeks to reproduce itself. Again, fire spreads . . . and the DNA and RNA molecules that are the basis for terrestrial life replicate as a part of life's dance, without themselves being life.

     Perhaps most disturbing to those seeking to define life is the evidence presented by such nonhuman species as the Web, creatures that undoubtedly perform all of the functions generally associated with life processes, including reshaping their environment, metabolizing raw materials, eliminating waste products, and reproducing themselves. The fact that all of these functions are performed by machines assembled through nanotechnic processes similar to those evolved by human industry should not prejudice us to the fact that the Web is alive.

     It is simply a very different kind of life, one that we still have trouble even beginning to understand.

—The Dance of Life

PROFESSOR ELLERY HAWKINS

C.E. 2572

Kara wasn't ready to quit just yet, however. The magnetic field embedded in the planet's surface was faltering, some of its circuitry disrupted, perhaps, by the detonation of the nuke. She could barely edge along, the ventral surface of her battered strider scraping and bumping across the smoking, burned-over ground. Her strider's legs were gone. She still had some auxiliary manipulators folded up inside their storage compartments, though, and as that thundering, howling wind died away somewhat, she was able to deploy them, first to hold herself in place, then to drag her battered machine slowly across the ground.

The heat and radiation weren't bad, considering; the ambient ionizing radiation of the Galactic Core was actually stronger by far than that released by a single micronuke, though with her energy-drinking nanoflage gone, the full brunt of protecting her warstrider's more delicate contents now rested on its magnetic shields.

Using the strider's Naga components to build new lenses and shove them into place, she managed to bring a suite of optical sensors back on line. The view she got was bleary, dark, and unsteady, but it showed her the classic mushroom cloud towering above the battlefield, looming high in a sky gone black, masked by windswept dust.

Astonishingly, the alien pyramid was still there, though it no longer floated in the air. Judging from the glowing cavern ripped into its side and base, it might well be crippled. Her electronic sensors were down and she couldn't detect the play of magnetics within the alien structure, but it was resting on the ground, canted at a thirty-degree angle, as though the forces holding it aloft had abruptly snapped off and dumped it there. The play of deadly lightning had ceased as well, and as Kara watched its form emerging from the roiling pillar of the mushroom's base, she dared to believe that she might have actually killed the thing.

The nuke's expanding blast wave had pulverized the pyramid's smaller cousins as well, sweeping most from the ground like clots of dust scattered by the descent of a broom and leaving the larger ones wrecked and half-melted. She scanned her tactical display. Kuso! Seventeen warstriders left operational, out of the original company of forty-eight.

"Ran!" she called over the tactical channel. His strider was still operational, thank God, the only one of her three lieutenants. She tried to stifle a small stab of relief; she had special and quite close feelings for Ran Ferris . . . but ones that she kept tightly reined in when they were on duty. Even the hint of favoritism—especially sexual favoritism—could destroy the best of military units. "Ran, do you copy?"

"Right here, Captain," he replied.

"Let's pull in the perimeter. Everyone who's left, pull in tight for mutual defense."

"Affirmative," Ran said. "Will! Cyn! Are you on-line?"

"Here, Lieutenant," Sergeant Cynthia Gonzales replied.

"Me too," Sergeant Willis Daniels added.

"You heard the Captain. Let's get 'em rounded up."

Together, the officers and NCOs began herding the dazed, surviving warstriders across the flame-scoured plain, gathering them at a wreckage-strewn depression in the earth not far from where they'd originally touched down. The surface of the battlefield might have been swept clean by nuclear fire, but the Webbers had been emerging from underground as well as descending from the sky, and Kara had every reason to believe that more would be appearing at any moment.

Kara reached the depression and surveyed the blasted landscape. The other surviving striders began appearing now, dragging their way through the rubble or floating just above it in awkward dips and lurches. A quick scan of the display showing the company's readiness figures gave her the bad news. Only six of the warstriders possessed all of their weapons intact, and two—Ed Furillo's and Angel Shannon's—were completely unarmed, with all weapons burned away or sealed uselessly inside faulty hull panels.

Her tactical display showed something else as well. There was movement in the shadows of the towers around the LZ, and in the sky high above the spreading cap of the mushroom. The Webbers were emerging once again onto the fire-savaged surface of this world.

"Maybe those of us who can should fire our Sabers," Cynthia suggested. "Targets of opportunity . . . while we still can."

"Negative on that," Kara told her. "This is recon, not search-and-destroy. We'll wait and use them if we have to, and only in self-defense."

She caught the other woman's mental shrug, and a hint of disagreement. "As you say, Captain."

"Captain Hagan!" Will called. "Check the pyramid!"

Pivoting, she focused her damaged sensors on the ruin of the artificial mountain. The gaping hole in its side and bottom appeared to be closing, the edges softening and blurring as the countless small machines that had made up its bulk in the first place rearranged themselves. She could see individual pieces flowing down the canted surfaces or dripping off the rim of the base to the ground below. Was it repairing itself . . . or dissolving back into its component parts? She couldn't tell, but it was uncomfortably clear that the nuclear strike had not solved their problem.

It had only postponed it.

She stared for a long moment at that huge and enigmatic structure. Looking into the hole in the thing's side was like staring into a cavern, a mysterious black place filled with unknown horror. The horror was made worse by the knowledge that she'd gambled, and lost. Her decision to use nukes had been a bad one; the enemy had been slowed, but not stopped . . . and the price she'd paid had been half of the company, and probably the success of the operation as well.

"Ran?"

"Yeah?"

"You've got command. Hold the perimeter."

"Now wait a minute, Kar. . . ."

"We need more data. We still don't know how they're coordinating, how they're working together. Maybe I can get close enough to find out."

"That's not necessary, Captain," the voice of Overwatch said.

"I think it is."

"Kara, you can't go in there!" Ran told her. "Not alone!"

"Who's going to stop me?"

Ran's strider unfurled one gleaming manipulator, jointed and oil-shiny. She watched the glitter of several imaging lenses as they scanned her.

"What are you going to do, Ran?" she asked quietly. "Dismantle me?"

The appendage hesitated, then gave an eloquent mechanical imitation of a shrug. "Damn it, Kar," he said, using a private channel now. "What is it? You're feeling guilty about the nuke?"

"Negative," she snapped. She knew she was lying, and she knew Ran heard the lie in her voice. "Take over. Hold until relieved."

False bravado, that. And useless. Wasteful. But she was out of answers and she had to do something . . . something besides wait for the enemy to overwhelm the last of the warstriders huddled together on Core D9837 and bring the operation to its final and inevitable conclusion. She pushed past Ran without another word, making her way toward the distant, towering pyramid.

She was afraid.

She had liked it better fighting the Empire . . . not that those days were over, by any means.

Since the dawn of Man's emergence as a spacefaring species—since the end of the twentieth century, in fact, when the old United States and the Russian Commonwealth had turned their backs on the high ground of space—Mankind's destiny, both on Old Earth and off, had been directed by Dai Nihon, the empire of Greater Japan. Through control of orbital industrial facilities and, ultimately, the secrets of faster-than-light travel and the quantum power tap, they'd spread that empire to the stars, building the Shichiju, an empire of over eighty colonized worlds and hundreds of research, mining, and military outposts scattered across a sphere of space over a hundred light years across.

Thirty years earlier, an unlikely union of diverse worlds and states scattered along the Shichiju's periphery had declared independence and, after a short, bitter war, united as the Confederation, with its capital at New America. The peace that followed had been fragile and uncertain. Imperial Japan and its Hegemony far outnumbered the newly independent worlds, and no one was betting that they would keep their newfound independence for long.

The immediate threat of renewed war had ended, though, when Dev Cameron—or his downloaded personality, at any rate—had returned unexpectedly to human space after a twenty-five-year absence with a portion of the DalRiss exploratory fleet, bringing warning of the strange civilization that appeared to be energetically transforming the Core of the Galaxy.

The Web. For the first time, it was clear that Man was at risk . . . not just some one faction or political group. For survival, Confederation and Empire had allied with one another, joining their fleets and their efforts in an imperfect military union. A battle had been fought at Nova Aquila as the Web came through the Stargate from the Core; victory had been won, though not so much by the efforts of the Unified Fleet as by the intervention of the Overmind, a still poorly understood phenomenon arising out of the combined interaction of billions of interlinked minds working through the human computer network. Since that battle, Confederation and Imperium had maintained their uneasy truce, studying the Web and preparing for its next emergence.

For two years, now, the Unified Fleet had maintained its watch at Nova Aquila. A science team aboard the Carl Friedrich Gauss continued to study what little data had been gleaned thus far, both about the Web and the Nova Aquila Stargate. Teleoperated probes were sent through, both for information gathering and as a part of Shell Game, the attempt to plant disinformation about the human worlds for the Web to pick up.

And there'd been raids like this one, both Confederation and Imperial.

She looked again at her warning discretes. Her strider would never make it into space again anyway; any attempt by her to get off this barren world would be doomed to failure.

So she might as well make the sacrifice of her strider count for something.

Her progress across the open ground had been slow. Her magnetics were generating scarcely enough lift against the faltering local magfields to hold her aloft, much less to propel her forward. She was compelled to drag herself along with her manipulators, and that made for slow going.

The pyramid was less than five hundred meters away now, towering upward above her and canted slightly forward, as though it might at any moment topple over and crush her beneath its immense weight. From this range, the surface appeared to be crawling, writhing with a pseudolife of its own. The crater blasted into the thing's side was definitely smaller now, as though the machines making up the pyramid's bulk were realigning themselves to fill it in. She could make out movement inside and the blue flicker of something that might be artificial lightnings at the very edge of her resolution.

"If you can get a little closer, Captain," the voice of Overwatch told her, "we might be able to get a look at what's going on in there."

"That was the idea," she said. It was good to know Overwatch was supporting her decision now. Well, through the telemetry, they could see the same readouts that she could. They knew she was never going to get this strider off-world again.

"Watch it! Watch it! They're breaking through!"

"Lieutenant Ferris! We need support over—"

"C'mon, people! Tighten up! Watch your fronts!"

"I've got kickers! Kickers breaking through sector one!"

"Valda! Where are you?"

"Valda's bought it—"

In the distance, she could hear the shouts, the screams, the firm commands and harsh emotions. It sounded as though battle had just been joined back at the perimeter. She wasn't tuned into their tactical frequency now, but she was hearing their voices from someone's commo console back at the command center. She was tempted to open the tactical channel again, to find out what was happening, to find out if Ran was still okay . . . but she suppressed it. The rest of the Phantoms were on their own now.

As was she.

She saw a scuttling of shapes ahead and froze in position, panning left to right with her particle cannon. The shapes—long-legged and as gracefully sleek in their movements as spiders—were visible for but an instant, and then they were gone, lost in the rubble. She was close to a spill of debris from a building knocked flat by the nuke. Reaching out to some of the twisted metal-alloy ribs that had formed the structure's foundations, she hauled herself along more quickly, moving hand-over-hand like a monkey swinging through the trees.

The enemy kickers ignored her. Possibly, she thought, she'd been spared this long because she was only a single machine. She was beginning to get the idea that the Web did not fully understand the concept of individuals carrying out operations apart from the activities of other individuals.

An interesting datum, that, and possibly one that would prove useful.

A laser flared, the beam striking her hull from the left and boiling away a few hundred grams of the now-dead Naga shell. The Web, it seemed, was taking an interest in her again. Possibly she'd moved too close to the pyramid, which bulked high above her like a vast and overhanging cliff of polished rock. The laser fired again, missing her by centimeters. Pivoting, she returned fire with her particle cannon, the electrical discharge snapping across the blackened rubble of the fallen building with the dazzle of an arc-welder's torch.

The cavern, shrunken now somewhat, was still immense, a vast hollowing of the cliff above her head, the interior aglow with soft, blue light. She tried to make out the shapes there, tried to make sense of them, but there was nothing for her mind to grasp hold of. All she could really see was . . . movement.

Insect-shapes. Millions of them, many as small as her hand, some as large as a personal flitter, a few bigger than a house. They were cascading down off the walls of the burned-out cavern, spilling out into the open air, dropping to the ground and surging forward. Laser fire sniped and hissed around her; she hit the ground heavily, her strider rolling to port, as her manipulators were burned away in the sudden onslaught.

She couldn't move.

That was the worst part of the nightmare, the feeling of unendurable helplessness as those glittering little monsters poured across the rubble toward her, a swarm as unstoppable as the incoming New American tides at Columbiarise. She could hear the gnaw and chink as they began disassembling her warstrider, feel the machine rocking heavily as they rolled it further onto its side, sense the stripping of the last of her surface armor. . . .

She gave the mental command to abort, but all systems were shutting down now in a cascade failure, nothing responding, her senses switching off one by one. Her last optical image before the camera was wrenched apart by bright-alloyed jaws was of the Great Annihilator, hanging low above the fire-swept horizon.

Then she felt them opening up the body of her strider, breaking it apart with the ugly sound of shredding metal. . . .


Chapter 4

One of the great enlightenments arising from the past few centuries of technic revolution is the knowledge that it doesn't matter whether our sensory input is passed along a few centimeters of optic or audial nerve tissue, or is being beamed across thousands of kilometers of empty space. Late in the twentieth century, a private commercial venture placed a small, primitive, and simpleminded robotic device on the surface of Earth's moon; for a fee, attendees at an entertainment center on Earth could teleoperate the device, steering it across the face of the moon as on-board cameras relayed views of what lay ahead.

     In this way, thousands of people, youngsters and adults, shared in the thrill of exploring the moon in person . . . while never leaving their seats in that entertainment center on Earth. This, arguably, was the first of a long chain of experiments in large-scale teleoperational presence.

—The Physics of Mind

DR. ELLEN CHANTAY

C.E. 2413

Kara blinked into darkness. She was lying on a couch, molded to conform to the curves of her body; the air was close and stale, and tasted of her own sweat. There was no light save the gleam of console readouts near her head, winking pinpoints of green, red, and amber.

Fear continued to claw at her mind, raw and savage and demanding. She was being disassembled. . . .

Then, with a sound of broken vacuum, the lid to her coffin-sized chamber swung open. Four technicians in blue and gray jumpsuits were there, bending over her, removing the oxygen mask from her face, unclipping the electronic leads that attached to the metallic plates showing in her head, hands, and forearm.

"Captain?" one of the figures, wearing sergeant's chevrons on her jumpsuit sleeve, said. "Captain Hagan? How do you feel?"

Catatonia beckoned, warm and inviting. Her sense of self shifted uncertainly; she had to think for a moment about who she was, what she was doing. . . .

"Like I just got stepped on." Her voice cracked. Her mouth was very dry. For a handful of seconds, her inner compass spun blindly, and she didn't recognize this place. "Where . . . ?"

Comtech Sergeant Ellen Gillespie was used to the muddle-headed confusion of striderjacks emerging from their pods. "It's okay, Captain. You're back. And safe. You're aboard the Carl Friedrich Gauss, at Nova Aquila, on the war deck. The link held long enough to pull you back."

The link. She swallowed, trying to clear her mind. It was always a bit confusing after a long-range teleoperational link, but this one had been a lot worse. She'd been there. . . .

With an effort of will, she dissolved the link endpoint contacts, letting her Companion transform them once more into unadorned skin.

Her Companion, a one-kilo Naga fragment living inside her body in close symbiosis with her nervous system, could nanotechnically reform skin, bone, and muscle tissue into contact endpoints for machine interface—a vast improvement over the older cephlink design with its permanently grown implants in brain and skin. Called "morphing" after an ancient computer technique for manipulating images on a computer, the technique had redefined how many humans thought of their bodies . . . and how they used them. Several of the technicians bending over her now had cosmetic morphs—delicately reworked ears for one, a decorative set of scales and ridges above golden cat's eyes for another.

Kara felt confused, lost in a spinning disorientation. She remembered, now, having climbed into this life-support pod several hours before. Indeed, she'd never forgotten . . . quite. But jacking a warstrider required intense concentration and a complete elimination of outside distractions. During the past few hours, her body had been isolated from her brain, kept alive by the pod's life support systems and Gauss's primary medical AI while her brain had jacked her warstrider by remote control.

The military high command was still calling teleoperated warstriders the Great Experiment. She wondered how many of the Fleet's senior officers had tried this experiment for themselves. She closed her eyes, trying for a moment to blank out the confused tumble of images, to remind herself that this was real, that that had been a kind of waking dream.

From where she was lying, she could see part of a large viewscreen set into one curving bulkhead of the wardeck. Her dream—her nightmare, rather—was still being played out there. She could see the floating pyramid aloft once more, see rippling, glittering movement on the ground in the distance that must be hordes of Web machines. The image was being transmitted by one of the survivors of her company, still holding the perimeter back on Core D9837. Briefly, she closed her eyes, trying to reconcile conflicting emotions—her happiness at being away from there . . . and her anger and disappointment at having been ripped away from her people before the mission was complete.

When she opened her eyes again, another figure, this one in white and wearing a major's rank tabs, was leaning over her pod. "Captain? How are we feeling?" he asked.

She didn't care for the man's multiple personality address, but she accepted his examination of her face, including the pupils of both eyes.

"A little woozy, sir," she told him.

The insignia on his jumper identified him as a senior psych department officer, a psychtech. "Give me a contact," he told her in a brusque, professional manner. "Left temporal, please."

She focused her thoughts, and a patch of her skin just above and in front of her left ear hardened to the shiny slickness of polished gold, then extruded itself as a slender filament. The psychtech reached out with his right forefinger and touched her link tendril as it twisted slightly in the air in front of her face. The tip of his finger was changing too, enveloping the tip of her contact. At the touch, she felt something like the flash of a strobe light go off just behind her eyes, then savored the faintly erotic rippling of data cascading at electronic speed from her Companion's memory stacks as it uploaded at the psychtech's coded request. She caught a bit of peripheral information in the backflow; the psychtech's name was Peter Jamal, he was from Liberty, and he was worried about what might have happened to these people "in there." His daughter's birthday was in two weeks, and he was disgruntled about having to miss it.

"What's your name?" His voice sounded inside her head, bypassing her ears and speaking aloud in her head.

Recognition—and memory—were flooding back, banishing the vertigo and disorientation. "I'm okay," she told him.

"Let's have your name," the voice insisted.

She nodded, knowing Jamal needed to check her responses. "Kara Hagan," she said. "Captain Kara Hagan, Confederation Military Command, First Company, First Battalion, First Confederation Rangers."

"Who are your parents?"

"General Victor Hagan. Senator Katya Alessandro."

"What was your mission?"

"To teleoperate a Mark XC Black Falcon through the Nova Aquila Stargate to the Galactic Core," she recited, rattling off her mission statement from memory. "To attempt a landing on a rogue planet, Core D9837, to test Web responses and defenses, and to check out I2C teleoperational protocols and capabilities at intragalactic ranges."

The psychtech grinned at her as the direct electronic link between them was broken. "I think you came through okay, Captain."

She pulled in her contact, feeling the tendril melt back into her scalp. "How . . . how about the others? We were taking some pretty heavy subjective casualties."

The grin faded. "About what we expected. Nineteen seem unaffected, so far. Including you." He nodded toward the viewscreen, where particle cannon blasts flared in silent, blue-white fury. "Nine more are still on the other side, though they'll be pulling out soon, I imagine. The others . . . " He shrugged.

She sighed. "Give me the bill, Major."

"Twelve are in various stages of withdrawal or link psychosis. Two are brain dead. Feedback through the I2C relay. The other six . . . well, we're trying to revive them. It doesn't look good, though. We're working on downloading their personalities, but they may be headed for permanent citizenship in a ViRworld now. I really can't say anything more definite than that."

Kara bit her lip. "Who were the two?"

The psychtech's eyes unfocused as he consulted some inner list downloaded through his biolink. "Warstrider Miles Pritchard," he said after a moment. "And Lieutenant Pellam Hochstader."

Damn . . . damn! She squeezed her eyes shut, working to channel the pain that threatened her self control off into a harmless circling.

She hadn't known Hochstader that well; he was a good and reliable officer, but he'd only been with the unit about a year, and his quiet reserve had kept him a bit aloof from the other Phantoms, Kara included. Pritch, though, she'd known rather longer, and more personally. He'd been a friend and an occasional drinking and ViRsim buddy for a couple of years now, despite the difference in their rank—a social barrier that was far less imposing in the free-spirited Confederation than it was within the Imperial military. She knew she would miss his quiet humor . . . and the steadying effect he'd had on the rawer members of First Company.

She could still remember his screams as his warstrider had melted around him.

That, she reminded herself, remained one of the risks associated with I2C teleoperations. It could well be that combat would never be safe, despite the new advances in teleoperated warcraft.

Two years earlier, the possibility of renewed war between the Confederation and the Shichiju had been averted—or at least deferred—when a disguised Kara had led a raid against an Imperial research facility on Kasei, the world in the Sol system once known as Mars. Her prize had been a brand new advance in the Imperium's study of quantum physics, Instantaneous Interstellar Communications, or I2C, for short.

The technology still seemed wondrous, even magical. Create two electrons, or any other pair of quons—particles small enough to fall into the Alice-in-Wonderland weirdness of quantum physics—in a single event. The electron pair will be identical in that elusive quality of electronness called "spin," even though it has no more to do with rotation than a charm quark has to do with the rules of subatomic etiquette. Separate the two electrons, then subject one to an event that reverses its spin.

The other electron will change its spin as well, instantly . . . even if the two are separated by a distance of many light years.

It was as if the two electrons were somehow one and the same electron, a direct manifestation of one of the kinkier aspects of quantum theory. The effect, counter-intuitive and downright magical though it seemed, had been predicted since the mid-twentieth century and even demonstrated in early laboratory experiments, but at that time there'd been no practical way to exploit the phenomenon. Almost six centuries later, however, Imperial researchers had discovered how to trap each half of a paired quon in nanotechnic quantum electron cages, keying them to detectors that could read spin without affecting it, within the parameters set by Heisenberg's Uncertainty Principle. This meant two computers could be linked together so that one could read the changes in an array of thousands of electron cages; each change, each flipped electron, could represent one bit of data in the age-old binary data structure of yes/no, on/off, spinup/spin-down. When a particular sequence of electron spins was imposed on one array—the transmitter—the paired array registered the same sequence, light years away.

In practical terms, this meant that communications could be set up between two computer systems that were absolutely secure—untappable, untraceable, and unjammable, even across vast interstellar distances.

This, in turn, meant a titanic stride forward in military science. The ground military combat machines known as warstriders, and their spacefaring kin, warflyers, had long been operated by an on-board pilot who was linked—"jacked in," in military parlance—to the machine's operating systems and AI in such a way that the machine actually became his body, responding to the slightest thought while the organic body, cocooned in a life-support pod, was temporarily cut out of the brain's control network. Throughout the warstrider era, military systems designers had dreamed of being able to have the pilots direct their electronic charges from a distance, teleoperating them into combat from a place of safety. After all, what did it matter if the imaging lenses feeding the pilot a view of his surroundings were half a meter away . . . or many kilometers? The control and sensory feedback systems all remained the same.

But the modern battlefield was a poor place for experiments in remote control. Half at least of any conflict in modern warfare was waged in unseen dimensions, an electronic battle fought between opposing computers on a plane and at speeds almost completely beyond the human ken; communications, any communications, could be intercepted and jammed. Control codes, any control codes, could be jammed or broken, countermanded, and even hijacked.

Any, that is, except signals propagated through quantum pairing. With I2C, not only could unit COs keep track of events on a battlefield light years away, but the striderjacks piloting a company of warstriders could teleoperate them from a distance . . . even when that distance was measured in thousands of light years. It meant that at planetary distances there was zero time delay due to speed-of-light limitations, that warstriders could be jacked from thousands of light years away, that the striders could be subjected to stresses that would have killed human pilots physically riding them. During the passage from the Stargate to Core D9837, the striders in Kara's company had been boosting at over two hundred Gs—an acceleration no human could survive—and the high-radiation background of the Galactic Core itself made direct exploration of that hellish environment impossible, even with heavy shielding.

It was a remarkable achievement, a military dream come true.

Unfortunately, the dream so far had not succeeded in making warstrider military operations safe for the pilots. They might be well out of range of the enemy's energy beams, but there were other, more insidious dangers in combat. Dangers affecting the mind. . . .

Carefully, and with Jamal giving an assist, Kara sat up, then swung her legs out of the opened conmod. The pilot deck was a broad, low-ceilinged, brightly lit room occupied by dozens of coffin-shaped conmods identical to hers. Most of them, she saw, were already open and empty, their occupants moved elsewhere after their warstriders on distant Core D9837 had been junked. But a handful were clearly still occupied, their covers sealed tight, and with small galaxies of lights winking at the console life-function readouts mounted on their sides.

The conning modules were the life-support pods of her comrades in the Phantoms, the warstriders still fighting for their lives in the Galactic Core.

As she rose unsteadily to her feet, someone shouted on the other side of the room, an alarm sounded, and med techs rushed to gather beside one of the occupied modules just as the cluster of console lights began shifting from green to amber and red.

The top of the coffin cracked open, then slid aside, revealing a still, jumpsuited form inside. Kara couldn't see who it was, but from the location she knew it was someone in First Squadron.

The figure sat up—a sharp, abrupt movement—and screamed, shrill, harsh, and ragged with stark terror. It was Willis Daniels, her First Squadron senior sergeant. The med techs were struggling to hold him down while one of them pressed a hypogun's muzzle against his throat.

Kara started toward the cluster of men and women, but the major reached out and stopped her, a hand closing on her elbow. "You can't help, Captain."

She pulled away. "He's one of my people, damn it."

By the time she reached the tableau of techs and the struggling striderjack, the anesthetic was taking effect and Will was slumping back into his conmod. His eyes were still wide, however, staring at some horror invisible to the others present. His hands were balled into tight, white-knuckled fists, and his face and uniform were drenched with sweat. Kara caught an acrid whiff of urine and the frantic tic of a muscle at the corner of his eye.

One of the techs looked up and met her eyes, then shook his head slightly. "T-P," he said. "A bad one."

T-P. Transference psychosis. It was the part of the down side of long-range teleoperations through FTL links. A warstrider, a good warstrider, was good precisely because he could so identify with the machine he was jacking that it literally became his body, responding to his slightest thought. The trouble with such close identification, though, was that when the machine was destroyed, it was impossible to convince the jacker's brain that he was safe, perhaps light years from the slashed wreckage of his strider.

With direct feeds to the striderjack's brain, there literally was no way for the mind—specifically the subconscious mind—to remind itself that it wasn't housed inside the strider itself—not with millions of years of evolution determining how the incoming sensory perceptions were interpreted. In the old days, when the pilot was actually inside a warstrider as it was being pounded to scrap, the pilot might manage to escape, he might die, or he could suffer serious mental trauma from the shock of feeling his "body" torn apart. Now, even though his organic body was safe, there was actually a greater danger of mental injury than there'd been in the bad old days of direct combat.

It was nothing so simple as the old cliché of being frightened to death by too realistic a dream; despite advances in psychodynamics, the human brain was still in many ways a mysterious and poorly understood entity, and it was capable of throwing astonishing inner defenses into place against what it perceived as dire and immediate threats. With the physical, traumatic death of the striderjack no longer a possible outcome of battle, it turned out that the chief dangers in combat were insanity, catatonic withdrawal, or any of a fair-sized constellation of stress-induced symptomatologies.

Stunned, hurting inside, Kara turned away, nearly bumping into Major Jamal, who'd followed her across from her conmod.

"I wonder," she told him quietly, "if we're doing anybody any favors with the teleoperational stuff." She nodded toward the nearest of the empty pods. "My people are still getting killed in there. Or worse."

"You know," he said a little sadly, "people used to argue that the machine gun would make war too horrible to exist. Same for nuclear weapons. Now here we have a new technology that's supposed to save lives, and we're still losing them."

It seemed a strange sentiment for a military man . . . though perhaps it could be expected of a psychtech. Even so, Kara had to agree, and nodded. "Maybe there's no way around it," she added. "Just new and different ways of killing people."

She wanted to say something more, something to the effect that at least teleoperation seemed to be cutting down on casualty percentages—two dead out of forty-eight was not bad, after all—but that really wasn't the point. There was still what she had come to think of as the suicide-mission factor to consider. Two years ago, something like Operation Core Peek—sending a couple of companies on a strictly one-way sneak-and-peek into the Web's no-trespass zone at the Galactic Core—would have been unthinkable. If for no other reason than that, some way would have had to have been found to get the information out, the op would never have gone down unless the people who'd gone in had a fair chance of coming back again. Now, though, with warstrider pilots able to operate their craft from the theoretical safety of a command base ship, the politicos and brass were a lot likelier to draw up op plans for lamebrained missions that didn't have a chance of success, missions where survivability didn't need to be considered. As a result the pilots were certain to be subjected to even more combat stress than they'd faced before.

Case in point. Hochstader and Pritchard would still be alive if they hadn't been sent in on Core Peek, an operation where the mission parameters stressed that the warstriders would return to the Stargate and Nova Aquila if practicable . . . but which everyone actually involved in the planning had known would be a suicide mission. If traumatic deaths were down, the ratio of psychological injuries was certainly higher. How many in her company, she wondered, would spend the rest of their existence in the make-believe of ViRworlds?

At the thought, she felt a swift chill of fear. Ran . . .

Ran Ferris's con module was one of the very last that remained sealed. She glanced up at the viewscreen, ignoring the tangled and wildly shifting nightmare shapes and images flickering across it to concentrate on the columns of text winking on and off down the screen's right-hand side. That image, she saw, was coming from Number Ten—Ran's Black Falcon. He was one of four striders still in the fight; as she watched, med techs were gathering around two more of the high-tech coffins, and Jamal quietly excused himself to go attend another newly revived pilot. She glanced around the war deck, spotted the conmod for Number Ten, and hurried over. It was still sealed, of course, but med techs and engineers were already gathering around it.

On the screen on the nearby bulkhead, the pyramid loomed colossal. Blue lightning flashed, stabbing, exploding. . . .

The image shivered, then abruptly shifted to a different view, from a different strider. An alarm sounded, and the lights on Ran's console began shifting from green to amber to red. One of the techs touched a control, and the top of the module hissed open, revealing Ran's body inside, his face taut, pale, and drawn behind his breathing mask. His eyes opened, the pupils black and enormous, still staring into some horror invisible to the rest of them. As the room lights hit them, the pupils closed down to pinpoints, and he blinked.

His autonomous systems are back on line, she thought. Thank God. . . .

"They're breaking through!" Ran's shout drowned out the alarm and echoed through the war deck compartment. "Stop them! Stop—"

He blinked again, suddenly aware that he was no longer inside his warstrider. Several technicians reached down to hold him; Kara brushed past them and laid one hand on his shoulder. "It's okay, Ran!" she told him, urgently, and gently. "It's okay! You're back. It's over."

He struggled for a moment, then relaxed, opening his eyes and fixing his gaze on Kara. "You're . . . okay?" he asked, his voice hoarse.

"Fine. How do you feel?"

"Don't ask. Kuso, that's the best argument I can think of for immortality. I hate getting killed!"

"The worst part is coming back to do it all over again," Kara said, nodding agreement. "Can you sit up yet?"

"I think so."

As she helped him get up and out of the conmod, she wondered if Core Peek had been worth the price they'd paid for too damned little in the way of solid intel.

"I wonder if it was worth it?" Ran asked, staring up at the image on the viewscreen and echoing her own dark thoughts. He seemed to sense her mood and reached out to put his arm around her shoulder. Normally, she discouraged such PDAs—public displays of affection, as they were known in the military—but she was tired and unhappy, and she needed that fleeting brush of human contact.

"Damned if I know, Ran," she said, letting him squeeze her close. "Damned if I'll ever know."


Chapter 5

Anyone not convinced that genuine differences in thought processes, in worldview, in concepts such as self, duty, or society, exist between the members of different intelligent species—the products, remember, of separate and distinct evolutions, biologies, and histories—is invited to consider those differences as they are manifest between different cultures within the same species—Man. Japanese of traditional backgrounds perceive themselves quite differently in many fundamental respects than do, say, Hispanics, Europeans, or Americans. They are more in tune with their social surroundings, less tolerant of difference, more willing to sacrifice personal comfort or freedom for the good of society. It has been suggested that their talent for working together toward common goals is responsible for their remarkable success in the twenty-first century, when theirs became the dominant culture on Earth.

—Rising Sun's Glory

DARLENE HU

C.E. 2530

Admiral Isoru Hideshi was completely naked, as were the other five—three men, two women—sharing the shuttle pod's small passenger compartment for the passage across open space to Tenno Kyuden. The six of them were strapped into six of the twelve couches filling the pod's claustrophobic cabin. Acceleration provided their only sensation of weight.

His nudity bothered him scarcely at all; it was a small loss of men—the word could mean either face or mask—that was more than compensated for by the rich symbolism of the act. By shedding their clothing, Hideshi and his fellow passengers were acting out a kind of play, symbolically leaving material possessions behind as they took passage to the very Gates of Heaven.

And, of course, their nudity made it easier for the security personnel, who were examining them even now with a ruthless, near-microscopic scrutiny through the array of sensors embedded in the surrounding bulkheads and in the seats to which they were strapped.

Impassively, Hideshi watched the Great Wheel unfold before him on the vessel's viewall. Tenno Kyuden—the Imperial Palace—was far more splendid, more spectacular than any holo, even than any ViRsimulation could possibly render it.

In some ways, the Palace reminded him of one of those immense, glittering, crystal-heavy chandeliers that some Western cultures affected in ballrooms or fancy dining halls. It had begun as a simple wheel attached at its hub to the jackstraw-tangled complex of the Singapore Synchorbital station, but in the past few centuries, construction had been unceasing as more and more modules and apartments and Imperial functionary habitats had been added. Now the structure was wider than the largest ryu dragonship and far more massive. Its rotation provided varying levels of spin gravity for the habitats within, the precise acceleration of a given level depending on how far it was from the hub, where it was essentially zero.

The Wheel's hub was attached to a tangle of zero-gravity structures that zigzagged out along the orbital. The entire complex was positioned at the synchorbit slot above Earth's Singapore Sky-el, the slender elevator tower that connected the island of Palau Linggae on the equator, located just south of Singapore, with that spot in orbit some 36,000 kilometers directly overhead where orbital period precisely matched Earth's twenty-four-hour rotation.

Moments before, the pod had left the main sky-el receiving bay and was drifting now across open space toward the Wheel's hub.

"Pod Swan's Flight, this is Palace of Heaven Approach Control," a voice said softly inside his head, speaking through his cephlink. "Passenger One. Verify, please, your identity."

Hideshi gave a single sharp, precisely military nod. "Hai. Rear Admiral Isoru Hideshi, of the Imperial carrier Soraryu. I open myself to your inspection."

He could feel the cold fingers of a security observer aboard the Palace probing his cephlink, then pushing through the nanotechnically grown circuitry to his personal RAM, opening files, extracting data, examining, comparing

Such stringent security safeguards were necessary, of course, and Isoru accepted them without reservation. His career, no, his entire life had been dedicated to the Empire and to the ideal of the god-Emperor, and the Emperor's safety was of paramount importance. The shuttle was one of a small fleet of service and orbital transport vehicles kept at Singapore Synchorbital for the sole purpose of carrying visitors to and from the Imperial Palace. Passengers aboard those shuttles, as well as on the handful of tube shuttles that connected the hub of the Great Wheel with the rest of the Synchorbital, could be meticulously scrutinized during their approach. Any deviation from the expected, any suspicious shadow picked up within his body by the X-ray and infra-sound scanners, any change in the arrays of data stacked within his personal RAM, and he would be immediately apprehended by the army of security personnel waiting within the Palace. If the threat were deemed serious enough, he would be cut down before docking by one of the remote lasers mounted in the bulkheads . . . or if the threat were more serious still, the pod could be detonated long before it was close enough to be a threat to the Palace or the person of the god-Emperor.

Hideshi cast a wary eye on his naked companions. One of the men was Captain Shigeru Ushiba, his chief aide, but the other four were strangers to him. He hoped he wasn't about to be vaporized because one of them was detected carrying a bomb in his or her abdominal cavity.

Evidently, he was not. "Thank you, Admiral," the voice said in his mind. "You and your companions are clear to approach the Palace of Heaven."

The pod slowed as the Great Wheel expanded to fill the viewall, then grew larger still, until he could make out individual windows and lights gleaming in the vast structure's shadowed recesses. Riding a magnetic beam, the pod was drawn smoothly toward a brightly lit docking collar mounted on a non-rotating portion of the hub. Pod melded with collar in a barely felt surge of deceleration that dwindled almost immediately to the endless fall of weightlessness, and in the soundless flurry of nanotechnics welding the two seamlessly together. In another moment, a pinpoint hole appeared in one of the pod's bulkheads, widening swiftly as the hull material dissolved.

As the last of the bulkhead evaporated, a line of armored Imperial Marines on the far side snapped to attention—a difficult parade-ground maneuver for men lightly anchored by magnetic boots in the hub's microgravity environment—and a brightly robed Shinto priest gestured benediction. Six acrobatic annaigakari, passenger handlers trained in maneuvering themselves and others in microgravity, swam into the pod's cabin and began unlocking the safety restraints—yet another security measure. The red-coveralled handlers carried the passengers one by one into the receiving bay's interior, where they were scanned once again by low-intensity, broad-fanned lasers that measured and patterned every square centimeter of their skin.

Most of the new security precautions, Hideshi mused as the blue beam hummed and drew its glowing line slowly across his body, had been introduced within the last two years. There'd been a time, before that damnable Confederation raid on Kasei in 2569, when Tenno Kyuden had been just another orbital facility, and security precautions had been limited to palming your ident and downloading your business into an Al-monitored computer at a manned checkpoint.

Kasei—the terraformed world once known as Mars—was the site of an important research facility. Confederation raiders had penetrated the security of the Pavonis Mons Synchorbital and compromised the entire planetary tracking and defense network long enough for Confederation warstriders to land near the research station at Noctis Labyrinthus Bay and hijack its most important secret, a prototype of the new interstellar communications system. The TJK, Imperial Security, discovered that the saboteurs who'd penetrated the Planetary Defense Network had done so through the agency of Naga isoro, parasites. The Naga fragments used so extensively in the Confederation could actually rework skin, muscle, and bone to completely change a person's looks. Both by centuries-old tradition and by Imperial law, gaijin—foreigners—weren't even permitted to set foot on Kasei or its synchorbital, yet the enemy agents had disguised themselves so effectively as Nihonjin that they'd slipped through the place's security barriers completely undetected. As a result, the Empire's new and highly secret faster-than-light communications system had been stolen from under the Fleet's nose, along with the best chance the Empire had possessed to crush once and for all the rebellious outer provinces and return them to their proper place within the circle of Empire and Hegemony.

No wonder Imperial Security had become just a trifle paranoid about the Tenno Kyuden in the two years since the Kasei outrage. The elaborate scanning and screening procedures were designed to sniff out gaijin wearing Nihonjin men; if the enemy were able to slip, say, a small fission device aboard Tenno Kyuden, hidden in the belly of what seemed to be an honest Nihonjin businessman, the blow to the Empire would be incalculable. Worse even than the loss of the Imperial Military Command Staff, which maintained its offices here, would be the loss of face to the entire Empire, especially if the Emperor himself were killed or wounded.

Yes, a little nudity and discomfort could be tolerated in the face of such stakes as these.

The scanning laser snapped off, and a door dematerialized. A Palace attendent floated through, managing to bow almost double from the waist as she extended a transparent package containing a folded, pale gray garment. "Dozo," she said. "Please accept this small token, O-Shoshosan."

"Hai," he replied curtly. "Domo arigato."

The garment began as a bulky, one-piece jumper with the consistency of paper, but by the time he pulled the trim tabs snug at either hip, the nanotechnics within the weave had tailored it into a snug-fitting Imperial Navy uniform, full dress, space-black in color, complete with boots and the appropriate ribbons and awards on his breast. Ushiba entered, carrying two small personal computers, one of which he handed to his commanding officer.

"Thank you, Shigeru," Hideshi said. "I'm glad the prohibition against personal weapons does not extend to these, ne?"

"Hai, Shoshosan," his aide replied with a smile and a bow. "Though, as you frequently remind me, information is the deadliest weapon of all."

The admiral chuckled. "Best not to speak of weapons here, Taisasan," he said. "The bulkheads here have ears, quite literally. We don't want to make our hosts nervous, do we?"

"No, Shoshosan."

Hideshi raised his voice slightly. "We are ready to attend the Lord Munimori, at his convenience, of course."

Two more annaigakari floated into the room, bowed, then turned to lead the way to Munimori's office suite. Since both Hideshi and his aide had long experience in space, the annaigakari didn't offer to carry them like so many parcels, and the admiral was grateful for the small concession to his pride.

They boarded an elevator pod that carried them swiftly and soundlessly from the hub to the outermost station ring, where spin gravity was maintained at a constant one G. The landscape was mingled green parkland, gardens, and the close-clustered buildings of densely structured cities, many done in traditional architectural styles that brought to mind parts of Kyoto or Osaka, all beneath a sky of slatted mirrors, admitting sunlight from outside. This corridor, with a permanent population of over 800,000—all in government or military service—was known with good reason as the Circle of Heaven. It was a place now more space colony than space station, a miniature world where spin-gravity gave the feeling of walking on a full-sized world, but where the horizons were sharply constrained and seemed to curve up and out of sight where one's gaze followed the arc of the Great Wheel.

Hideshi felt lost . . . as though he'd just been dumped on the surface of a strange world. Before either he or his aide could lose face, however, a captain with the aiguillettes of the Imperial Staff met them at the elevator terminus; a ten-minute trip in a maglev transport whisked them soundlessly around the ring's curve to Munimori's private residence. The place was low and modern, an understated bit of Imperial Minimalist architecture built into the side of a hill overlooking the Circle of Heaven. At the door to the atrium, they removed their boots, handing them over to a house servant with a stiff bow. "The general is waiting for you, honored sirs," the servant—a young, nude, pale-skinned genie—said with a deeper, answering bow. "Please, if you would follow me."

They were led through several traditionally furnished rooms. The last was a paper-walled anteroom dominated by a perfectly matched pair of inochi-zo, the lovingly crafted, silently writhing life-sculptures that embodied—depending on the genetics of their design—purest and unending agony or purest and unending bliss. The eyes of the pain-inochi-zo followed them in silent pleading as they walked through the low doorway and into Munimori's private sanctum; those of the pleasure statue were closed and unheeding.

Stepping through the opposite doorway, they entered a formal garden, a peacefully contemplative bit of Zen artistry, the simplicity of rocks, moss, and gravel calling to mind mountains, forest, and sea—a world in miniature echoing the larger world of curved horizons beyond the vine-covered wall. Fleet Admiral Munimori was there, clad in a light, silk robe. The slave announced the guests, bowed low, and vanished.

"Konichiwa, O-Gensuisama," Hideshi said, bowing. Ushiba bowed as well but remained silent, as was proper. "We have come at your order."

"Thank you, Admiral," Munimori replied. He was an extremely large man, nearly as broad in girth as a sumo wrestler and just as stockily muscular. He was holding a small scroll open as he sat cross-legged on a reed tatami. "It was good of you to come."

"I am honored at the invitation, Gensuisama."

"Please, be seated. I will summon tea."

Hideshi bowed thanks and acceptance.

"And how are things at New America, Shoshosan?"

"As chaotic as ever, my Lord Admiral. The Confederates continue to show an astonishing inability to work together toward a common goal."

"So."

"Their command structure is disorganized, and the individual fleet components cannot even work with one another, much less with the Imperial Fleet. Last week there was an ugly incident in Jefferson, New America's capital, between the crew members of a destroyer from Liberty and a cruiser from New America. I gather that several men ended up in a local hospital, and a spaceport bar was reduced to splintered furniture and shattered crockery."

In quiet, measured tones, Hideshi continued delivering his verbal report, relying on his RAM for most of the details and only once falling back on his computer, which maintained a data link with the main computer aboard Soraryu, docked at the Synchorbital. Unnervingly, Munimori continued to study the scroll, which appeared to be a collection of haiku by the twenty-second-century poet Hagiwara. Occasionally, the fleet admiral's eyes would flicker toward Hideshi as he spoke, but outside of the occasional noncommittal grunt or "so," he said nothing. That was deliberate, of course; if any part of Operation Shoki went wrong, Munimori would save both men and peace of mind knowing that he'd neither publicly praised nor officially condemned the idea.

A nude, female servant appeared, a genie with long, silver-blond hair and downcast eyes, bearing tea on an antique lacquered tray. For a time, business was interrupted by polite and soft-spoken pleasantries. It was not the ritual of the full tea ceremony, of course, but there were the civilized amenities to observe.

"Our agents report everywhere the same," Hideshi concluded. "Confederation society and technology are changing rapidly, and the pace of that change is accelerating. Our Fleet sociologists believe that within seventy years, if things continue at this pace, the biotechnical gulf between the Frontier and the Imperial core worlds will have become uncrossable. This poses a grave danger to the future security of the Empire."

"This is so." Munimori was silent for a time. He appeared to be in thought, and Hideshi elected to remain silent as well, rather than risk interrupting him. His report was nearly complete in any case.

"Often," Munimori said after another long pause, "the old ways, the conservative ways, are best. Too often, people rush forward blindly, embracing new ways, new technologies, new . . . things before those things are fully understood. Ne?"

"Hai, Gensuisama."

"I do not trust those who embrace this so-called new biotechnology. The introduction of alien parasites into one's own being . . . this lessens that which is human."

"Operation Shoki," Hideshi said carefully, "will ensure that humanity remains human, Gensuisama. All is in readiness."

"How do you like your new command, Admiral?"

"I was . . . most honored to receive this command, Gensuisama. Soraryu is an excellent ship, with a good crew. The squadron is well-trained and responsive. I have no doubts about their abilities."

"That is good." Without another word, Munimori picked up the scroll of haiku and began reading from it again. Seconds later, Hideshi felt a presence at his elbow; a servant had appeared, called silently by Munimori's cephlink. The interview was over.

Hideshi was somewhat troubled as he left the admiral's quarters. No specific orders had been given, but within the framework of custom and haragei, a word poorly translated as visceral communication—speaking without words—Mu-nimori had told him precisely what he wanted done. Execute Operation Shoki.

It would be war.

He felt a pounding excitement in his breast. With luck, Isoru Hideshi might earn for himself a place in the ViRhistory documentaries as the man who reconquered the Confederation for the Empire.

And after that, Man would be united again . . . united and ready to face these strange, new gaijin from beyond the constellation of the Swan.

United beneath the flag of the Empire.


Chapter 6

There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.

—Hamlet, act I, scene v

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

C.E. 1600-1601

Only typically human arrogance could leap so brazenly to the conclusion that the worlds of Man had been singled out somehow by the Web for destruction or assimilation into the Web's matrix. That implied that the Web was particularly concerned about human activities, either at the Core or out in the Galaxy's spiral arms, and that was simply not the case.

There were, at the time, some twelve to fifteen million intelligent species scattered throughout the Galaxy humans called the Milky Way . . . the uncertainty of the figure being due both to the difficulty of providing an exact definition for that slippery word "intelligence," and to the impossibility of drawing a precise boundary for the Galaxy. Of those millions of species, some—a few percent of the total, perhaps—were engaged in actively exploring the universe about them, sending ships or probes to other stars, colonizing the nearer star systems, investigating strange or unusual phenomena, building empires based on commerce, information, or military conquest.

With so much traffic crisscrossing the Galaxy, it was inevitable that many of those exploring minds should encounter the Web. Sooner or later, any outward-questing people would decide to investigate the peculiar phenomena emanating from the Galaxy's Core. Too, it was inevitable for any spacefaring culture to eventually stumble across one of the huge, spinning structures, thread-slender in proportion to width but massing as much as a giant planet, that were positioned at the gravitational balance points of thousands of post-nova white-dwarf pairs scattered across the Galaxy.

At the time of the battle on Core D9837, for instance, the Djenna were preparing their own penetration of the Galaxy's central regions. A warrior species, quadrupeds descended from six-limbed carnivore stock, the conquerors of two hundred worlds, they'd encountered a stargate caught between two orbiting white dwarfs a few light centuries from their home cluster. Analysis of the flight paths of alien vessels moving toward and away from the gate structure suggested that one path in particular might lead to the aliens' home system. Eager to discover another chu-enemy with which to engage in honorable war and hero-naming—the Yath, lamentably, were now extinct—the Djenna prepared their warfleet to deliver the necessary First Challenge.

Some ten thousand light years to antispinward of the Djenna homeworlds, the Xaxerg!k readied their four-hundred-twelfth attempt to pass through another enigmatic, whirling cylinder recently discovered a few sevens of light years from their homeworld. Descended from scavengers, these armor-plated creatures—reminiscent of Terra's annelids but far larger—had a dozen-odd senses that were distant analogues of smell or taste, employed in distinguishing among subtle variations in soil chemistries. Stolid and somewhat unimaginative, the Xaxerg!k were possessed of a tremendously stubborn persistence. Their first 411 probes had gone through their stargate and vanished, never returning; patiently, they readied number 412, not necessarily expecting success but unable to conceive of a new strategy that might produce better results.

On the other side of the Galaxy, opposite the Xaxerg!k in relation to the Core, the Seiliag had already encountered the Web some hundreds of years earlier, when living machines had descended from the green-yellow skies of that species' world and begun disassembling their cities. The Seiliag, evolved from arboreal cephalopods dwelling throughout the planet's littoral regions, had the knack for growing metal-crystal cities in the treetops of their coastal garthech forests that were themselves living beings drawing chlorine from the Cl2N2 atmosphere and excreting metallic salts. For reasons unknown, the Web creatures had relished the crystalline city-beings, dismantling them and hauling the shards skyward. The Seiliag had never left their world and had no effective means of fighting back. For the past three hundred of their world's long years, they'd withdrawn further and further into the dwindling garthech forests, waging a desperate guerrilla war against the invaders. For their part, the Web machines never seemed to be entirely aware that they were fighting a war at all . . . but any attack on them or their operations brought swift and certain retaliation.

Five thousand light years rimward from the embattled world of the Seiliag, the *#* were nearing extinction at last. Warm-blooded, trisexual amphibians with a static culture, an introspective turn of mind, and a love of arithmetic poem cycles, they possessed little in the way of technology and had no interest in exploring the universe. They had not encountered the Web directly and were unaware of the existence of any other intelligences in the universe around them. Twenty-three hundred years earlier, however, the Web had detonated two close-orbiting F-class stars less than two light years from the *#* system. The *#* sun, an old, stable K4 star, put out relatively little ionizing radiation, and the mutation rate on the system's sole inhabited world was low. Life on that world, including the *#* themselves, was not well adapted to the significantly higher radiation levels generated by the storm of charged particles that swept through the system a few years after the two neighboring stars brightened to a dazzling, day-visible brilliance. Among those *#* that did not sicken and die from direct exposure, many died of starvation as the many-legged fungi-arthropod symbionts that were the amphibians' primary food source grew scarce, and more and more *#* egg mats rotted in the birthing pools, failing to yield even a single wriggler . . . or worse by far, hatching monsters. The radiation storm was past now, and rad levels were falling everywhere, but the balance had tipped against the *#*, their gene pool already so depleted and nonviable mutations so common that the worldwide *#* population, never robust, was plummeting. The fact that three sexes were necessary for procreation instead of the more usual two only complicated things, making successful matings rare and sealing the amphibians' doom.

And eighty-five hundred light years further rimward, quite close now to the worlds known to Man, the refugee fleet of the Gr'tak continued on a quest that had already lasted through nearly four thousand years.

Humanity was destined never to meet any of the first four of those disparate peoples—Djenna, Xaxerg!k, Seiliag, and *#*. All would be extinct long before humans would have a chance to reach their parts of the Galaxy. In the case of the Djenna that was, perhaps, just as well; the immense warrior quadrupeds held a peculiar reverence for bloodshed and warfare that could have led only to grief for one, and more likely both, species, had they and the humans met. It was a pity that humans would not be able to exchange thoughts and philosophical points of view with the other three, though. The Xaxerg!k had much to teach about persistence and patience, the Seiliag about symbiotic relationships and the essential ecological unity of Life, the *#* about inner peace and the beauty of mathematics; and all three species could have learned much in turn, had they been able to communicate with humans.

The Gr'tak refugees, however, were nearing human space, drawn on by the steady pulse of microwave and modulated radio transmissions that they'd first picked up over six hundred light years out from Sol and the Imperial Shichiju. Their fleet numbered some ten thousand ships, ranging in size from the small single-seater patrol vessels like that piloted by Sholai, to immense structures that had begun as space stations orbiting lost Lakah'vnyu but had been given drives and been transformed into spacefaring arks when the Enemy had fallen upon them from the depths of space.

Sholai was still alive . . . or, rather, the pattern of Sholai still lived, though of the individual components in this cycle—three greaters, two lessers, one receiver, two deepers, and an artificial—only the artificial was the same as the one that had recorded those original events in the Gr'tak system nearly four thousand years before.

By addressing its artificial, Sholai could relive that first arrival of the alien craft, second by second, as it had happened so long before.

It saw again the alien's transformation as it unfolded, the smooth surface splitting along invisible seams, then everting in spiky arrays of probes and what was almost certainly weaponry. A pause, as though lightning-fast series of calculations were being made, and then the vessel split in half, the one ship becoming two, each a mirror image of the other. Traveling on slightly diverging vectors now, the two intruder vessels began slipping apart from one another. Sholai had boosted to maximum acceleration but had been unable to catch the intruder.

Hours later, one of the alien vessels began decelerating, killing its now fantastic velocity as it flashed down toward the world of Lakah'vnyu. Sholai could draw on the memories of other associatives to see that part of the story; it hurt, hurt with the deep wrench of traumatic dissociation, to see again that cloud-swirled crescent of oceans and mountains, plains and swamp, with enormous areas of its night side generating vast and roughly geometrical patterns of light. The probe seemed to take no notice of the Gr'tak city complexes . . . nor did it acknowledge the veritable cacophony of radio and laser-borne informational traffic.

Still decelerating, the probe flashed inward past the broad, circling belt of space communities orbiting Lakah'vnyu. Seconds later it struck the planet's upper atmosphere, momentarily vanishing in a blaze of blue-white radiance, then arrowing down toward the nightside on a dazzling streamer of white flame. Explosion—a detonation brighter than the initial fireball—and now the probe descended not as one huge vessel but as a vast and unstoppable swarm of smaller craft.

The Gr'tak were a peaceful people, with a unified civilization built from the beginning as a cooperative multi-associative. They possessed formidable weaponry, but their weapons were designed to shatter or deflect the comets and asteroids that periodically threatened their home world.

In any case, the Gr'tak had no experience with hostile strangers, not when their own polysymbiotic culture emphasized cooperation over competition. Aware, now, of the strangers' arrival, their first thought was to attempt communication.

When their collectives began dying, disintegrating in savage blasts of fusion heat, they were quick enough to learn. By then, however, it was far too late.

The second probe, following its own course, missed Lakah'vnyu by a considerable margin. Still accelerating it plunged toward Doval and Tovan, the double stars that wanned the world of the Gr'tak. Minutes later, shedding heat from its outer hull by means of magnetic fields powerful enough to rival and even surpass those of a star, it hurtled deeper and deeper into Doval's photosphere, vanishing in a shock wave lost against the sheer, raw fury of the sun's radiance.

It was several of Lakah'vnyu's rotational periods before the ship surfaced again, having completed its assigned operations deep within the star's core. Lakah'vnyu's primary was a twin star, both members white in color and fairly evenly matched in temperature and mass. The emergent vessel hung above the surface of Doval for a time, almost as though tasting the flow of protons comprising its photosphere . . . then moved to Tovan to vanish once again. By that time, the entire surface of Lakah'vnyu was locked in a deadly embrace with what were now clearly perceived as invaders. The Gr'tak knew of machine intelligence; indeed, most of the population utilized at least one artificial as a working part of each collective individual, and the concept of artificial intelligence was anything but foreign to them. The invader, however, appeared to be all machine, with no trace of its organic forebears. Shortly before it was eradicated in a savage fusion detonation, the Lakah'vnyud Cooperative of Sciences determined that the invader might well represent an intelligence so old that any organic component had been discarded ages before.

Fighting continued, but the fight was already a lost cause. The initial swarm of machines had embedded themselves in earth or sea, burrowing deep, applying fusion fires to transmute native rock into needed elements and metallic alloys, excreting bizarre and twisted shapes of metal alloy and polymer. Machines attacked by local forces, or even simply approached by Gr'tak representatives, were vigorously defended by further hordes of hunter-killer robots, jointed-legged things all glittering in shiny metallic casings, powered by pocket fusion plants and mounting powerful lasers and particle beams as weapons. The larger units, carefully protected, burrowed deeper and deeper into the planet's crust, excavating vast caverns and filling them with gleaming machinery of increasing complexity.

Before long, more machines were appearing on the surface, larger and more powerful than those of the first wave. Nuclear detonations continued to wrack the surface of the world, obliterating Associative cities, but the invaders seemed immune to heat and radiation alike, stalking through the shattered, smoking rubble beneath black and flame-shot skies, burning down not only the fleeing Gr'tak, but all life, ruthlessly, indiscriminately, almost as though the invaders couldn't tell the difference between an associative and a lesser.

The Gr'tak defense, such as it was, began crumbling. The first refugees were already streaming off-world, crowding into the orbital habitats, where anxious associatives were trying desperately to reconfigure themselves into new composites that might be able to provide workable responses to this sudden and devastating threat. Many colonies were already accelerating clear of the planet; no associative wanted to abandon Family . . . but in many cases life-support assets were already stretched perilously thin, and all cooperatives agreed that it would be better to save a few than to gamble for the lives of a few more . . . and risk losing all.

Five days after Sholai spotted the incoming Web probe, Doval exploded. The quick-gathering storm of radiation sleeting through the inner system was enough to convince those colonies that had elected to stay put to abandon their old orbits and begin accelerating at full drive.

More of the invader machines, meanwhile, were materializing on the outskirts of the system, raising terror among the crowded inhabitants of the now mobile colonies . . . though it appeared that they bothered with Gr'tak ships only when those ships attacked them first. The colonies were unarmed and did not seem to be on the invaders' agenda. Whether that was because the invaders possessed some sense of morality or fair play, or because they were for the most part unconcerned with the Gr'tak save as a source of raw materials, was unknown.

The exploding sun grew brighter, and still brighter, as the world of the Gr'tak drowned in a sea of radiation. On the surface, the last of the defenders died as temperatures soared and seas boiled. The invaders continued their enigmatic building tasks among strangely shaped towers and unfathomable machinery. The planet's atmosphere, flash-heated to incandescence, was stripped away, but the invaders were no more bothered by vacuum than by hard radiation.

Days later, Tovan exploded as well. By that time, though, all organic life on the surface of Lakah'vnyu had been extinguished, and the last of the mobile colonies, those that had not lingered so long that they'd been caught in the expanding shock wave of the nova, were now well beyond the limits of the system.

Aboard the largest of the refugee orbital colonies, the Great Council of Associatives shared their memories and pondered what course to take next. Clearly, they couldn't remain here . . . but they had no particular place to go, either. The Gr'tak had begun probing to other nearby star systems a century before, but the species's concept of community and mutual association discouraged colonization. In any case, the race had never learned the secret of traveling faster than light, and a colony voyage was a daunting prospect involving centuries. Outside of automated laboratories and research stations, there was no world to offer them refuge.

Besides, there was still the Enemy to consider.

The invaders, whatever they were, clearly were uninterested in organic forms, ignoring them entirely unless they were provoked. Union with another Associative, a large and powerful Associative, would be necessary if organic life in the Galaxy was to protect itself from the machine enemy.

Clearly, there was but a single alternative. The Gr'tak survivors would become nomads, traveling until such an Associative could be found. The Council had carefully considered the possible courses; other novae—exploding stars—had been observed in the heavens for millennia, and it had been noted that the vast majority always seemed to appear within the borders of the constellation of the di'taak. In most respects, one direction was very much like another in the absence of any clear sign of interstellar intelligence . . . but if the novae were an indication that these star-destroyers were traveling in a definite direction, plying their deadly trade, then there was really only one possible choice of course. Eight days after the destruction of their world, the Gr'tak nomad fleet had set off, holding to a course bearing on the constellation of the eba tree, on the opposite pole of the Heavenly Sphere from the di'taak.

Sholai possessed in its stored memories the lives and histories of over fifty previous Sholais, all the same mind, though bodies had died and been replaced time after time. In four millennia, the Fleet had trekked across over eighteen hundred light years. During that time, they'd more than once found worlds similar to Lakah'vnyu, worlds where they might have stopped and set about recreating their lost civilization. But for the Gr'tak, however, the proper way to solve problems was to add additional segments to the whole, bringing to bear new points of view and intuition to look at the problem in a different way. This approach was mirror image to Gr'tak biology, with its interlocking group minds arising from multiple but interconnected individuals. The entire race had been faced by a terrifying, an overwhelming new problem in the form of the invaders that had destroyed their suns and world; with most of the Gr'tak dead—only a few eighties of eighties of eighties had survived aboard the Fleet—the survivors had been hard-pressed to salvage even a fraction of the race's total knowledge. So many, many, many irreplaceable artificials lost, with all their lore. . . .

The Gr'tak, what was left of them, at any rate, had to find another Grand Associative, a whole and unbroken Associative, with which they could join and mingle data.

That mingling was part tradition, part cold necessity. Gr'tak philosophy was given form by the Great Circle, composed of myriad stars of every color and brightness, the one composed of the many. Most Gr'tak had trouble even imagining solving any problem without the active collaboration and participation of a number of associatives.

Unfortunately, the Galaxy was extremely large. Theory predicted that intelligence should be fairly common, arising as a natural product of basic physics and chemistry on worlds of as many as one out of every thousand suns. If theory was accurate, four million stars or more across the Great Wheel possessed worlds blessed with intelligent life . . . but finding even one required searching as many as a thousand barren systems, a search that could take a very long time indeed.

Still, they'd tried, stopping at numerous stars as they moved outward from their former home, with the deadly, pearl-gleam light of their suns' funeral pyre fading behind them. On several, they found the crumbling remnants of civilizations long dead, and once they found a world populated by mossy, many-legged things that made tools from stone but were stubbornly and belligerently uncommunicative.

In any case, the Gr'tak knew that only a culture as advanced as their own would provide the answers they needed. They continued searching.

At long last, though, they'd encountered the faint, nonrandom crackle and buzz of modulated RF signals, a definite beacon shining in radio light against the misty backdrop of the Great Wheel, signals that spoke of Life . . . and Mind. The discovery had been purely random; had the Fleet continued on its original course, they might easily have skimmed through the outer fringes of that signal as it expanded at lightspeed across interstellar space and never even noticed it, or the message it carried.

Now, long after the detection of that first signal, space glowed ahead of the Fleet, rich in the muted colors of radio and microwave wavelengths. They were deep inside the volume of expanding radio noise now, a volume encompassing some thousands of stars; directly ahead, the innermost core of that radio shell beckoned, a cluster of discrete radio sources bearing the unmistakable imprint of technic civilization. Samplings were analyzed, ordered, tasted. The Gr'tak knew a quickening excitement. There was a richness of experience here that suggested Associatives on a grand scale.

The nearest star centered on its own glob of radio noise now hung scant light hours ahead of the hard-decelerating Fleet. . . .


Chapter 7

The Xenophobes—or the Naga, as humans eventually called them, after an ancient Terran serpent deity of wealth, peace, and fertility—were terribly hard to understand precisely because they were so different. Composed of countless trillions of individual cells, each massing one or two kilograms at most, a planetary Naga was like a single titanic brain, with the cells serving as interlinking neurons. They occupied the crust of the planet they'd infested, tunneling vast chambers underground, converting rock through a kind of natural nanotechnology into organic, living material. Active Naga eventually tunneled through to the surface of their world, manipulated magnetic fields in order to launch bits of themselves to the stars, then settled down into a kind of contemplative senescence . . . almost as though they were waiting for something.

     Their view of the universe was strangely twisted from the human; for them, the universe was an endless sea of rock with a central emptiness, a world literally inside-out from what humans perceived. Nonetheless, with contact came communication, and with communication, slowly, came a halting but growing understanding.

—The Naga: A Study in Xenophobia

PROFESSOR DEREK K. BROWN

C.E. 2554

The CRS Carl Friedrich Gauss had not been designed as a luxury liner, nor as a warship. She mounted lasers and particle beam weapons, but the bow lasers had been installed as sweepers, computer-controlled weapons for disintegrating the bits of dust and cosmic flotsam that might endanger the vessel during high-speed maneuvers. Despite the fact that she was a converted passenger ship, her lines were not particularly elegant; her central spine, just under half a kilometer from blunt prow to massive aft thruster nacelles and made cumbersome by its clutter of blisters, nacelles, and strap-on slush-H tanks, was girdled by a broad ring mounted on a rotation cuff a quarter of the way back from the bow. When she was in free fall, her plasma drives silent, as now, the ring's stately rotation provided spin gravity. During acceleration, the ring section's decks, with nanotechnic tiles that reshaped themselves beneath the crew's and passengers' feet, adjusted the deck's angle to compensate for the change in acceleration vector.

As a research ship, Gauss would have been comfortable enough, if a bit spartan. With the addition of the Phantoms, however, space was at an absolute premium. The Phantoms' striderjacks were not the only guests aboard. The company had brought with it eighty-five other officers and enlisted personnel, ranging from mechanics and weapons technicians to General Vic Hagan himself, and his tactical staff.

Her father, Kara knew, had not really chosen Gauss as his temporary headquarters just because Kara and the Phantoms had been transferred aboard. Gauss, at the moment, was the center of all research into the Web, and he'd wanted to stay on top of the data Kara and her people were bringing in, as it arrived and was digested.

The conference room was on Deck One in the Gauss's ring section, with gravity provided by the ring's slow spin. The broad, curved viewall screen showed no sign of that rotation, however, since the image was being piped through from a camera mounted in Gauss's stationary prow.

The room had been empty when Kara was ushered in by a Confed marine guard in full dress. The viewall showed the Nova Aquila Stargate, needle-slender at this distance, its silvery length reflecting the light of the two white dwarf stars that circled one another at a distance of some 800,000 kilometers, the Stargate balanced at their center of gravity. Each star emitted a stream of scarlet flame that spiraled around half an orbit to vanish into the ends of the Gate like silken streamers at the end of a twirled baton. The scientists and technicians studying the Web and associated phenomena believed they were channeling star stuff into the Gate and across the Galaxy to some other site . . . but where that site might be, and why they were mining the stars of plasma stripped from their atmospheres, was still unknown.

Several other ships of the Unified Fleet were visible on-screen as well. Shinryu, the big ryu-class flagship of the Imperial Navy contingent. Constitution and Reliant, a pair of cruisers with the Confed squadron. Karyu was the Confederation flag, by far the largest vessel of the entire Confederation fleet. Originally an Imperial ryu carrier, she'd been captured twenty-seven years before at the Second Battle of Herakles. Kara's father had often joked that he'd named his daughter after the huge battle prize.

Also visible were a half dozen of the big, rough-surfaced starfish shapes that were living DalRiss cityships, each kilometers across, vaster by far than even the largest of the human-built ships.

The Unified Fleet had been parked here, orbiting the double star-Stargate trio at the hopefully safe remove of nearly one astronomical unit, where they could keep a watchful eye on the enigmatic Stargate. The fleet's actual eyes were much closer in, of course—robot flyers teleoperated by pilots maintaining I2C links from both the Karyu and the Shinryu. If Web machines emerged through the Gate's invisible portals, the fleet would know about it instantly, rather than in the seven to eight minutes it would take for news of the arrival to crawl out from the Gate by more conventional means.

The door hissed open at her back. "Kara!" a familiar voice said. "I'm so sorry to keep you waiting!"

She turned, smiling. Her father, General Victor Hagan, advanced toward her with outstretched arms. He, too, was in full dress uniform, the two-toned grays of the Confederation Navy. Normally, he would have been stationed aboard Karyu with the Unified Fleet's Confederation Military Command Staff, but he'd been crowded in with the other guests aboard the research ship for almost a month, now . . . and he still always managed to present the crisp perfection in dress and bearing of the professional military officer. Kara wasn't sure how he managed it. He must, she decided wryly, grow himself a new uniform every couple of hours to keep it looking that sharp.

She also suspected he donned fresh-grown grays each time he was going to meet with her, for whatever reason. He can be sentimental that way, sometimes, Kara thought with a secret smile.

"Hi, Dad," she said, returning his hug. "You didn't keep me waiting at all."

He pushed her back and held her at arm's length for a moment, studying her face. "You're okay?"

"Clean bill of health. No static."

He let her go and glanced around the empty room. "I told Daren you were back," he said, glancing around. "I was expecting him to be here."

Kara shrugged, unconcerned. "The day my brother can be anywhere on time. . . ."

"He has been busy," Vic said. He looked at Kara a moment longer, then grinned with evident relief. "Damn, I'm so glad you're back. Back and. . . ." He broke off, embarrassed.

"And still sane?" Kara said, filling in the blank. "Or as sane as I ever was, at least."

"The casualty figures haven't exactly been encouraging," Vic said.

"No, they haven't," Kara agreed. She cocked her head to the side. "You know, Dad, it seems sometimes that the high brass has declared open season on striderjacks like us. Each mission they dream up is hairier than the last one. We're going to lose more good people if they keep sending us into hellholes like the Core."

"How was it?" Vic asked. "How was it really?"

Kara suppressed a shudder, crossing her arms, her hands clasping her elbows close to her sides. "Well, you'll get my report when I write the thing and download it. I just came up from the intelligence debrief on the war deck, so I haven't exactly had time for the routine scutwork."

"I'm not looking for your report," he told her. "I wouldn't normally get to see it anyway, unless I asked for it special. And then, well, it looks bad."

She nodded. Having a general for a father, especially one as high-ranking and as powerfully connected as the Victor Hagan, could be a real problem, especially when she was trying to carve out her own career as a Confed military officer. The fact that her mother was Senator Katya Alessandro of the Confederation Senate made it even worse. There was always the assumption—unspoken, of course, but very real—that she'd gotten her rank because of her family connections.

Vic spread his hands. "But I do want to know what you saw in there," he continued. "I'll be briefed, certainly, and I'll get to see both the recordings you made and the conclusions from your regular debriefing, but it helps me a lot to have an eyewitness run-down. I'd appreciate hearing . . . well, your impressions. Of the Web. Of what we're up against."

Kara shrugged. "I don't know what I could say that you don't know already. I'm really not sure what we learned today that we haven't known since the battle here two years ago." She paused, frowning. "There was one thing I wanted to make special mention of. There were times when I was moving around on the planet alone . . . and Web machines were moving around too, in easy range, but they ignored me. Didn't even look at me, as near as I could tell."

"That's interesting."

"I thought so. I don't know what it means, but it seems like a, well, a weakness, maybe. Something we can exploit. I got the distinct impression that they are so wedded to the idea of lots and lots of parts working together as a whole, they tend to neglect individuals. They may not even think of individuals the way we do. Maybe that means they tend to overlook them."

"That seems a little farfetched."

"Oh, I don't know. It's like you might overlook a couple of scraps of metal lying on the landing deck where you know damned well you parked your flitter. The pieces could be a very important part of your flitter's magdrive train, but you tend to see the flitter's absence, not the pieces' presence."

"Interesting analogy," Vic said.

Kara reached out one slim hand, holding it above a contact plate on the table. "May I?"

"Of course."

At her mental command, a patch of skin centered on the heel of her palm hardened into a peripheral contact plate, and she brought it down onto the black translucence of the table's receiver pad. She felt the thrill of a solid link, gave a second command, and waited as her download trickled through to the AI controlling this compartment's electronics.

There was a flicker in the air above the table, and then the image coalesced, showing the surface of Core D9837, and the ragged, double-beamed spiral of the Great Annihilator in the sky. In several brief scenes and uneven leaps, she took him through a sketch of the battle, with special attention lavished on the huge, floating pyramid.

"I'm sure you've already seen this," she told him.

"I was following the op realtime," he told her. "Through the data you were relaying to Ops." The bald words could not—quite—mask the emotion behind them. He'd been worried. Well, so had she.

"This pyramid thing," she said, pointing at the holographic image. "It's new. Or, at least, it's something we haven't run across before. I don't remember seeing anything quite like this at Nova Aquila. It might be primarily a spacecraft design, but I had the impression it was just as comfortable on a planetary surface . . . or floating above it, rather."

"We haven't really seen how they fight on a planet," Vic said, eyes narrowing as he considered the image. "In fact, I think our assumption has been all along that they tend to operate mostly in space."

"Not entirely true," Kara reminded him. "We've seen them entering and leaving stars."

"Yes. And when they have that kind of technology, it makes you wonder what they could possibly want something as paltry as a planet for."

"Raw materials, most likely," Kara replied.

"Maybe." He pointed into the image, indicating the distant black and silver towers. "Of course, if this architecture is theirs, it suggests they do still use planets for habitation."

She shook her head. "I never got close to those, but my impression is they weren't inhabited so much as used."

"Ruins of some other race that used to live there?"

She frowned. "I don't think so. Core D9837 is a rogue, remember. Its star, if it even ever had one, must have been swallowed up by a black hole a good many millions of years ago." That, at least, was the prevailing theory of the planetologists aboard Gauss, who'd suggested that the barren world's high velocity through the Core was the result of its being ejected when its star perished. "And the environment. Kuso! I don't see how any organic life form could have ever lived in there. Organic molecules would break down . . . " She snapped her fingers. "Like that."

"The current theory," Vic said, "is that the Web's creators evolved on the fringes of the Galactic Core, where the radiation levels weren't so high. They moved into the Core to tap the more freely available energies in there, and along the way they learned how to download their minds into machine bodies."

She shrugged. "Sounds plausible, I suppose."

"Which leaves us still wondering what people who mine stars use planets for."

"Kuso, Dad, we don't know anything about them. These people don't just mine stars. They herd them into great, gokking chorus lines and drop them into giant black holes! As far as I can tell, planets are nothing more than inconveniences to them."

"It certainly seems unlikely that machines that live in space, if live is the right word, would have any use for buildings," Vic pointed out.

Kara nodded. "My guess was that those structures might be the upper works of factories or other underground facilities, maybe built that way to shield them against the ambient radiation. I know that as we kept killing their combat machines, more kept appearing from underground, like we were up against an inexhaustible supply. Maybe they use planets, and the raw materials they offer, as sites for manufacturing their machines." She paused. "There's also the Naga to think about. The fact that they seemed to have been designed to convert planets into more convenient concentrations of raw material for the Web."

"True," Vic said quietly. "Though we obviously still don't know all there is to know about that."

"We'd damn well better find out."

Two years ago, shortly before the Battle of Nova Aquila, Dev Cameron's probing of the Web concentration at the Galactic Core had demonstrated that the long-mysterious Naga were originally, long, long ago, biomachine constructs controlled by the Web. Humanity had first encountered the Naga almost a century before, when they'd attacked human structures—cities, sky-els, anything with high concentrations of pure metal—on several worlds within the Shichiju. For years, humans had called them Xenophobes and waged a desperate and relentless war of extermination against creatures that, in fact, had been only marginally aware of humans and were inherently unable even to conceive of intelligent beings other than Self. In 2541, however, after numerous failures and the loss of millions of lives, Dev Cameron had finally managed to establish communications with them.

What had followed had changed the course both of history and of human technology. It was discovered that the Naga were chemists extraordinaire, that they acted in some ways like extremely complex serially linked computers, and that they could analyze and pattern any material, including human tissue, and even nanotechnically alter it to improve its function. At Mu Herculis, during the Confederation Rebellion, Dev Cameron had accidentally entered into a symbiotic relationship with a planetary Naga, initiating an exchange that had ultimately led to a far better understanding of those creatures.

Symbiosis with the Naga had eventually become commonplace, and it was becoming more so all the time. Twenty-five years ago, most human-machine interfaces had been carried out through cephlinks, electronic devices nanotechnically grown inside the human brain. With the help of the alien DalRiss and their mastery of biological processes at a molecular level, a single cell from a planetary Naga that had had contact with humans could be trained to enter a human body, where it served as an organic neural cephlink . . . and far more. The result was a symbiont like Kara herself, with a Naga Companion riding her central nervous system that could facilitate her union with machines and with other humans. Xenosymbiotic biotech, it was called, and some hundreds of millions of humans—most of them in the Confederation—had already received Companions and become what many claimed was a new and more advanced type of human.

The one big mystery remaining, of course, had been something the Naga themselves had never been able to clarify, and that was where the creatures had come from in the first place. The discovery of the Web—and the first probing of the Web's stronghold at the Galactic Core—had demonstrated that the Naga had originally been life forms created by the Web intelligence. Though there still were no solid answers, the best guess of the researchers working on the problem was that the Nagas had been designed as advance scouts of a sort, creatures scattered abroad beyond the Galaxy's central Core to begin converting worlds into immense factories, steadily converting raw material into . . . something else. Worlds where a Naga had at last grown so vast that it had broken through to the surface—a world Naga was equivalent in mass to a small moon and numbered hundreds of trillions of cells—were eerily transformed, the surface features molded into bizarre towers, domes, and weirdly sculpted, vaguely organic shapes.

The buildings Kara had seen on Core D9837 had been like distant echoes of the organic-looking architecture grown by mature planetary Naga. It seemed to verify that the Naga were following some very old, embedded programming, orders passed down to them by the Web eons before but that had somehow become garbled along the way. The Naga did not remember the Web, but—more interesting—the Web seemed to recognize Naga, although as a kind of cancer, cells that no longer responded properly to direction or control. In effect, the Naga were continuing to follow their original programming that required them to spread across the Galaxy, preparing planets for the arrival of the Web . . . but some accident long before had cut them off from Web control and turned them loose on their own. For a long time—some estimates said eight billion years—they'd been slowly spreading across the Galaxy, drawn to worlds of a particular mass and magnetic moment, and colonizing them.

It was a chilling thought that literally billions of worlds across the entire Galaxy might already be infested with wild Nagas, while only a handful had been contacted and domesticated by humans. "Domestication" was a relatively simple process, involving no more than allowing cells from a Naga that had had peaceful contact with humans to exchange data with the uncontacted Naga, but the sheer scale of the alien infestation was staggering.

Vic, Kara noticed, had taken a seat at the table and was now leaning back, his eyes closed, a look of concentration on his face. She remained silent, waiting, until he opened his eyes again.

"Well, that's weird," he said.

"What is?"

"An oddball effect with Shell Game." He frowned. "Dr. Norris just called up from Bay Seven. I don't quite know what to make of it "

"So what's the problem?"

"They've just recovered one of the Shell Game probes. You know, the ones we've been sending through the Stargate to pass disinformation to the Web." She nodded, and he went on. "We program a certain percentage of them to go through, take a quick look around, and come back. The Web nails some, of course, but most of them have been able to return. We'd never have been able to plan for Core Peek without that reconnaissance data. That's how we identified all of those rogue planets and bodies in there, including D9837."

"So, they recovered a probe? What's so weird about that?"

He looked at her steadily. "If I'm understanding what Norris is trying to say, the probe they just picked up is one scheduled for launch in . . . " He closed his eyes, concentrating on some inner pulldown data feed from his Companion. "Another five hours from now."

Kara's eyes widened. "You mean—"

"I'm afraid so. Somehow, the damned thing came back to us over five hours before we launched it. It looks like the physics boys were right. The Stargate is also a gate through time."


Chapter 8

Progress in physics has always moved from the intuitive toward the abstract.

—MAX BORN

Professor of Theoretical Physics
University of Göttingen
mid-twentieth century C.E.

Kara was excited. "Time travel! Let's get down there and have a look at this!"

"Daughter of mine," Vic said in his best lecturing tone, "you've been in the military long enough to know that generals do not jump and run at every report from the ranks. Besides, we're supposed to meet Daren. Damn it, where is he?"

She chuckled. "You know Daren. Tell you what. I'll bounce down and have a look. Give you a report later, okay?"

"Sounds good to me. I'd just as soon get a briefing later anyway. When physicists like Norris start throwing data-intensive words around, it gives me a headache. Especially when they tack the word 'quantum' on at the beginning."

Kara laughed. "I know what you mean. Sometimes I think physics took a distinct wrong turn. Somewhere between Clerk Maxwell and Albert Einstein."

"Einstein I don't mind so much," Vic said. "It's Heisenberg that worries me. If the guy had just been able to make up his mind . . . "

Ten minutes later, Kara walked into the hangar bay, watching her step as she crossed an open space cluttered with crates and expendables containers, cables, power feeds, and the low, black-and-yellow shapes of K30 cargo haulers weaving in and around the larger, hulking shapes of teleoperated heavy loaders and military equipment. Spotlights glared from the upper reaches of the gantries and crisscrossing support struts that masked most of the overhead. The noise—a clangor of metal-on-metal, the bark of shouted orders, the hiss of a laser arc welder—joined in ear-pounding cacophony.

Bay Seven was located in the spin-gravity portion of the ship. Someone dropped a heavy tool kit to the metal deck grating from a height of several meters, and the clash nearly made her jump and whirl; somehow, she controlled the reflex and kept walking, searching for Dr. Norris and Lieutenant Coburn. They were supposed to be in here, preparing the next Shell Game probe for its flight into the unknown, and downloading its memory when it returned.

She found them at last in one corner of the cluttered bay, working together at an out-of-the-way table secluded somewhat from the rest of the activity by a wall of supply crates and empty missile transport canisters.

Cal Norris was a slight man with wispy gray hair, the slightly enlarged eyeballs of a man who'd undergone a Companion reshaping to correct extreme myopia, and a wry sense of humor. Lieutenant Tanya Coburn was a pretty, redheaded warstrider officer who'd been part of Kara's own Phantoms, but who'd been reassigned to the Carl Friedrich Gauss's science department in order to provide them with her expertise in handling teleoperated recon probes.

"There you two are," Kara told them. "What's all this about time travel? You have the brass all worked up."

Norris looked up and quirked a grin at her. "They're getting nervous, are they? Can't say I blame them." He nodded toward the inert probe on the table in front of them. "This thing is getting me damned nervous."

"Oh, don't mind the Doc," Tanya said. "He's as excited about this as a kid on Armstrong Day."

The sleek object on the table was a Mark VII reconnaissance drone, a tiny, jet-black manta-shaped craft two meters long, with a small anticollision strobe on its back, and the alphanumerics AE356 painted in dark gray on the trailing edges of the manta's wings aft. Normally, the craft was teleoperated. On this mission, however, the on-board AI had carried out the necessary navigational routines.

"So what happened?"

"That happened," Norris said, waving one arm at a cargo trailer parked by a stack of empty missile crates five meters away. Resting on the cart was another Mark VII, an exact duplicate of the probe in front of her. Without taking even one step closer, Kara could read the ID on its side, AE356.

"Maybe you should see this, Captain," Tanya said. She led her over to a viewall on the nearby bulkhead and palmed the interface. The screen lit up an instant later, showing the familiar camera view of the Stargate. It looked like it was being shot from a remote flyer operating somewhere within a few thousand kilometers of the Stargate's surface. In the center of the screen she could see a tiny, blinking red light.

After holding on the view for a moment, the scene zoomed in closer. Kara could just make out an elongated shape there, something black, with a shiny hull, and what looked like an oval port or sensor lens on the front. The flashing light was a standard anticollision strobe mounted on the object's dorsal surface.

"That was about half an hour ago," Tanya said. "Our sentry probes picked up its AI transmission, requesting clearance to return to the Gauss. The only problem was, we didn't have any probes out at the time."

"We're not scheduled to launch AE356 until sixteen hundred hours this afternoon," Norris said irritably.

"What did it have to say for itself?" Kara asked.

Norris shook his head, scowling. "According to it, it was launched from the Gauss at sixteen hundred hours today. It entered the Stargate at seventeen-fifty and some odd seconds. Twenty-one point three one seconds, to be precise. It performed its scheduled reconnaissance of the Galactic Core, in particular watching for any activity that might be the result of your raid in there this morning. It noted some activity, but nothing that could be considered threatening."

"No buildup for a counter-raid through the Gate," Tanya said, elaborating.

"That's good."

"It was pursued by a number of Web machines," Norris continued. "Its AI was able to elude them and it returned through the Stargate, entering at twenty-thirty-two hours, zero-three minutes, twelve seconds."

Kara blinked. "That was half an hour ago? That probe over there . . . is nine hours and some older than this one?"

"They are the same probe," Norris said, nodding, "but manifested nine hours apart in the temporal dimension."

"And how do you explain that?"

"Well, it's been known since the late twentieth century that devices such as that should open gates in time as well as space. The equations allow space and time to be more or less interchangeable. Rotate an object this way, and the change in perspective can be manifested as a change in referent time instead."

"Whoosh!" Kara passed her hand rapidly above her head, from front to back. "I'm afraid you just overshot, Doctor."

"We know that spatial translation through a Stargate depends on approaching the gate along a certain, mathematically calculated path. Yes?"

"Fine so far." The precise path for the Phantoms' transit to the Galactic Core had been very carefully downloaded to her RAM, and she'd been warned in no uncertain terms that if she deviated at all from that path, her strider would be lost.

"Changes in the approach path can change your exit point," Norris continued. "That much is obvious. It turns out that certain changes in your approach can be expressed not as a change in space, or not in space only, but in time as well. We've known this, from the math, but this is the first time we've seen any evidence that this sort of thing happens in the real world." He grinned ruefully, shaking his head. "This is really going to gok up the whole idea of causality, I'm afraid."

Kara saw what he was getting at. She patted the probe on the table. "Like for instance . . . what happens if you decide not to send old AE356 here through the Gate? Is that what you mean?"

"That's exactly what I mean. Physics has always tried to erect barriers to prevent any flow of information across time. We've always been aware that the math, and especially the weirder aspects of quantum mechanics, have allowed for time travel. But we've tried to jigger things so that in practical terms, at any rate, it's impossible to violate causality, to have the cause happen after the effect."

"I'm curious about something," Kara said. She rested her hand lightly on the casing of the probe that had not been launched yet. "For the sake of argument, this is Probe One, okay?"

Tanya and Norris both nodded.

Kara walked the five meters across to the second probe, where it rested in its cradle. "And this is Probe Two."

"Fine," Norris said. "What does that prove?"

Kara leaned closer, studying the alphanumerics printed on the second probe's flank. "Doctor, come over here with me. You're my witness. Tanya? Go to Probe One. Take a look at the letters on the starboard side aft."

"Okay."

"Use your cutter, the one on the table there. See if you can make a mark on the letter 'E."

"I think I see what you're after," Norris said. He leaned over next to her, fixing his gaze on the gray letters. "Go ahead, Tanya."

Across the room, Tanya picked up a small laser cutter, the size of a pen, and brought the tip close to Probe One's side. As Kara and Norris watched, a black line drew itself slowly across the back of the E, between the middle and top horizontal arms.

"Oh . . . my . . . God . . . " Norris said quietly, almost reverently.

Kara walked over to Probe One, where Tanya was standing with a quizzical expression. "What happened?"

Kara pointed at the mark on the back of the E. A wisp of smoke was still curling from the blackened streak charred into the gray paint. "That happened," she said. "Over there, while we watched. You went from left to right, didn't you?"

Tanya's eyes widened. "You saw it?"

Kara nodded. "These two probes are the same."

"It makes no sense," Norris said, shaking his head. "I mean, even if Probe Two is Probe One, several hours later in the future, what we do to one shouldn't affect the other." He stopped, then blinked several times. "Should it?"

"Hell, how should I know, Doctor?" Kara said. "I'm just a striderjack, remember? But you know, they say that paired electrons, the ones in quantum couplings, used in the I2C? They say that in a way those aren't really two different electrons, but the same one. That's why when something changes the spin of one, the spin of the other changes the same way, even when it's light years away. It doesn't make sense, not the way we look at the universe. But it happens, and the laws of quantum mechanics say it has to be that way."

Norris pursed his lips, started to say something, reconsidered, then reconsidered again. "Still can't buy it. I mean, okay. We have proof that Probe Two is really Probe One, just a few hours older, but sent back through time, somehow, to a time before it was launched. Right?" The two women nodded agreement. "Okay. So what if we decide, hell, no. We're not going to launch the damned thing at all. What happens then? Probe Two disappears because we didn't launch it in the first place?"

     "Maybe we should try," Tanya said, one eyebrow arched. "I'd like to know what happens."

Kara shook her head. "I think we'd better run this one the way the orders are written. Later, when not as much is riding on it, maybe then we can play. For now, I'd say you should get the probe . . . Probe One, I mean, ready to go." She looked across at Probe Two curiously. "And on time."

Tanya laughed. "If this gets routine, we could save a hell of a lot of money on recon probes. Just get one ready, recover it before we send it out, download the intel, then forget the whole thing. We have our data without risking the probe!"

"Somehow," Kara said, "there's got to be some kind of a law in the universe that says you can't do this." She thought of her father's comment earlier and grinned. "I'm starting to get a headache."

Minutes later, she returned to the conference room on Deck One. Her father was still there, as was Daren Cameron. The younger man sat on the table with one knee up and the other leg dangling.

Daren was a dark-haired man in his late twenties, stocky bordering on pudgy, wearing a sharply tailored civilian skin-suit with elaborate shoulder halfcloaks. A doctor of xenobiology from the University of Jefferson on New America—he'd taken the full doctorate download by the time he was seventeen—he was Kara's half-brother, the son of Katya Alessandro and Devis Cameron. And there was a strangely twisted love triangle, Kara thought, if ever there was one.

"Hey, Sis! How was the Galactic Core?"

"Hot."

"Yeah, it's been hot on Dante, too." Dante—DM-58o 5564 II—was a world in the Shichiju, home of the Dantean Communes, a species of communal organisms that Daren had been studying for some time now. Their particular mystery was whether or not they could be classified as sapient; certainly, their intelligence was of a radically different order from human or DalRiss, enough so that communications with them might be forever impossible.

"I meant hot as in radioactive," Kara said, faintly exasperated. Daren, frequently, couldn't see beyond the limits of his own rather narrow field of vision, and he was self-centered enough that he could rarely empathize with the problems of others. Assigned to the Gauss as part of the xenobiology team studying the Web, he'd nevertheless continued with his own work as well, researching the question of Commune intelligence.

"Ah." Daren shrugged. "So, did you military types find anything useful in there?"

Kara bristled. She sometimes had the impression that Daren didn't think much of the military, or of its ability to gather data or solve problems. "We picked up a thing or two," she said. "I'll be uploading to the milnet later." She turned to Vic. "You were right, Dad, about what Dr. Norris had. It was weird. I think I'm going to want to file a report on that, too." She cocked her head. "Unless it's classified?"

"Oh, it'll be classified. Lately they've been classifying how many times the senior staff has to go use the head. But with I2C, there's no chance of an intercept. You're right, of course. ConMilCom ought to know about this."

"Know about what?" Daren asked.

"Classified, brother dear," Kara told him sweetly. "Not for civilian download."

"Your mother was worried about you, Kara," Vic said, as though stepping in to head off a confrontation. "I passed the word to her that you were okay as soon as I knew, but I imagine she'd like to hear from you herself."

Kara brightened. "I was planning on paying her a visit. I'm off on a twenty-four as soon as I finish my reports."

"ViRcom?"

"Hubot, actually. I figured since they've put the system in for surface leave, I might as well use it."

Teleoperated hubots, humanoid robots ridden by the operator's linked-in mind the way a striderjack rode a warstrider, had long been popular on Earth and some other worlds of the Shichiju, a means of visiting other places and conducting face-to-face business on the planet without actually leaving home. The robot's electronic senses provided a full range of sensory input, giving the rider the feeling of actually being there, and concessions on Earth and elsewhere had long rented travel time to popular historical sites and tourist playgrounds.

With the development of I2C for other than strictly military applications, hubotravel, as it was becoming known, was growing more popular than ever.

Vic nodded. "Well, have a good time. Give your mom my best, and tell her how much I miss her."

"Yeah," Daren smirked. "And don't do anything that'll make you rust."

"You should know," she told him. Since hubotraveling had become available to researchers with the Fleet, he'd been using them to visit the wet, hothouse world of Dante. She teased him sometimes about turning into a rusted, tin-man statue on the beach next to some Commune hive.

It was five more hours before Kara could get off duty and make the trip down to Gauss's communications lounge. As she stepped into the large, softly lit chamber, filled with the white ceramic commods that always reminded her of coffins or modern-era sarcophagi, she saw that most of the pods were occupied. Gauss boasted a crew of several hundred, and the comm modules provided access not only to conversations with loved ones back home, but to entertainment as well.

Selecting one of the empty pods, she climbed inside, snuggled back into the padded seat that adjusted itself to fit her contours, and let the cover hiss quietly shut. Her Companion had already begun growing endpoints, which quested sightlessly toward the pod's link contacts.

For several centuries, now, the standard means of interpersonal communications had been the ViRcom, virtual reality communications. Through cephlinks—and more recently through Naga symbionts—two or more people could climb into separate comm modules and meet in a virtual world run by the AI communications software moderating the exchange. For each person in the link-up it was like stepping into another world, one where you could interact on several levels with the others. The system had soon gone far beyond mere communications, of course, and begun serving both as an entertainment system and as a means of doing business. Virtual dramas, sex fantasies, games, and adventure role-playing were all accessed through the commods. Nowadays most people carried one or more analogues resident in their personal software, versions of themselves in different dress or personae, as well as AI-driven secretaries that could field incoming communications and handle day-to-day routine business without bothering the original, or primary, personality.

Once, the limitations of the speed of light had hampered direct conversations across distances of more than a few light seconds. The advent of I2C had changed that, however. During the last two years, I2C technology had begun revolutionizing all forms of long-range communication. Linking together the various business and government computer networks employed by the worlds throughout the far-flung Shichiju and Confederation systems had been the first big step, but other forms of personal communication had swiftly followed, including both standard ViRcommunications and the use of hubots.

"Communications," a voice said in Kara's ear. "Please upload any necessary clearances at this time."

She'd been granted a twenty-four-hour pass—all of the members of her company had been promised a twenty-four after Core Peek—and the clearance number would reserve for her more than the usual one- or two-hour session inside the pod. A menu unfolded itself in her mind, and she quickly checked off the appropriate boxes . . . standard communications, ship-to-New America, no game-play, no special software prostheses, with hubot transference at the far end through the Be There agency in downtown Jefferson. The monitoring AI took only milliseconds to grant her request and open the necessary I2C channels.

With the last of her choices complete, the menu in her head vanished as she gave the Go command, and she was plunged into a static-fired darkness. In a sense, at least, her mind hurtled twelve hundred light years, instantly.

The Imperials who'd developed I2C had tried hard to keep it secret, of course; had they been successful, they would have won an immediate and overwhelming military advantage over the tiny, scattered forces of the Confederation. The Confederation's freewheeling, free-market approach to all technology, however, had guaranteed that I2C would find a much broader application, one that was very quickly transforming every aspect of human life almost as completely as the revolution in xenosymbiotic biotech.

Until the advent of I2C, for example, hubotraveling had been limited to the surface of one world or, at best, to orbit. Now, hubots could be ridden anywhere from anywhere, so long as the appropriate I2C electronics and computers were in place.

The static cleared. She opened her eyes . . . expecting to see the interior of a hubot rental agency. What she saw instead was the looming, dark violet sky of Core D9837, the pale, ragged spiral of the Great Annihilator, the thrust and gleam of the alien buildings on the horizon.

Kara screamed . . .


Chapter 9

An entire world can reside comfortably within the spaciousness offered by a few geloyabytes of computer memory. Run either by an outside controller or by a dedicated AI, that world can be as richly detailed as necessary, both through data provided from outside sources, and through the mechanics of chaos theory.

     It has been suggested, in fact, that more humans will one day live in imaginary, virtual worlds than might at that time inhabit so-called reality.

—Worlds Without End

JENNIFER WARD-HARDING

C.E. 2570

. . . and immediately, with some effort, brought herself back under control. This had to be illusion, a ViRcom illusion of some sort. Had to be. She was standing on the broad, open, radiation-baked plain where her company had made its last stand hours before. The ground underfoot was charred by the nuke she'd set off, crunching like broken glass beneath her boot as she took a hesitant step forward. She felt a hot wind on her cheek, and a prickling sensation on her skin that might have represented the ambient background radiation. No, if she were really standing in this place without any protection whatsoever, she would have been dead before the nerve endings of her body had time to react.

Instead, this was some sort of elaborate ViRdrama, one almost certainly drawn from the information she herself had gleaned from Core D9837. The question, though, was not so much how she'd gotten to this virtual place as who had intercepted her en route from Nova Aquila to New America.

Her first thought, in fact, was that the Web must have done this; it was impossible to stand on that plain and look up at the black-hole accretion disk hanging in the sky and not feel—despite the impossibility of her survival in that place—that she'd been physically dragged here.

And you know that can't be, Kara, she told herself fiercely. You haven't really gone anywhere, no matter what it might feel like.

She closed her eyes for a moment, reminding herself consciously that her body was still lying in the life-support corn-mod capsule back aboard the Gauss, that her mind—most simply defined as a kind of complex, multilayered program running on the organic computer she called her brain—had not really left her body. These images she was seeing, the sounds she was hearing, the sensation of crunching gravel underfoot and heat caressing her skin, all were being played inside her brain through her symbiotic interface. It could as easily be the fictional display of an AI running an entertainment ViRdrama, or the setting for a ViRcom meeting with someone.

She opened her eyes. A tall, slender figure was approaching her from the shadows of the nearest of the alien structures. Though she could see it only in silhouette at first, the movements were too much those of a human for it to be one of the Web machines. She stood her ground, watching as it drew closer.

Then the figure walked into the brighter circle of light around Kara, and she gave a small, involuntary gasp. She recognized the lean features, the Confederation Navy uniform, the erect bearing and manner . . . and she knew who had intercepted her, even if she didn't understand the actual mechanics.

The figure was Dev Cameron's.

Involuntarily, she shuddered. Though she'd worked with him before, she still hadn't completely reconciled herself to the existence of this . . . being, a technological ghost, the ghost, in fact, of the man who once had been her mother's lover, who was her half-brother's father. During the last battle between the rebel Confederation and the Imperium, twenty-seven years before, Dev Cameron had been physically aboard a DalRiss cityship, helping to direct an assault against Imperial naval forces. His mind, however, had been dispersed across a vast network of Naga-DalRiss computers and communications nets, a program resident in the entire, interlinked network rather than on any one, limited node.

When the DalRiss ship housing Cameron's body had been destroyed, his body had been destroyed as well. Somehow, though, the mind had lived on, resident within the complex and interwoven communications links connecting the nodes of the rest of the DalRiss fleet, a high-tech ghost.

"Hello, Kara," Dev said, and his smile was most unghostlike, precisely the same as the one she'd seen in holographs of the man made before his "death." "I'm glad you came through Core Peek okay."

"What do you want with me?" she demanded. "Why did you . . . " She hesitated, searching for the right word. "Why did you abduct me?"

Dev shook his head. "I'm sorry, Kara, if I startled you. But I needed to speak with you, and I needed to do it away from others who might be listening in. I'm currently resident in the data banks at Jefferson University, with access to New America's planetary communications center, so when I felt your transmission coming through, I thought I would snag the opportunity to waylay you, as it were, and have a brief talk. Do you mind?"

Yes, damn it, I do mind, she thought. I mind the arrogant presumption, I mind being mentally kidnapped, and I mind being scared half to death.

"I2C links are supposed to be untappable. How the gok were you able to 'waylay' me? Sir."

"Please, I'm not a sir." Dev's face twisted as he spoke, though whether the expression represented wry amusement or displeasure, Kara couldn't tell. She was beginning to realize that one reason she disliked having to deal with this . . . this ghost was the fact that in so many ways it was no longer human.

Kara didn't mind working with nonhumans, with genuine nonhumans, that is, the DalRiss and the Naga. They were strange, they thought in strange ways, and it was sometimes hard to understand them, even when the AI-directed translation programs interfacing with them were apparently operating perfectly. Words and concepts like devotion, duty, mercy were quite different for the DalRiss than for most human cultures and were nonexistent for the Naga, who "thought" in many ways more like complex computers working in parallel than like humans. But they were alien. You expected that.

Dev Cameron, though, had once been human . . . and the image he was projecting for her benefit now, that of a tall, young, gray-eyed, smiling human male, supported that idea. For over twenty-five years, however, he had existed as a complex software program operating within the confines of an alien symbiotic computer communications network. The world that network defined was a very large one, but she couldn't understand just what it was he was experiencing. The Dev-ghost had tried to explain it to her once . . . "like swimming in an alien sea," he'd said—but that told her very little. Once, Kara had downloaded herself into an Imperial computer network while engaging in a covert operation, and the sensory symbology being used there had been that of an underwater world. That had been alien in itself, and yet it had been designed by humans. An alien sea must be quite different, but Kara couldn't understand what that difference might be.

More than that, though, was the knowledge that the thing that Dev Cameron had become no longer thought like a human. Whether that was because his mind had changed over the past few decades, or simply because he'd experienced things no human had ever experienced before, she wasn't sure. She did know that speaking with him, on any level and on almost any subject, frightened her.

It was an emotion that she did not at all like.

She was aware that Dev had been patiently waiting there as conflicting emotions had chased one another through her thoughts. It struck her that a moment or two for her, a human, was actually a lot longer for Dev—who no longer relied on chemical reactions in the neuronal relay race that made up a given thought. She was pretty sure that he thought a lot faster than ordinary humans, though how much faster that might be she had no way of knowing.

"Okay," she said at last, when it became obvious that he wasn't going to answer her. "What should I call you?"

"How about Dev? That's my name."

That was your name, she thought, but she didn't verbalize it. "Okay," she said. "Dev. How did you manage to kidnap me?"

"I'd hardly call it kidnapping, Kara. It's not like I'm holding you for ransom, after all." He smiled, obviously trying to turn it into a joke.

"Gok it, answer my question!"

Dev looked startled, as though he was genuinely surprised at her anger. Suddenly he reminded her of Daren; both Camerons seemed to share an inability to . . . to empathize, to feel what someone else was feeling.

"You're right, of course," he said finally. "The I2C is untappable, but I didn't need to tap it. The main Confederation linksite for New America is at the University of Jefferson; incoming I2C communications are downloaded here and then retransmitted to the rest of the planet by normal electronic feeds. As soon as the carrier signal alerting Be There to your arrival was retransmitted from the university, I knew you were coming and, well, sidetracked you."

"Okay. That's how. Now why?"

He hesitated, as though considering how much to tell her . . . though his electronic thought processes were substantially faster than hers and any hesitation must be purely for show. Possibly, she thought, he did it to reassure her that he was still human. Too much of that kind of thinking was entirely too twisty for Kara's peace of mind. It was better to accept everything at face value, rather than try to interpret each glance, expression, and nuance.

"I saw the reports you transmitted a few hours ago," he told her. "Both about Operation Core Peek, and the wayward probe on the Gauss."

"What!—that stuff's classified! Level Blue!" It wasn't that she distrusted the Dev-ghost. Hell, his intervention with the newly awakened human Overmind had won the Battle of Nova Aquila and probably saved all of humankind.

Her problem with Dev, she was pretty sure, arose from the fact that she couldn't read him, couldn't understand his motives or what he was thinking or why he was performing a particular action. If his thoughts really were significantly faster than hers, if he really had instant access to immense volumes of information, then holding a conversation with him was like talking with a smug and self-assured super genius; there was always the feeling that he was condescending to speak with you . . . and that he was speaking with you at all only for obscure and probably insulting reasons of his own.

"I have the appropriate security clearance," Dev said. His tone had taken on a slightly acid edge, as though he were lecturing a child. Or an overly officious bureaucrat. "Perhaps you should see it."

She was about to agree . . . but then she realized the futility of demanding to see anything in a virtual environment which he controlled. In any case, Dev's official clearance had to be a lot higher than hers. He'd been a senior officer within the Confederation almost thirty years ago, before his . . . death. It stood to reason that he would have access to stuff a mere striderjack captain didn't even know existed.

"Forget it," she said. "Obviously, you've already seen it. Why the intercept?"

"Frankly, I needed to talk to you about the time-travel aspects of the Stargate," he said. "But I'd rather our allies not be aware of this stuff."

Kara frowned. "The Impies, you mean?"

"Imperials, yes. They would be extremely upset about our gaining a technology like time travel."

"We don't have time travel," Kara said. "We have a probe that appears to have doubled back on itself, but that doesn't mean we're about to be able to change history, or anything like that."

"Doesn't it?"

She brushed aside the question. "Are you saying the Imperials are spying on us at the Gate?"

"Of course they are. They have considerable interest in the Web, and in Web technology. And many feel like they're at a disadvantage with us when it comes to obutsu."

The word was Nihongo for filth. In this context, it referred to the aversion most Imperials had to incorporating alien isoro—parasites—into their bodies as symbiotic communications systems. There were a few Japanese who'd embraced the new biotechnology . . . but not many, and official Imperial policy tended to be extremely conservative.

"The great danger," Dev continued, "is that some factions within the Imperial goverment may be on the verge of moving against the Confederation anyway. They fear that a divided Mankind will be at a disadvantage when facing alien threats like the Web . . . and I have to admit I see their point. They want very badly to bring us back into the fold.

"More than that, though, they fear what we on the Frontier are becoming. You may have noticed that there's been a major propaganda offensive throughout both the Shichiju and the Confederation, taking an antibiotechnic stance, and urging human unity as the way to defeat the Web."

She nodded. "I experienced a ViRdocumentary a few weeks ago," she said. "Um . . . Staying Human, I think, was the title."

"Produced by Hegemecom, one of the Imperial media mouthpieces. It advocated competing with the Web on human terms, rather than trying to adopt the enemy's own tactics in order to fight the Web on its terms."

"I didn't think of it as propaganda," Kara said. "It all seemed to be pretty much open and honest to me. The straight hont."

He grinned. "Propaganda is the spreading of any information, true or false, to further one's own cause. The best propaganda is always the truth . . . slanted so that it doesn't look slanted."

"Maybe. Most of it was looking at the old question about what being human really is. The question's always fascinated me."

"And me," he said, the grin turning wry. "For obvious reasons."

She cocked her head to one side. "I suppose I shouldn't ask," she said, "but I can't help wondering. Are you human? Still?"

He raised an eyebrow. "That's a rather personal question, don't you think?" He laughed, turning it into a jest. "And all I can honestly say in answer is . . . I still feel human. I exist in an electronic world as 'real', whatever that means, as what you experience in a ViRsim. Maybe more so. I perceive myself as human. Sometimes I think of myself as the universe's first virtual human, but even so I tend to define humanity by what's going on—" He stopped and tapped the side of his head with his forefinger. "Up here."

"I don't mean to pry."

"Not prying just to ask." He looked thoughtful, and once again Kara had to remind herself that every expression he made, every seemingly casual gesture or look, was done deliberately and for specific effect. Like propaganda. "Are the people who download themselves into virtual worlds still human?"

That stung. She thought of Willis Daniels and the others, patterned and downloaded that afternoon, because the trauma of the battle on Core D9837 had made them dissociate from both their physical brains and their Naga Companions. She wouldn't know for several days yet whether they would become communicative again; the hope, of course, was that they could wear imaginary bodies in a virtual world until a way could be found of rejoining them with their real bodies. This was a brand-new aspect of psychomedicine, however, and one that still had a rather low success rate. They, like so many others recently, might be condemned to spend the rest of their lives in a virtual world.

"They're human," she said quietly. If they weren't, then those people were as dead as Miles Pritchard and Pel Hochstader, and the patterned minds stored now in Gauss's databases nothing more than a cruel hoax. Straightening, she faced the image of Dev. "Just what is it you want from me?"

"You're going to visit your mother."

"Yes." She felt her guards going up again. Her mother, she knew, still had strong feelings for Dev, and she didn't want her hurt.

"I want you to tell her all about that probe. And I want you to suggest that the Gauss begin initiating experiments in using the Nova Aquila Gate . . . as a time gate."

She gaped at him. "You're serious!"

"We're discussing the survival of the human species," he told her bluntly. "That's not something I would joke about."

Dev had given the problem a lot of thought and was by now convinced that he was right. "We have no direct proof, of course," he told Kara, "but the Stargates were almost certainly constructed by the Web. You've demonstrated that anyone can use them, however. If we're to win this thing, we're going to have to use them against their creators."

"There's been speculation that the, um, predecessors of the Web . . . an advanced organic species that created the machine intelligence that later became the Web . . . that they built the Gates."

"Or built the first ones and passed the process on to their high-tech offspring. Yes. You know, when the DalRiss explorer fleet first came here, we found evidence that this star system had been inhabited when their sun went nova. It's circumstantial evidence, but that kind of cold-blooded genocide points rather strongly to the Web, a machine intelligence that doesn't care about or perhaps doesn't even recognize organic life."

'"Or just plain hates the stuff," Kara put in.

"Possibly."

"The Stargates are constructed of degenerate matter," Kara said thoughtfully, "like in a neutron star. A spoonful of the stuff weighs thousands of tons. We think that the Web deliberately seeks out double stars and triggers novae to create the conditions for forging the things. But we don't know."

"One of the things we should establish is whether or not the Web is building new Gates. There's been some evidence that they're building something at Alya." Alya A and B were the home suns of the DalRiss, which the Web had detonated in a twin nova two years before. "But we have no hard data. And the Imperials aren't eager to scout aggressively."

"They're afraid we might stir them up," Kara said. "They've not been real thrilled about the Core Peek operations, for just that reason." She cocked her head to one side. "We've known that devices like the Gate might allow travel in time. According to Dr. Norris, back aboard the Gauss, the theory has been in place since the twentieth century."

Dev nodded, pleased that Kara seemed to be dropping her reserve and allowing the distance between them to close, that she was listening to him and to what he had to say. He knew she didn't like him, and he hadn't been sure that he was going to be able to communicate with her on any meaningful level.

"By my estimate," he told her, "the Stargate at Nova Aquila contains roughly the mass of a super-Jovian gas giant, compressed to near-neutron star densities." He opened a new window in her mind, filling it rapidly with scrolling equations and with a detailed, three-dimensional diagram of a Stargate.

"In Einsteinian spacetime," he continued, as animated pathways drew themselves in red and blue, "and under certain conditions, spacelike translations and timelike translations can be viewed as different aspects of the same thing. Time and space are two different aspects of the same thing. We've known all along that the paths leading into a Stargate could be spacelike, timelike, or both. It turns out that vectors leading into the Gate more or less along its axis of rotation tend to translate as vector changes in time."

"Hold it," she said. "Let me look at this. Dr. Norris was trying to tell me about this earlier, and it zipped right past me. I want to understand it."

"Certainly." Dev had long ago grown used to the fact that humans—real humans, as he thought of them, people still in their physical bodies—thought far more slowly than he did. Existing now as patterns of electrical charges riding the circuits of computers, both human-made electronic and DalRiss-grown Naga-organic, his own mental processes were far faster and more efficient than those of any purely human, organic brain. Holding conversations with humans was becoming more and more tedious for him, much like communications across distances of several light minutes or hours had been like before I2C had eliminated the problem of speed-of-light time lag.

His attention shifted to the three-D diagram of the Stargate. That stirred memories, and not all of them pleasant.

Twenty-seven years before, he'd been aboard a DalRiss living starship at the Second Battle of Herakles, linked in through a Naga communications net that was dispersed throughout the DalRiss-human fleet. The DalRiss ship housing his body had been destroyed. Somehow, though, his mind had survived.

Or had it? Dev considered the question sometimes, especially when he was in a lonely frame of mind. If what had survived was only a copy of his original mind, right down to the memories and the slightest emotion, then the original Dev Cameron had died in that battle, and what lingered was a copy with memories too numerous and too sharp.

After his "death" —he still didn't know how else to think of the destruction of his physical body—he'd found both refuge and purpose by remaining with the DalRiss cityships whose Naga computer nodes had been serving as a distributed network for his linked mind at the time. For the next twenty-five years, he'd accompanied a DalRiss fleet at their request, exploring out from the space known to humans and DalRiss, following the curve of the galactic arm spinward toward the constellation men called Aquila.

At Nova Aquila they'd discovered the Stargate, a one-thousand-kilometer long needle rotating at the gravitational balance point of two closely orbiting white dwarf suns that, eighteen hundred years previously, had gone nova. The light from that cosmic explosion had reached Earth twelve hundred years later, shining brilliantly in the night skies of Earth in the year 1918.

Theory made it clear enough what the Stargate must be. Tippler and others, as far back as the twentieth century, had suggested that degenerate matter formed into such a cylinder and set rotating at velocities approaching that of light would open pathways within the savagely twisted spacetime within which the cylinder was embedded . . . pathways through space, and stranger by far, pathways through time.

For a moment, he turned his attention from the diagram to the glorious background of stars at the Galactic center, the pearly smear of encircling nebulae, the warm gleam of a far-off supernova, the icy smudges of countless ice worlds turned comet by the radiance of the nearer suns. The Great Annihilator looked much the same as it had looked to him two years before, when he'd become the first human to penetrate the core's secrets.

Well . . . the first human mind, at any rate, and it had not been his, not exactly. He gave a small, internal grimace at the memory, a piece of his personal history that still pained him when he thought about it.

Faced with the need to find out who had built the Stargate, and where those builders were coming from, Dev and his DalRiss hosts had prepared a probe. Constructed almost entirely of Naga cells packed into the form of a small ship only a few meters long and given DalRiss control and propulsion systems, the vessel had possessed storage capacity enough to hold a copy of Dev's downloaded mind, a duplicate possessing all of Dev's intelligence and many of his memories, that could occupy the Naga probe as observer and pilot.

This Dev duplicate had piloted the Naga craft through the Stargate, following the departing path marked out by the uncommunicative alien vessels. It had emerged close beside an identical Stargate at the Galactic Core, some hundreds of astronomical units from the Great Annihilator itself.

The probe had been almost instantly discovered and attacked. The Dev-duplicate had been able only to record its brief memories of that place and launch the remnants of the probe back through the Core Stargate before being destroyed. Those memories had been reintegrated into the waiting Dev-original's mind; he now "remembered" the events on the other side, just as though they'd happened to him.

In a way, they had. Part of those memories included the Dev-duplicate's anger and sense of betrayal at what had happened. So far as it was concerned, it had been the Dev-original, so perfect was its duplication. Those memories had raised some ethical questions in Dev's mind, questions dealing with how he perceived himself and other humans.

Questions about whether or not he was still human. Sometimes, it seemed as though he had less and less in common with them. . . .

"Okay," Kara said softly, interrupting the viciously circling ring of self-doubtings that more and more darkened Dev's conscious thoughts. For Dev, it felt as though she'd been studying the data for hours, but in fact it had only been a few seconds—impressive for any organic human attempting to wade through math that heavy with nothing but personal RAM. "This says we should be able to navigate even pretty large ships through time. And of course, we already demonstrated that, with the probe. But what could we hope to accomplish? Not changing the past, surely. We'd run the risk of editing ourselves out of existence, of creating a paradox."

"Maybe not. It depends on how the universe is wired."

Her brow furrowed. "When we were looking at the probe, the probes, I should say, Dr. Norris was wondering what would happen if we decided not to send it out. If we changed the history of the second probe, in effect. Would it disappear?"

"I submit," he told her, "that we need to find out. And that's why I waylaid you this way. We need to mount an expedition through the Gate and into time. Actually, I wasn't thinking so much about traveling into the past and changing it. You're right. That could have, um, unfortunate consequences for us, if we weren't careful. I was thinking of going into the future. For information."

"A recon op into the future?" She pursed her lips. "Wow. I'm not sure I've even got a link with all this yet. In any case, I can't make a decision like that."

"Exactly why I intercepted you."

"You want me to—"

"To convince your people of the importance of this. To get them to put together an expedition that can go through the Gate into the future." He frowned, a shaping of the image that he held before his thoughts in Kara's mind, like a mask. "And it's got to be carried out in secret. I'm worried about our Imperial friends, and what they might think. Or do."

"The Imperials?" It was Kara's turn to frown. "You really think they'd be against this?"

"I'm concerned about densetsu."

The word, depending on how it was used, meant tradition or traditional. Specifically, and in this context, it meant the Japanese tendency to prefer traditional, tried and true means of doing things. They were already gravely concerned, Dev knew, about the new dependency on Naga Companions among the cultures of the Periphery, and they frowned on such new faces of technology as virtual worlds, patterning, and personality downloading.

"Time travel would really shake them up," he continued, "especially if they began wondering if gaijin were dreaming of rewriting history, rewriting it, perhaps, out from under Imperial Dai Nihon."

"Yeah. If we use it against the Web, we could use it against the Empire."

"Tampering with history that way may not be a good idea," Dev said, "as any techfantasy ViRdrama buff could tell you. But yes, the Imperials may be concerned about us using time travel against them." He hesitated. "That's why I wanted to meet with you this way. I know the Imperials are watching closely everything you're doing at Nova Aquila. They're taking part in the Unified Fleet, I think, as much to keep an eye on you as to watch the Web. This is not the soundest or warmest of alliances, you know."

She laughed, the sound brittle. "You're telling me that? Most of my striderjacks hate them, and they hate us just as much."

"I've been trying to keep tabs on them by accessing their milnet. Something is brewing in their high command, but I don't know what."

She grinned. "You interest me. You can tap the Imperial Military Net?"

"Parts of it." In truth, he'd ranged through much of that virtual world of data and flickering communications links, probing and exploring. There was much the Imperials knew that they had not yet shared with their gaijin allies. Dev was still cataloguing that data, establishing its limits, and learning how best to verify it. It would be an important addition to the Confederation's data net someday. And it might prove to be an invaluable part of the Overmind.

At the thought, Dev could feel the faint, far-off shudder of the Overmind, a slumbering superconsciousness residing now within the vast and far-flung network of human computer systems and communications links. Called into being two years before when a kind of critical mass of separate consciousnesses had linked together during the Battle of Nova Aquila, it had emerged as an entity similar to Dev, though on an immense scale, a patterned mind resident on the Net composed of billions of separate minds.

The Overmind's intervention had won that battle, as it took over and shut down vast numbers of Web machines within the space of a heartbeat. Since then, it had been . . . sleeping was the best analogy Dev could think of, though the word was unsatisfactory and imprecise. It was more as though the superintelligence had retreated into the distance, somehow, waiting, perhaps thinking about problems utterly beyond human comprehension. Dev could sense its presence . . . or sense its potential, at least.

"Time travel," Kara said, looking thoughtful. "I'll be damned. . . ."

"The whole idea may be impossible still," Dev told her. "But it's worth investigation. Basically, the idea would be to see what the future knows about the Web. Who wins? Why? If we win over the Web, maybe we can learn how it happened and save some false steps . . . and maybe the loss of another star system. If the Web wins in the future, well, we might learn what mistakes we made, and how to avoid them."

"We?"

"I'll be coming along," Dev told her. "You don't think I'd get this thing started, then wait here while the expedition sets off, do you?"

"But how could you . . . ?"

The image grinned at her. "I'm pretty adaptable. I'll need a pretty large memory to reside in, but a Naga–DalRiss node would work fine. First we need to talk to the New American government about organizing an expedition."

"New American government. By that you mean my mother."

"She would be an excellent place to start, yes. If anyone could get a project like this moving, it's Katya."

"I'll talk to her, certainly. I can't make any promises."

"I'm not expecting any." He hesitated. "I will say one thing, though."

"Yes?"

"There is a need for haste. If time travel is possible, remember how we learned about that possibility in the first place."

Her eyes widened. "The Web—"

"Might already have time travel. You know, there's a mystery in what we've seen so far. At Nova Aquila, they appear to be funneling gigatons of plasma off into nowhere, using what appear to be timelike paths near the Stargate. At the Galactic Core, they're dropping whole stars into the Great Annihilator . . . but the twisted space-time fields at the thing's center might be used for time travel, just like a Stargate. Where are they sending it?"

"You think they could be sending it . . . into time? Why?"

"Unknown. One unknown among many. Also, they don't appear to be that . . . imaginative. But if they do already use the Gates for time travel—"

"They could use that against us first."

"If they consider us a serious enough threat, Kara, that's exactly what I mean. Mankind, Imperials and Confederation both, might find ourselves wished right out of existence by a time-traveling alien machine intelligence.

"And there wouldn't be one damned thing we could do about it."


Chapter 10

Of course, those early experiments and entertainment center rides created no more than the illusion of telepresence, a shadow of what was to come later. The person at the Earth-side theme park could see what the robot he was driving '"saw" through its camera, and simple feedback controls allowed him to sense the tug and bump of the rover through the joystick control that steered it.

     Never, though, was there any sense that the driver was actually on the moon. He still felt a normal, one-G gravity as he sat in his chair. When he looked away from the television screen, he saw his decidedly Earthbound surroundings, the crowds of tourists watching him, the tourist-centered hype and glitter of the theme park structure he was seated in. Not until the development of nanotechnic cephlinks were the bonds of mind and body truly severed, creating the illusion that the operator had acquired a new body.

     Nowhere was this more evident than in the popular hubots—teleoperated human robots—that first appeared in crude form in the late twenty-first century, but which by the twenty-fourth century had acquired tremendous sophistication and sensory sensitivity.

—The Physics of Mind

DR. ELLEN CHANTAY

C.E. 2413

She smelled morning and felt sunlight on her face. "Just relax," a woman's voice said. "You're on New America now. Everything's fine."

This is more like it, Kara thought.

Kara opened her eyes and found herself looking into the face of a young somautomata technician. The viewall beyond showed a reassuring view of the ruggedly mountainous New American countryside—the Cascades north of Jefferson, she thought—with Columbia, New America's huge, close moon, rising immense and golden in an early morning haze.

"How are you feeling?" the tech asked. Her hair was red—not a natural auburn but a pale, brick red-pink fuzz with long earlocks twisted into luminous red, blue, and green DNA spirals, representing, Kara supposed, the latest fad in hair styling. Her breasts were bare above a smoky, translucent haze that clung to some parts of her body and swirled revealingly about others; the ends of her earlocks were weighted to keep them dangling first to one side of her nipples then the other as she moved, as though to call attention to generously large and buoyant assets that were almost certainly Companion-enhanced. The skin of her fingers and hands was Companion-refashioned in deep emerald, opalescent scales that faded away to normal skin halfway to her elbows.

Another technician stood behind her, ostentatiously male, nude save for the electrorganics embedded like black filigree in the skin of his left arm, shoulder, and chest, and with his head startlingly reshaped into the golden-eyed and unwinking head of an enormous bird of prey—a technofashion incarnation, Kara thought, of the Egyptian god Horus.

Kara closed her eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. She'd not been home in a good many months now, and it was hard to keep up with the lightning pace of fashion in the Confederation, especially in the cities.

"Captain?" the woman asked. "Are you feeling all right?"

"Yes," Kara said. "Just getting my bearings."

"Hubot projection can be a shock at first," the technician agreed. "Just take your time to get adjusted."

Kara didn't bother telling the woman that it wasn't the sensation of remote telepresence that was strange to her. It was her and her co-worker. She had plenty of experience with telepresence . . . in places and across distances that these two most likely had never dreamed of. Apparently they both assumed that Kara was inexperienced with this sort of thing.

"We're still not sure why your signal was delayed," the hawk-headed man said. His speech was crisp and clear, despite the horny, razor-edged beak. "We had your carrier signal and were alerted that you'd entered transference mode, but it was a full two minutes before your download actually came through. Do you remember anything happening just now, after you linked in on your ship? Anything at all?"

From the tone of his voice, he was worried about some sort of legal action. Interstellar hubot transference was still pretty new, and lots of people, even—or especially?—those who used the equipment, still regarded some aspects of its workings to be mysterious.

She decided that the simplest way to divert the questioning would be to lie. "Not a thing," she said. She shrugged. "I imagine that the transmission gear aboard Gauss needs better calibration."

"Maybe." The man sounded doubtful. "But we definitely had a transmission alert, meaning you should have arrived within the next second or two. Not two minutes."

Had she only been with Dev for two minutes? It had felt much longer than that . . . a result, she realized, of conducting a dialogue in an electronic media where thoughts were not constrained by the agonizingly slow cycling of chemical neurotransmitters.

"I wouldn't worry about it," she said. "I didn't notice any delay at all. I'll talk to someone when I go back aboard."

The hawk was silent for a moment, the head cocked slightly to one side, as though the man were listening. Kara guessed that he was tapping a download from his Companion. Usually you could tell when someone was doing that, from the vacant or somewhat distant unfocusing of his eyes, but this Horus-persona, she was finding, was impossible to read.

"Well, we can't find anything in our readings here," he said after a moment, "so I suspect you're right. And . . . if there is any problem with the link, you know, there's really nothing to worry about."

Lots of people, Kara knew, were afraid of what might happen if their robotic body failed while they were riding it, but she could dismiss those fears. She'd been there. When a teleoperated warstrider was destroyed, the comm link was cut and the operator woke up in his or her original, organic body. Usually. She was reminded of friends and comrades consigned to virtual worlds and suppressed a small shudder.

Still, the problems there seemed to have more to do with the effects of being in combat than with the simple fact of having your remote sensors cut off. There was nothing magical about telepresence save the way the human mind worked in the first place, which was more than enough magic for her.

"I'm sure everything will be fine," she told them both.

"Of course!" the red-haired woman said brightly. "Come on. Let's see how you like your temporary body."

It felt quite normal. Kara was seated in a large, back-tilting chair like the acceleration seat of a high-G shuttle. Looking down, she saw that the hubot's body was anonymously unisex, a meter and a half tall, trim, almost delicately petite compared with her own tall, rangy, and long-limbed org. When she raised an arm, she did so with fluid movements and very nearly the same range of motion as a human. She held her hand up before her face. It was startlingly lifelike in texture, but with a faint, gray-silver cast to it and no wrinkling, hairs, or blemishes at all. The fingers were long, slender, and supple, the fingers of a pianist, and when she lightly touched thumb to each fingertip in quick succession, they moved just as easily and felt just the same as the fingers she'd been born with.

Cables snaked in from left, right, and above, melding seamlessly with her sleek, synthflesh hide. At a mental command from one of the somautomata techs, the nanotechnic connectors dissolved and the cables retracted themselves; Kara could feel her internal power source throbbing gently, like a heartbeat, and sensed the ebb and flow of various autonomous system monitors, reassuring her that all systems were on-line and go.

Horus offered her his hand. She ignored it gracefully by gripping the chair's armrests to lever herself up. She stood easily, though she had to deliberately suppress the oddly telescoped sensation that her arms and legs weren't quite long enough. In some ways, it was easier to teleoperate a warstrider, a machine that was in no way at all humanoid. You didn't have to worry about walking in a strider; you simply pushed there with your mind and you were moving, effortlessly and with perfect, AI-imposed control. There were no AIs in a hubot; wearing one was more like wearing someone else's body, and her brain assumed that arms and legs, mass and reach, height and center of balance, would all be the same as they were in her own body she usually wore.

She took a couple of experimental steps, bouncing lightly on the treaded balls of her feet. The initial strangeness was already passing.

As she turned in place, she caught sight of herself in a mirror screen behind the chair. Her own face stared back at her, holographically projected over the front of the robot's blank and polished head. A low-level hubot's normal facial features were almost nonexistent, save for a slightly raised band at eye level where visual, aural, and olfactory sensors were stored. Most people, however, Kara included, maintained one or more personal analogs, limited software duplicates of themselves resident within their Companion's organic circuitry and serving as secretaries and stand-ins for routine business over communications links. That same internal programming, which created a duplicate of the person inside ViRsimulations, could shape the holoprojection of the hubot's face into a fair likeness of her own. The effect wasn't good enough to fool anyone, certainly—there was an odd stiffness about the face, almost as though it were pasted on—but the likeness was good enough to let others recognize who she was.

"If that body doesn't suit you," the hawk-headed technician told her, watching closely as she looked at her image, "we can transfer you easily enough to a different model. We have some excellent full-sensorium models that you will find match your org's sensory input in every way."

Kara knew about the top-of-the-line hubots, luxury models that were all but indistinguishable from bodies of flesh and blood. Not for me, she thought with a wry, inner smile that her hubot's holographic face matched with something approaching a grimace.

"No, thanks," she said. "This one will do fine."

"Are you sure? We have some female bodies that—"

"I'm sure, Horus," she said, her voice sharp. "I'm not into the full-sensory stuff, okay?"

"Absolutely, Captain! It's whatever you want! Not all of our customers are as . . . discerning as you are."

     Meaning, she translated, they weren't as cheap. But then, Kara never had cared much for surface show, expensive or otherwise, when something simpler existed that served her needs just as well. She'd specifically reserved a Model 15 for this excursion, a version advertised as a high-endurance economy sports model. For a few thousand more yen or meg, depending on which currency she chose, she could have had a full-function, full-sensory hubot, a precision-crafted one, nanotechnically grown from the body casts and downloads of any of a variety of ViRsim entertainment personalities, machines identical in every outward detail to a genuine and healthy human body, and capable of experiencing every human sensation, including—or, given the enormous market for the things, especially—sexual arousal and satisfaction.

Kara was more than happy with the Mod 15, however, a utilitarian model that better suited both her nature and her present, no-nonsense mood.

"If the captain would like a download of some of New America's more popular tourist spots—" the red-haired woman began.

"Never mind the sales pitch," Kara told her. "I'm not a tourist. Is my credit good?" Her rental agreement, and the downloading of the fee, had been handled long distance, from the Gauss.

"Everything has been taken care of," the man said, and though Kara wouldn't have thought it possible, the rigid beak of the hawk's head smiled. "And we hope you enjoy your visit here!"

Kara grinned, and the holographic projection of her face echoed the thought, a little more naturally this time. "I certainly intend to."

Minutes later, Kara stepped out of the hubot office—walking out beneath a twice-life-size full-motion holo of two nude Model 3000s, fully human, a male and female linked in a close and passionately erotic tangle. BE THERE, the agency's name, was featured in meter-tall, glowing scarlet letters. Advertising hype scrolled steadily through the air as pulsing music throbbed to the couple's lovemaking. She gave a wry shake of her head at the holographic antics; sex, it appeared, and the rawer the better, was what sold product everywhere.

She had only to access the city net to summon a robot flitter that would take her out to the family estate at Cascadia, but one of the reasons she'd chosen a visit by teleoperated hubot was the opportunity it gave her to stroll Jefferson's pedestrianways and visit haunts she hadn't seen in years. She decided to walk to Franklin Park in the center of the city and take a flitter from there.

The city of Jefferson was much as Kara remembered it . . . large and bright and bustling. For centuries, New America had been something of a backwater world, an isolated outpost on the far periphery of the human Shichiju. It supported three separate colonies, one Ukrainian, one Cantonese, and one predominantly North American, and all descended from settlers who'd been seeking greater freedom and a better life elsewhere than under Japan's Hegemony on Earth. Before the Revolution, New America's quasi-independence had been preserved by a quirk of nature. Where most of the worlds of the Shichiju possessed one or more sky-els—the immense, surface-to-synchorbit elevators that made movement back and forth between space and surface cheap and easy—the gravitational tides raised by Columbia, New America's huge, close natural satellite, made such construction impossible. Here, any sky-el would be torn to shreds, assuming that it could be hung in the first place.

As a result, little of Jefferson's architecture followed the styles common elsewhere in the Shichiju, where Japanese influence had dominated for centuries. Cities here were more open, less closely packed. There were cities in the Shichiju, especially on old Earth, where it was no longer possible to walk from block to block or building to building in the open air. Underground tubeways, from simple slidewalks to more elaborate maglev train systems, were the principal means of moving from place to place, especially in the larger and more sprawling of Man's ant-heap megopoli, and in most, elevated causeways connected the separate buildings, allowing the population to move about in safe, climate-controlled, and enclosed comfort.

Jefferson, however, had always managed to maintain the look and feel of a small town nested into a valley between forested mountains and the sea, even when the rapid influx of immigrants over the past few years had swelled the city's population to several million. Much of the city had been destroyed during the Revolution, when Imperial forces had briefly occupied the planet. When the place was rebuilt, however, the team drawing up the plans had kept the look of the old city, and that included the broad, tree-lined walks and malls, and the numerous parks that helped separate the clusters of taller buildings.

The wonderful thing about the city was that it was still possible to walk there beneath the golden-white light of 26 Draconis. Amberbrush lined the walkways of the park, and flights of morninglories exploded skyward as pedestrians passed.

As always, though, Kara was more interested in the people than in the morninglories. Most native New Americans tended to be rather conservative folk, both in custom and in politics, but clothing styles and fashions showed the influence of many worlds and cultures. A casual stroll through a large public area could turn up citizens in anything from Scots kilts to Imperial kimonos to shipboard skinsuits to nothing at all. Nudity was increasingly common on the worlds of the Periphery, especially in gatherings in private homes, but it might be encountered anywhere.

Kara had been aware of the mix of fashion trends for as long as she could remember, and knew they'd existed in one form or another for centuries. The latest trend, however, had less to do with fashion than it did with the perception of what still constituted humanity. For some time now, but especially in the past three or four standard years, people who wanted to make a fashion statement—or catch the eye, or shock, or simply fantasize—had used Naga Companions to reshape their bodies.

Body sculpting, it was called. In the kilometer-and-a-half walk from Be There to Franklin Park, Kara encountered dozens of people far more outlandishly styled and refashioned than the Horus she'd met at the hubot rental. There walked a gargoyle in scales, horns, and claws, two-meter wings carried arched above his shoulders; here was a woman with four working arms. Across the way was an alien monstrosity of sheer fantasy, dragon-headed, centaur-limbed, shaggy-bodied. That last, Kara thought, might easily have been a gene-tailored pet of some sort . . . except that it was in deep conversation with a chunky, armor-hided creature with a humanoid stance and tentacles waving above his shoulders. She wasn't sure, but she thought the creature figured prominently in a popular ViRdrama fantasy.

Many of the humans, she noticed, were also ViRdrama stars. Kara rarely indulged in ViRsimulated scenarios and didn't know the personalities well, but many of the faces and bodies she saw were familiar. Some, probably, were other downloaded tourists in high-end model hubots, but others were clearly real people, their features tailored by their Companions.

In an astonishingly short time, Companions had completely transformed the way Man looked at himself. No longer was a certain skin color or facial features or a particular number of arms the prerequisite for humanity. That particular revolution was even now having far-reaching effects that no one could have anticipated. If a man was human even if he looked like that winged, scaly, snake thing over there, then what about a gene-tailored human, a genie . . . creatures who were human in every important detail save for the fact that someone had tampered with their DNA before they were decanted to shape them for some particular task? What about AIs, the artificial intelligences that ran so much of human technology and exhibited intelligence in particular areas of a higher order than that of the people who'd designed them?

Or someone like Dev, who had no body at all?

Kara shook her robotic head in amusement at the thought. Her own feelings on the matter had been changing lately . . . and her unexpected meeting with Dev Cameron had brought her further along the road to change still. She'd very nearly decided that the question of what constituted humanity might well no longer have any real meaning. Better, perhaps, to judge each individual person on his, her, or its own merits, and forget about trying to force them into molds that simply might not fit.

She found herself wondering if Dev could download permanently to a hubot body, something that would allow him to move and interact in the world of reality again. Or did he prefer his disembodied state?

As peaceful and prosperous as the city seemed, Kara found she couldn't shake a growing sense of ominous presence, a shadow across New America's citizenry even in the light of the two suns overhead. Many of the people she saw were in uniform—striderjacks and naval personnel off Confederation ships in orbit. Accessing the medefeeds through her hubot's comreceiver, she scanned through program after program discussing a single topic: the likelihood of renewed war with the Empire.

That evening, Kara and her mother, Senator Katya Alessandro, sat opposite one another at an elegant table perched high atop a wild, sheer cliff overlooking the spray-whipped sea. The sky overhead was rose-gloried, streaked with clouds as Columbia hung ponderously above the sea to the east. Kara took another bite from the plate before her, closing her eyes and reveling in the aromatic and faintly spicy blend of flavors that spread like liquid ecstasy through her mouth and into her brain.

Her dish, labeled simply "Number 196" in the program's menu, looked like a chicken stew, but its taste and smell were literally indescribable. As the morsel touched her tongue, it dissolved, releasing a cascade of flavors and less identifiable sensations all tailor-made for her nervous system, the effect nearly orgasmic as it sent a series of shudders down her spine.

"Whew!" she said, when she could draw breath once more.

"Good, huh?" Katya said, grinning at her from across the table.

"That doesn't describe it by a tenth! I can see how people could become addicted to this sort of thing."

"Mmm. Let's hear it for the NPRs."

Direct neural feeds, starting with the most primitive brain-machine interfaces of five centuries before, had naturally and immediately led to serious abuses. In every culture and in every age there were people who would willingly addict themselves to intense pleasure or rich sensations, whether through drugs or, these days, by way of a relatively simple pleasure center download.

At the same time, modem technic civilization encouraged the sampling of as wide and as rich a variety of experiences as possible. True addiction, though, was rare, thanks to NPRs, the neuroprogrammer routines piggybacked onto the AI monitoring and controlling their meal and similar pleasures that helped break chemical bond dependencies as they formed. She couldn't become addicted to the intense pleasure associated with this food, even if she wanted to. But after a bite or two, she could begin to understand what led people to want such an addiction.

Kara let the sensations fade into the background of mind and body. She stared off toward the east for a moment, watching the looming pale globe of Columbia. Despite the evidence of their senses, the two of them were sitting together in the spire-top disk of the Columbiarise, one of Jefferson's more elegant ViRestaurants. Their surroundings, as well as the meal itself, were simulated. The Columbiarise specialized in virtual meals, with an extraordinarily detailed and comprehensive menu of flavors, textures, odors, and gustatory sensations compiled over the last couple of centuries available for selective downloading. The scene around them was illusory but meticulously perfect in every detail, down to the smell of salt air and the caress of the sea breeze on their faces. They'd chosen to dine alone, rather than in the company of the facility's other patrons, so it appeared that there were just the two of them on an open deck a hundred meters above the sea, at a table of light open to the azure, red, and gold New American sky. Columbia, ocher and russet, made pale by a thin haze of clouds in New America's atmosphere, rose slowly in the east . . . the Columbiarise's trademark ViRsimulation.

Kara's sim was the more illusory of the two. It looked as though her own body was sitting at the table and enjoying the meal, but she was still linked to her hubot, and the imagery of her presence was entirely electronic. For Katya, there was real food before her at a real table, but the restaurant was downloading both simulated surroundings and highly detailed information about her food through direct sensory feeds. In a sense, both women were living in their own virtual worlds, created by the restaurant AI in their minds; the program, however, let them share the illusion, so that they could talk and interact.

Talk. It was as wonderful as the virtual food, in a way, a golden chance to be with her mother, quietly and without interruption. For one thing, it offered superb privacy, a literal meeting of minds where she could talk about Dev's strange suggestion about the use of the stargates to travel through time. More than that, however, she was glad for the opportunity to simply enjoy her mother's company. There'd been precious few such opportunities in the recent past. Katya Alessandro was a woman whose political career sometimes bulked huge and formidable, an impenetrable fortress wall to her daughter.

It had taken a lot of effort for Kara to scale those walls . . . and to discover that she'd possessed walls of her own.

"So, what do you think?" Kara asked at last. "About all of the Imperial propaganda, I mean."

"I really don't know, Kara. It could be war."

"Bastards! Why can't they leave us alone?"

"From their point of view," Katya told her, "it's the right thing to do."

"How can you say that? We've been independent since the Treaty of Kingu. They don't own us any more!"

"As they see it, we split from the Hegemony, the government that speaks for mankind. It was a breach of the peace, and of civilized behavior."

Kara snorted. "Civilized behavior! I'll give them civilized behavior!"

"Put it this way, then. We acted in an uncivilized manner. We have to be punished and shown where we went wrong. Then we have to be returned to the family. To the Hegemony. Especially now, when we're facing the Web. Union in the face of an enemy is very important to the Imperials."

"Yeah. Union with the Hegemony. Only it's got to be on their terms, not ours. Damn it, Mums. We don't have a gokking thing to do with the Empire or their puppet Terran Hegemony any more. It's time they learned that!"

"Racist thinking, Kara," her mother said, shaking her head. "No, worse. Tribal thinking. Too many people forget that we have a hell of a lot more in common with the Empire than we have against them."

Kara felt uncomfortable with that. All of her training, her experience, everything she'd known and learned and downloaded since joining the Confederation military had led her to perceive the Japanese as aliens, as different from New Americans or other inhabitants of the Frontier in some ways of thought and perception as the Naga. While Katya took another bite from her plate, Kara downloaded a fragment of text, quoting from Sinclair's Declaration of Reason. " 'We hold that the differences between mutually alien, albeit human cultures render impossible a thorough understanding of the needs, necessities, aspirations, goals, and dreams of those disparate worlds by any central governing body. . . . ' "

"Nice words," Katya said, smiling to remove the sarcastic edge. She chewed for a moment, closing her eyes as she savored the bite. "Ohh. Remind me to get together with you like this more often. I think I'm in love."

Kara laughed. "Any time, Mums. As long as you're paying. Captains don't get megs enough for this kind of high-input living very often."

"I've got a straight-hont download for you. Neither do senators, unless they're willing to take bribes. Maybe we should turn data pirate."

A laugh. "Maybe. Anyway, Sinclair also said that the Japanese culture is an imposition on values descended from Western thought and ideals."

"Yes, he did. But the fact remains that you and I are closer to the Japanese . . . hell, we're closer to chimpanzees, no, to shelf fungus than we are to the Naga. Or the DalRiss. And the Web, well, that's more alien still."

"Sure. But, well, maybe it's the similarities, the things we share with them, that make us natural rivals."

"I don't deny that."

"Besides, don't forget that there's more to this than anti-Japanese paranoia. They don't like us any more than most of us like them. Gaijinophobes, most of 'em, who figure we're no better than hairy, smelly barbarians. From what I've heard, I keep wondering why they want so badly to hold onto us. You'd think after we made our preferences clear back in '44, they'd just say the gok with us and let us go our own way."

"I suspect, Kara, that they know they can't afford to. Barbarian or not, we, the Frontier, are an asset, a valuable and irreplaceable asset for the entire human race. Tokyo's leaders may be wondering right now if their whole Empire isn't already falling into the same trap as Old Earth. Ultra conservative. Ultra safe. And, in the long run, at least, doomed to become ultra extinct."

Kara nodded. It was common knowledge—on the Periphery, at least—that successive waves of migration had carried Earth's brightest and boldest first to the nearer stars, and then, as the process continued century after century, to those systems a bit further out, a kind of winnowing process that eventually left New Earth and Chiron and Greenhome and Meiyo and the other populated worlds within fifteen light years or so of Sol almost as inflexibly set in their ways as Old Earth herself.

The majority of Earthers today were happy with their crowded, tightly ordered world. Kara found that an utterly and bizarrely alien thought.

"Look, I'll give you the argument that we're all human. But you've got to admit that Japanese culture is fundamentally different from ours. They think differently than we do."

"Not as differently as a planetary Naga."

Kara laughed. "I don't think anything is that different."

"Different or not," Katya said with a shrug, "it hardly matters in the long run. If the Empire is determined to pull us back into the fold, I really don't know that there's anything we can do to stop them. Our navy is better than it was, but still no match for the Imperials. Hell, we shouldn't have won the last war with the Empire, much less this one!"

"So," Kara said after a long and thoughtful silence. "If we do get into a stand-up fight with the Empire, we lose. What can we do about it?"

"I'm intrigued by Dev's idea," Katya said.

"Trying to find out how to beat the Web?" Kara shook her head, puzzled. "I don't understand. How does that help us with the Empire?"

"First," Katya said, "information always confers an advantage. Always. If we can learn something about the Web that the Empire doesn't know, that gives us a stronger position to bargain from."

"I'll go along with that."

"Besides . . . who knows? We might find some friends on the other side. God knows we need them."

"Well, if we could find someone who didn't mind risking tampering with the future . . . with their present, I should say." She had her doubts about that.

"Okay, then. Weapons. Technology. Anything to even out the balance between us and the Empire."

"So you'll authorize the expedition?"

"I certainly will."

"I'd like to go along."

Katya closed her eyes, then opened them again. "Why?"

"Because I want to do something useful."

They'd had this conversation, or variants of it, before. Katya, Kara knew, hated issuing orders that could so easily lead to her daughter's death in combat. Kara, for her part, disliked intensely the idea that her parents—a general and a senator—might be interfering with her career, either to save her life or to gentle the rough and rocky road to promotion.

"What do you think you've been doing?" Katya asked her.

"Gok. Flying through the Stargate and getting blown to bits in the Galactic Core isn't useful. It's make-work for bureaucrats, making them fill out the after-action reports on us and counting up the RDTSs. It seems to me that this idea of Dev's offers us a chance to really hit back at the Web."

"Maybe so." Katya was thoughtful for a moment. "If we can put an expedition like this together, who do you think should go?"

"You're asking me? I'm just a captain. I don't set policy."

"Mmm. Okay, but I do set policy . . . and I respect your judgment. I need it, in fact. If you were leading a mission through the Gate into the future, how much firepower would you want to take along?"

Kara thought a moment. "I suppose the whole damned Confederation Navy is the wrong answer."

Her mother smiled. "Good assumption."

"Well, the problem is we wouldn't really have any idea what we should be looking for, what we might meet. Whatever we met, though, chances are we wouldn't care to take it on in a stand-up fight. So it would have to be a scouting expedition. Small and light." Kara paused, looking across the table at her mother with a calculating expression. "I'll tell you what we'd need, though."

"What's that?"

"The best damned xenologists we have. You mentioned finding allies? We'll need to talk to them."

"You're thinking of Daren and Taki."

Taki Oe was her half-brother's sharelife, a Japanese-New-American who worked with him at the University of Jefferson. Both were full technical doctors of xenology and had considerable experience with xenocontact scenarios.

Kara nodded. "I don't always like my brother, but he's good at what he does. And I do like Taki. I'll tell you what else we'll need."

"What?"

"Dev Cameron."

Her mother's eyes widened a bit, and pain flicked raw behind them, the subtleties of expression showing even through the ViRsim linkage.

"We'll need the usual ship AIs, of course," Kara went on, "but if we could find a way to bring Dev along as our Net interface, I think it would be a big help."

"How?"

"Translation. Communication with alien networks. He knows the human Net, and when we got back he'd be the logical channel for downloading what we've learned to the Net." She didn't add that Dev had told her he intended to come along. What is she thinking, Kara wondered. With both kids and her former lover planning on running off on this weird, wild crusade?

She couldn't read her mother's expression, however. After a long moment, Katya sighed. "Tell me something, Kara. Just between us, okay?"

"Sure."

"It's personal. How do you feel about another war with the Imperium?"

A flip answer came to mind immediately, something about the Empire not learning its lesson the first time around, but her mother's persona was projecting such a serious expression that Kara didn't give it. "Do you mean whether or not I think we can win? Or how I think it'll affect me personally?"

"How it affects you. You don't have to answer that, of course—"

"Oh, I don't mind talking about it. It's been on my mind for quite a while. I suppose I see some opportunity, of course. Promotions come a lot more easily when there's a war on. And I'm scared. Scared of dying. Scared of ending up in a virtual world with no physical body." She managed a small smile.

"I can imagine." Katya hesitated. "And on the grand scale? Do you think a war like that would be right?"

"Well, I used to. I guess I still do, though you've given me a lot to think about. It was easier thinking of Japanese culture as so different from ours that there aren't that many points of contact. You know, us against them. But you're right about us being the same species. And we're both threatened by the Web. We're going to have to find a way to work with the Empire, or we're going to go under."

Katya thought for a moment. "Damn. Why is being human so complicated?"

"Are you looking for a way to justify a war with the Empire?" She almost sounded as though she were trapped and searching for an honorable way out, a way to give in to the Imperial demands and avoid the oncoming conflict.

"Kara, nothing can justify war. The waste. The horror. Nothing."

Kara reared back, startled. She'd never heard her mother speak that way before. Dev, she thought. She's still missing Dev after all of these years, and she hates the war that took him from her.

It gave her a new insight. Just as Kara didn't want to lose any more of her people in useless gestures against the Web, Katya didn't want to be forced into the position once again of having to sign the orders that might well kill millions . . . including, quite possibly, people she loved. Still, how did you avoid a war when the other guy was determined to have one? When immediate and unconditional surrender was the only alternative . . . what did you do?

Not for the first time, Kara was glad that her leadership skills were limited to the bossing of a single warstrider company.

The conversation shifted after that, to things less threatening, less confrontational. Later, Katya paid for their meal. With the shifting light of a brightening dawn, but much faster, the spectacular vista around them faded away, replaced by a more conventional restaurant. Viewalls looked out over the city of Jefferson, with a view south toward spaceport and sea. Other patrons sat at their meals, lost in their own private world, oblivious to all of the other patrons. The two women walked toward the central lift tube that would take them back to ground level.

"You know, Mums," Kara said as they rode the capsule down the restaurant tower, "there is one thing that justifies war."

"Yes? What's that?"

"The only thing that counts in the long run for any culture, any civilization, any species for that matter." She was thinking about the impossibility of the Confederation facing the Empire one-on-one, and about what might happen if they failed.

"Survival," Kara said. "In the long run, we're fighting for our own survival, and it may be that that's all that really matters."


Chapter 11

The universe is not only queerer than we imagine, it's queerer than we can imagine.

—J. B. S. HALDANE

British biochemist
mid-twentieth century C.E.

Revelation held Dr. Daren Cameron in a trembling grip that was close to ecstasy. Slowly, slowly, he let out a long breath. My God, he thought, and he had to stifle the impulse to laugh out loud. My God, that's it! It's got to be!

He seemed to be hovering above a vast, fluid-filled canyon, with gray-yellow walls that gave anchor to a vast and gently waving forest of indistinct growths, like endlessly trailing fronds of kelp in a darkening sea. The object of his interest, though, seemed an obvious intruder in this aqueous realm, a tangled, three-dimensional mass of glistening and translucent threads adhering to one of the nearby walls, sprouting filaments that at this scale looked like gleaming, transparent tubes. Clearly visible within those tubes, dark-colored, elongated cells, pointed at front and back, slipped along nose to tail in endless, gliding processions. The tubes crisscrossed everywhere through the murk but were concentrated here within this nexus, in the silvery-gray mass growing from the canyon wall. The web of filaments stretched off in every direction, their meanderings swiftly lost in the distance.

Carefully, Daren changed position, moving closer to the nexus, watching the cells sliding through their slime tunnels in eerie mimicry of blood cells slipping single-file through a capillary. Several globe-shaped crystals hovering nearby provided a dazzlingly brilliant illumination. At his mental command they moved apart and back slightly to reduce the glare from clouds of tiny particles suspended in the liquid; the shafts of silver-blue light cast wavering, vast shadows like living things in the translucent liquid.

At closer range, the cliff resolved itself into a densely matted forest of gray-yellow and gray-purple strands, like a forest of seaweed. In a sense, Daren was exploring an alien sea aboard a mind-linked submarine . . . but the submersible was in fact a nanotech probe, a tiny and complex assembly of organic molecules and interlocking carbon atoms seven microns across, about the size of a human blood cell, and not much larger than a single bacterium. The "sea" around him was actually the cranial cavity of a half-meter-long creature known as a Dantean Commune, while the "cliff-side" was a tiny portion of the creature's cerebral cortex, made up of a densely intertwining mass of individual neurons.

Daren was teleoperating the nanoprobe from his console aboard the Gauss over twelve hundred light years away, using an I2C link to continue his long-running researches into the Commune mystery. The probe itself was far too small to provide full sensory input for Daren's linked mind. In fact, he was networked with the research computer at the research station on Dante, which in turn controlled the probe in response to his relayed mental commands.

Carefully, he nudged closer to the fibrous object adhering to the tangle of cortex neurons. The moving cells nestled in their transparent tubes clearly still lived, though the larger organic structures around them were lifeless. The Commune worker, he knew, lay dead on a dissecting table in a refrigerated laboratory in Dante's main research facility. Even so, there was still life in here . . . and activity beyond the biochemistry of decay.

He initiated another command series, and a cloud of smaller objects sprayed from the probe's belly, subprobes too small for direct neural linking; each was composed of no more than a few tens of thousands of molecules and could provide little more than the bare essentials of simple data acquisition and telemetry. Trailing faintly luminous streaks of turbulence through the fluid, the subprobes vanished into the grayish mass.

The space surrounding Daren felt enormous, but that sense of space was illusory. The creature's brain, a lump of ganglia located in the central body cavity just above the heart, was in fact smaller than Daren's clenched fist, and the space between its convoluted surface and the surrounding cartilage walls measured less than half a centimeter across.

Working in the depths of that half-centimeter of liquid, however, it was easy to forget the realities of scale, thinking instead of cliffs and vast, dark, and unplumbable ocean depths. The Commune worker, Daren knew from long experience, was a half-meter-long segmented creature with a vaguely spiderlike appearance. Socially, the Communes were in many ways similar to the termite communities of Earth. Indeed, Daren had spent a year of undergraduate work on Earth, at the University of Nairobi, researching African termite mounds as background and preparation for his studies of his primary interest, the Communes of Dante.

Dante, the second world of DM-58° 5564, was not a pleasant place by human standards, though a small scientific community had been established on its surface. With an average surface temperature of nearly forty degrees Celsius, only the polar regions and high mountains were easily habitable for Man. The Communes, however, were a littoral species, living on the narrow margin between ocean and the mountainous interior. In fact, their castle-like colonies rose out of the seacoast shallows and tidal flats, apparently grown to specific shape and design from minerals drawn up with sea water and plated out as the water evaporated through their high, fluted columns.

Though they'd been studied for many years, the Communes were still very much of an unknown. The most puzzling mystery about them had been plaguing xenologists ever since the species had been discovered by the first human explorers to reach the planet. Were the damned things intelligent? Like the termites of Earth, the Commune organisms appeared to be highly differentiated anatomically. There was a specific type identified as a soldier caste, charged with defending the colony from outside threat. There were workers of several types, some for repairing the Commune towers, some for gathering food, or for digging, or for scouting, while still others for engaging in activity apparently senseless and even random to human observers. The whole functioned together so smoothly that the entire population of a Commune colony could be considered a superorganism, not that far removed biologically from, say, a human being composed of trillions of separate, closely networked cells; workers and foragers seeking food could from a distance appear to be a single, fluid pseudopod moving across the ground with purpose, cunning, and seeming intelligence.

So often did the Communes act in ways that suggested purposeful, even sapient behavior, that xenologists had been trying for years to answer that one question. Were they—the colonial superorganisms, that is—intelligent? Individuals almost certainly were not. Their brains massed only a few tens of grams, and the average intelligence of a typical worker was probably not much higher than that of, say, a rabbit or a Chironian chewthrough. And yet a mass of billions of them could track food, dam rivers, divert water flows into makeshift spillways, erect barriers to create tidal pools, and clear debris that might be shifted by storm waves and damage a Commune castle's walls. That showed not merely intelligence, but problem-solving intelligence, rational and self-aware. An intelligence with which it might be possible to establish communication.

Every attempt to communicate with the creatures, however, had so far failed. Most observers felt that if the creatures were intelligent, it would be with an order of intelligence far different from that of humans. The most popular theory was that there was some kind of brain caste in the Commune hierarchy, another and as yet unseen morphological form that coordinated the superorganism's actions from the relative security of the home colony.

But Daren thought he was on to something now . . . something that might well change forever how scientists looked at the Communes and at how they related to the environment within which they lived.

"What did you find?" Taki Oe asked. She was not visible in the scene projected within Daren's brain, but he could sense her presence nonetheless, piggybacked with his into the data stream coming in from the nanoprobe. She'd been in on this project with him from the very beginning . . . back in the frustrating early days when funding for such a simple thing as a research trip to Dante was out of the question. Now he was further from Dante than ever, but the advent of I2C had made possible a direct investigation of that world and its life that was very nearly as good as actually being there . . . and perhaps better. Dante, after all, was an unpleasant place, with limited habitat space and few creature comforts.

"There," Daren told her. He threw a spot of illumination on the structure he was looking at "Below that neural ganglia. See it?"

"The gray, fuzzy mass? I see it, but I don't know what I'm looking at."

"Check the readout." The probe was receiving a steady flow of data, most of it from a fleet of even tinier micro-submersibles moving through the fluid nearby. Information scrolled down the side of the screen, relayed from probes that had penetrated the gray mass.

" I . . . don't understand. The biochemistry is different."

"Completely different."

"A different organism."

"Yup. Different DNA. It looks to me like another species of labyrinthulomycota. Para-labyrinthulomycota, I should say."

She chuckled. "Easy for you to say."

He smiled at the old joke. Xenologists had adopted the idea of giving life forms that closely paralleled given classes or species on Earth the prefix para, for "like." Thus, a parafungus was something very much like terrestrial fungi . . . save for the fact that it was not even distantly related to anything that had ever been within light years of Earth.

"You think it's a parasite?" Taki asked.

"Parasite or symbiont," he replied. "It certainly feeds on its host. See the way those tubules burrow their way down into the brain tissue? The question is how much, if anything, it gives the host back in return. And I think I just might have the answer to that."

At his command, the nanoprobe began moving ahead, leaving the faceted illumination globes behind and swiftly flying through the shadowed liquid, gliding just above one of the long and twisting mucus tubes. As the view went dark, he switched on the nanoprobe's own light. At their current scale, of course, ordinary light waves would have been invisible, but the AI handling the probe interface could shift reflections from hard-ultraviolet radiation—at wavelengths of around 800 angstroms—up into the visible spectrum—between 7700 and 3900 angstroms. The colors had a sullen, purplish-gray cast to them, however, as the scene explosively shifted past Daren's point of view, the colors rippling like iridescence from an oil slick from the surfaces of the tube and the dead nerve tissue around it. After a few moments of undulating gently up and down, the slime trail they were following arced sharply to the right, then descended toward a cliff wall . . . and another of the glistening, gray-silver nexus clumps of tubules.

Bringing the nanoprobe to a halt, Daren slowly rotated in place. The glow from the first nexus was clearly visible, a hazy patch of white-purple light in the extreme distance . . . all of one tenth of a millimeter away.

Daren nodded to himself. The evidence pointed to an incredible complex of these nexi, interconnected by the slime tubes to one another and to the host's brain tissue.

Taki didn't sound convinced. "You're sure this isn't part of the decay process in the specimen?"

"Positive. It's freshly killed and being kept refrigerated at the south polar colony research station."

It had been a big break for the research team, finding the body of a Commune worker. Since whether or not the creatures qualified as intelligent life was still an open question, hunting the things was strictly forbidden.

But when one had been found dead in a rockslide, it had been flown directly to the south polar station for autopsy and remote exploration.

"Some fungi can start breaking down dead organic matter within a few hours, sure," Daren continued, "but you can tell by the organization of this thing that it's been in place here a lot longer than that."

"It could be the disease that killed it."

"I don't think so. We'll need to autopsy some more to see if this kind of infestation exists in all of them, but . . . I really don't think this is a disease. Look. No signs of inflammation. No signs of tissue rejection or antibody formation. This . . . this growth moved in and made itself at home. And the body allowed it to do so."

"So what does . . . ?" He could hear her turning the thought over in her mind. "Wait. You think this is linked somehow to the intelligence question?"

"It's possible."

"We've never seen anything like this on Dante," Taki said. "Not in any of the other paralabyrinthula."

"It's done what life does everywhere, including us. It's adapted itself."

There were numerous species of the order Paralabyrinthulomycota, unprepossessing organisms that had insinuated themselves everywhere within the Dantean ecosystem. This species they were looking at, as yet unknown and unnamed, might well hold the key to the entire Commune mystery.

Swiftly, Daren downloaded a file of background information and scanned through it rapidly and systematically, checking to be certain he'd missed nothing in his earlier review. The labyrinthulids of Earth were commonly called slime nets or slime net amoebae, though there was nothing at all amoebic about them. Like their better-known relatives, the humble slime molds, they were members of Kingdom Protoctista—meaning they were living organisms that were not animals, plants, fungi, or prokaryotes. They were eukaryotes, meaning they possessed cell nuclei and mitochondrial respiration. To the naked eye, they looked like transparent blobs of slime or mucus, sometimes several centimeters across and usually found on certain marine grasses, where they fed on yeasts or colonies of bacteria. Microscopically, they consisted of spindle-shaped cells migrating endlessly back and forth through slime tunnels laid down by the cells themselves, which ran through the tunnels like tiny maglev trains in their tubes. Though their motion seemed random, they were organized into supercolonies that could slowly extend themselves through their environment in search of food.

On Dante, cellular evolution had followed much the same course as on Earth, with genetic transmission that used analogues of both DNA and RNA. As a result, convergent evolution had molded most classes of life into forms resembling their earthly counterparts, at least to a point. The Communes, for instance, looked much like insects with their multi-jointed legs and segmented bodies, though they breathed with lungs and could be as large as a meter in length. The Dantean slime nets studied so far looked as though they could easily have been transported from Earth . . . except that here for some reason they'd branched into far more numerous and complex forms, a spectacular diversity that lived symbiotically or parasitically on or in thousands of species of more advanced Dantean life.

And apparently one form, at least, had parasitized the Communes, adapting itself to live in and on the host's nerve tissue.

"Do you see it?" he asked Taki. "At this level, we could spend centuries following all of the interconnections here, but those tubes must interpenetrate the entire cortex . . . maybe even the entire central nervous system. And it possesses a complexity that's way, way higher than the interconnectivity of the host brain's own neurons."

"I'm not sure you can say that," Taki said. "The scales are different. Those tubes, and the cells moving around inside them, are a lot larger than the neurons that make up the cortex mass."

"C'mon, Tak. Look at it! The parasite is using the neuron connections and adding more of its own. I think it may have increased the neural pathways beyond the Threshold."

He sensed Taki's quick intake of breath. "Nakamura's Number?"

"If not here, inside one brain, then if we combine it with other Commune organisms . . . "

"Wait! How is that possible?"

He used the probe's spotlight to stroke one of the tubules and the oddly shaped, glistening cells sliding along inside. "Taki, I think what we're looking at here are slow thoughts."

Tetsu Nakamura was a twenty-fourth-century Nihonjin scientist who'd calculated the basic density and number of component parts required to elevate a complex order to a higher level of organization and function. The number, 1.048576 X 1011, was less a precise figure, than a place marker in calculating thresholds in interconnective operating systems. Approximately Nakamura's Number of molecules working together formed a cell, a living organism that operated independently of and on a plane far above that of any of its component molecules. Nakamura's Number of cells . . . when they were the specialized neurons of the central nervous system, together formed a brain capable of memory, planning, self-awareness, and abstract thought, something far beyond the capabilities of a single nerve cell.

The brain of a Dantean Commune worker contained roughly 3 X 109 neurons with the connections vastly increased, however, by the paralabyrinthulid infestation. . . .

"We'll have to calculate the increase in neural linkages," Daren said. "My guess, though, is that individual Communes have their base intelligence levels raised significantly by the parasites."

"Dog level?" Taki asked.

"Maybe. Maybe more. But, don't you see? It's a slow intelligence. Those moving cells in the tubes. Those replace electrochemical activity, synaptic relays, and all of that."

"How could two systems operating at such different speeds possibly interact?"

"I think . . ." Daren felt the quickening pulse of his excitement. "I think that the paralabyrinthulids primarily serve to connect the individual Commune creatures. Workers, soldiers, all of the other single Communes."

"Daren. . . ."

"It's got to be that way. Look at it, Tak! Those tubules are paralleling the whole neural network . . . and then some. And it's also intimately associated with the worker's circulatory system. That tells me these slime nets can communicate biochemically. Each of those moving, spindle-shaped cells could carry chemical tags that are being routed through the network the way electrochemical impulses are routed through the brain's neural net."

"That's a big leap, Daren."

"Not at all. I'll even go one further. We've seen workers exchanging food directly mouth to mouth . . . and there are those reports of things like large slime molds found growing inside ruined commune colonies. I'll bet that those large molds are a primary food source for the Communes, and that they're part of our paralabyrinthulomycota. Maybe the Communes even cultivate the stuff, like harvester ants growing fungus inside their colonies on Earth. They infect themselves by ingesting it, and at the same time become carriers for biochemical signals being shared throughout the labyrin-thulomycota network!"

"Wait. Are you saying that the slime net is the real intelligence here?" She shook her head. "I don't see—"

"No, no, no. It takes both organisms working together. I think the slime net has learned how to parasitize the Communes in such a way that it fosters intelligent activity . . . activity that benefits the net directly and the Communes by association."

"You know, Daren, all along, xenologists have been looking for some sort of brain caste in the Communes," Taki pointed out. He could still sense her reluctance. "Your idea sounds plausible, but it's a big jump from cultivated eukaryote colonies to intelligence. What you're suggesting, that a parasite has learned how to increase the host species' intelligence . . . that sounds pretty wild."

"Parasites can do incredible things when it comes to reordering the lives of their hosts in order to suit their needs. There's a parasitic worm on Earth I remember reading about . . ." Daren paused, turning inward for a moment as he ran a quick search through his RAM, then downloaded the key information. "Yeah. Leucochloridium paradoxum is its name. It spends much of its life inside a certain species of snail, but in order to reproduce, it has to get inside the gut of a bird. So what it does is migrate to the eyestalks of its snail host, which does two things. It makes the snail nearly blind—until all it can see is light—and it also turns the eyes themselves bright red. The snail crawls up the stalk of a plant, following the brightest light up to where it can see better . . . and at the very top of the plant those bright red eyes attract the attention of a hungry bird."

"Hell of a dirty trick to play on the snail."

"It does the job and lets the worm complete its life cycle."

"And you think this might be a similar manipulation of one species by another? One that instills intelligence in the host?"

"I'm thinking in that direction." He considered the slime net a moment longer. "Here's another example from Earth. Septobasidium. That's a kind of fungus that grows over the back of a small, mothlike creature called a scale insect, trapping it against the bark of the tree it's feeding on. The fungus covers the insect over completely in a remarkably short time, then inserts its hyphae into the insect's body and begins sucking its juices. Now, you'd think that would kill the host, but in fact, it turns out the insect lives longer than it would on its own."

"If you call that living," Taki put in.

Daren chuckled. "There is that. Anyway, the scale insect keeps sucking on the plant's sap, which in turn feeds the fungus. And if the critter lives longer, it produces more young, which is good for the scale insect from a genetic point of view. There's a case where the host actually benefits from the parasitism."

"Yes? So how does intelligence help the Communes?"

"I don't know. How does intelligence help any species?" He remembered discussions he'd had in the past about whether or not intelligence could be considered a survival trait. "Maybe it started as a way of getting the Communes to nourish colonies of slime nets, but once it started there was no turning back and no way to stop the process. And there's the stuff the Communes do. Clearing debris away from the beach, so their colonies aren't damaged by flotsam in a storm. There's got to be some survival value in that."

"Mmm. At least this tells us a bit about why communicating with them has been so difficult. Speed."

"Exactly. If I'm right, individual Communes are dumb by human standards. Self-aware, maybe. But not capable of abstract thought. But with biochemical messages being passed along the network from individual to individual, the entire community becomes a giant brain with enough neural interconnectiveness to out-think Einstein. The only trouble is, forming a given thought, 'hello, how are you,' say, might take a couple of days or more, and understanding the answer might take even longer."

"I wonder how it perceives the world around it?" Taki wondered. "I wonder how it perceives us?"

"As blurs, perhaps. Shadows that flick in and out of existence too quickly to allow it to react. Likely, its thoughts are attuned to slower, more regular phenomena, like tides and seasons."

"It also suggests a strategy for learning to talk with them. If, of course, they even have that sort of mind. A mind based on the physical movement of cells bearing chemical tags . . . that's got to be the weirdest basis for intelligence I've heard of yet."

"Remember Haldane, Taki my dear. The whole universe is predicated on weird. Let's surface. I want to start planning out a new line of research."

He keyed in a thought, withdrawing their awareness from the nanoprobe, just as the tiny artifact and its subprobes and light sources dissociated into clouds of component molecules and scatterings of free-floating carbon atoms.

Daren blinked his eyes, adjusting to the higher levels of light. He was lying in a reclining chair in one of Gauss's science labs, a small forest of life support tubes and data feed optical fibers growing from the Companion-shaped jackpoints on his head and chest. His Companion broke the connections, his skin reverting to normal as the tubes and cables retracted themselves into seat back and ceiling. A few meters to his left, Taki was just sitting up, resealing the front of her shipsuit.

"Welcome back," a technician said from the main console. "Good trip?"

"Splendid, Enrico," Daren said. "Absolutely splendid!"

Enrico de la Paz was the senior AI systems technician aboard the Gauss. As Daren stood up, he noticed that the tech seemed a bit hurried in his movements, that he was breathing a little quickly and seemed distracted, as though he was excited or agitated about something else. Daren noticed these things . . . and as quickly dismissed them. The excitement of his own discovery was far more pressing than anything Enrico might have to say.

Taki, however, must have picked up the same distraction. "Enrico?" she asked. "Is something wrong?"

He looked up and grinned. There was a strange light in his dark eyes. "Wrong, Dr. Oe? Well, it's a little early to tell. But some news just came in over the main I2C link from New America."

"What news?" Taki asked.

"A new alien contact."

That caught Daren's attention. "When?"

"Several days ago, at least, though it was kept quiet until just a few hours ago. We were wondering whether or not to get a message to you two, but decided it would keep."

"A new alien contact!" Taki said, and now her eyes were brighter too. Mankind had established full and two-way contact with only two other sapient species so far, the DalRiss and the Naga; the Web hardly counted in this context, since the only exchange so far with that intelligence involved combat. With both the DalRiss and the Naga, however, the free exchange of information, philosophy, and technology had caused literal revolutions in Man's understanding of the universe and generated a new Renaissance in learning and in science.

"Where was this?" Daren demanded.

"High Frontier," he said. "The Gr'tak—that's what the aliens call themselves. Apparently they were following Earth's radio emissions, but they stumbled into one of our periphery systems on the way. I gather they just came cruising in from deep space, traveling at sublight velocity. Probably gave the Confederation Defense Fleet there group coronaries."

"Sublight!" Taki exclaimed. "They don't have FTL?"

"I guess not. The word is they arrived in a big fleet, several hundred ships at least, and some of them rivaling the DalRiss cityships in size."

"So," Daren said, "our people contacted them."

Enrico looked uncomfortable, and Daren saw him give Taki's expressionless, Oriental features a hard, quick glance. "It was a mixed fleet that met them," he said. "Elements of the Third Imperial Fleet, and some of our own CDF. I, uh, guess they're still trying to sort things out."

Daren began to understand Enrico's distraction. High Frontier was a relatively new world among those colonized by Man. Third planet of DM+19°, a G-class star fifty-two light years from New America and forty-five light years from Sol, it was a member of the Confederation rather than of the Terran Hegemony, but Imperial fleets had been aggressively patrolling the star systems of the Confederation ever since the Web had become a threat. In fact, there was little the far smaller and weaker Confederation Navy could do to stop such patrols, and common sense said that it would be good to have Imperial forces handy if the Web made a sudden appearance.

But if the aliens had a lot to teach humanity—as had the Naga and the DalRiss—it wasn't likely that the Empire would be eager to share with their former colonies much of any new information the aliens might offer. In fact, this could make the whole problem of potential war with the Empire that much scarier.

"At least the Imperials won't be able to keep it all to themselves." Daren though about it for a moment, then shook his head, his excitement over the Communes giving way to a new and more urgent eagerness to learn about this new species. "Another sapient life form! Never rains but it pours, eh, Taki?"

"This does seem to be the day for making such discoveries."

"Enrico. Any details on their morphology? Their language?"

"It's pretty strange, what I've downloaded so far. From the sound of things, you xenologists are going to have your work cut out for you. The Gr'tak are another group organism, a superorganism, I guess, though not on the same scale as your Communes. Apparently a number of dissimilar creatures have created an extremely close symbiosis."

"Like the Dal and the Riss?"

"Maybe, though what I heard is that all of the components of a Gr'tak associative are intelligent. With the DalRiss, of course, only the Riss are intelligent. The Dal are just gene-tailored legs and arms for them, right?"

"That's right," Daren agreed. The Riss, with their civilization's emphasis on biotechnology and genetics, had engineered a number of species into life forms that they literally rode on or in, guiding them through direct connections with the mounts' nervous systems. The Gr'tak must have a similar linkage, but among several intelligent forms. How had that system evolved . . . and why?

"You know," Taki said softly. "Such a mind, an associative of linked minds, that would have interesting applications for us. . . ."

Daren saw it in the same moment, a flash of revelation. A species that had evolved mental symbiosis would have a lot to teach humanity, which was just learning to cope with mind-to-mind symbiosis with other, alien species . . . and with alien cultures within his own.

Daren considered himself completely apolitical. When his romance with the Nihonjin-descended Taki—she was, in fact, a native New American—had caused comment in the past, he'd always either ignored it or been delighted when he incited it. For Daren, the constant state of war or near-war between Empire and Confederation had always been little more than a source of irritation and inconvenience, especially when military and political priorities overrode his needs for more funding for xenobiological research.

Suddenly, however, it seemed very important that the Imperials not have that information all to themselves.

"What the hell is this going to mean for the Confederation?" he wondered. "And for the Empire?"


Chapter 12

Sometimes what we need most is a different perspective on things. Consider. The Greek city states, thanks to the mountainous geography of the Greek peninsula, developed in relative isolation from one another, with different cultures, different arts, different philosophies and gods. Only gradually, over the course of centuries as roads were built and sealanes established were the cities of Athens, Sparta, Corinth, and the rest able to begin exchanging ideas.

     And once the exchange had begun, the inevitable result was an explosion of art, science, and culture, of thesis and antithesis yielding brilliant and unanticipated synthesis of new ideas ranging from democracy to atomic theory. It seems we need alien ideas every so often to stir things up. . . .

—The Heritage of Immanuel Kant

PROFESSOR ROLLIN SMYTHE HAUSER

C.E. 2006

Dev Cameron used his God's-eye view to watch the Gr'tak arrival.

He'd learned to make use of the constant flow of data through the network that lined the scattered worlds and systems of humanity, and that including the images collected by medes and ViRnews reporters and uploaded onto the Net. The discovery of a new and alien species was big news, and most current exchanges on the Net were discussing it in one way or another. By switching from one mede upload to another, he could choose his own view of the event as it unfolded in space midway between the world of High Frontier and her inner moon.

The scene he was watching now was being transmitted from High Orbital, the space station complex that served as the planet's starport and interface point in the absence of a sky-el. High Frontier was a brand new colony, raw and primitive yet, and though survey work was under way, the forty-thousand-kilometer-long thread of her first sky-el had yet to be grown. Until the new world had a space elevator and synchorbital in place, High Orbital would serve as her transshipment point, starport, and space-ground interface facility.

Several thousand kilometers out from the station, under the unblinking gaze of mede ViRnews broad spectrum sensors aboard teleoperated drones, DalRiss cityships were materializing one by one as they arrived from New America and elsewhere. An enormous fleet had gathered here at High Frontier already, consisting of both Confederation and Imperial vessels of all classes. Time being a key concern, the human vessels were being piggybacked in by the DalRiss.

Each cityship, resembling a mottled, rough-skinned starfish from Earth's seas, measured two kilometers or more from arm tip to arm tip and was home to some tens of thousands of Riss and their gene-tailored, living tools. Unlike human starships, which traveled with pseudovelocities of around a light year per day, the DalRiss had learned to engineer intelligent, living creatures, their "Achievers," that could visualize two separate points in space and bring them together, allowing vast distances to be spanned instantly. Human scientists still weren't sure how Achievers performed that trick, though the assumption was that the DalRiss had managed to snag hold of quantum physics' infamous observer effect in a way that let them briefly and temporarily alter reality.

In his downloaded state, Dev had lived for twenty-five standard years with the DalRiss, working extensively with their Achievers, but their method of shifting from one location to another still seemed little short of magic to him. The cityships could leap enormous interstellar distances instantly, and they were large enough to engulf human vessels, enfolding them within their ventral grooves and carrying them along. The technique had been used by both Imperial and Confederation militaries more than once to move their fleets great distances in a short time; in the two years since the destruction of their homeworlds by the Web, the surviving spaceborne DalRiss had tied themselves closely to the human interstellar community, paying their way, in a sense, by providing humanity with a means of much faster and more efficient passage between the stars.

Even so, there weren't nearly enough DalRiss vessels—there were only a few hundred in all—to handle the entire volume of interstellar traffic throughout Shichiju and the breakaway republics of the Periphery. Dev suspected, given the frantic I2C messages shutting back and forth across the Net, that every DalRiss cityship that could be found was being pressed into service, moving human ships, Confederation and Imperial, here to the High Frontier system.

Dev hadn't needed to worry about securing a means of transport, of course, one of the advantages of being a complex computer program operating within the Shichiju-wide network. Using the University of Jefferson's I2C facilities, he'd transferred himself into the Rassvak, a DalRiss cityship already in position near High Frontier. He was currently residing in the Naga network growing within the living DalRiss ship, a part of the structure's command navigational computer system.

In a strange way, he was more at home here than he'd been in the human network back in Jefferson; Dev had spent his first twenty-five years as a downloaded digital ghost in this environment, working with his DalRiss hosts, helping them navigate their fleet in an extended search for new life, new intelligence. As he surveyed the incoming Gr'tak fleet, he could sense the excitement of the other minds linked with his, alien though they were.

"New partners in the Dance. . . ."

"And they share with us the Quest. They seek new partners among the stars, as do we. . . ."

"Their harmonies are strange. But they seek a communion of Mind. We can learn much from them. . . ."

"New patterns in the Dance. A new richness to be savored. . . ."

For the DalRiss, life was a kind of dance, one that unfolded, changed, and evolved, dynamic and always new, always surprising. They would be awaiting full contact with the Gr'tak with a keen anticipation, despite an outward, patient calm that at times bordered on a rather rigid, cold, and emotionless stoicism.

Another DalRiss ship materialized out of nothingness . . . and another, then still another. Nested within the ventral grooves of each incoming starfish shape was a human starship, most of them military vessels, ranging from destroyers and frigates up to a few of the huge, kilometer-long ryu, or dragon-class carriers. The Imperial Navy had lost heavily at the Battle of Nova Aquila, but in the past two years they'd been engaged in a massive building program aimed at replacing their losses, and Imperial tactical doctrine still relied heavily on large warships that could carry hundreds of space-mobile warflyers.

One of the giant ryu dragonships present, however, was not Imperial, but Confederation. The CMS Karyu, the Dragon-Killer, had taken up position at the heart of the growing cloud of Confederation vessels, including her own circling warflyer formations deployed on CAP, or combat aerospace patrol. Dev noted that the incoming human vessels were beginning to pool in two separate groups, one Confederation and one much larger for the Imperial Navy vessels.

Quickly, Dev checked other flows of data. The Imperial fleet remained in parking orbit, watchful, silent, on full alert but not engaged in any operations that could be construed as actively hostile. Tensions now between Imperial forces and the Confederation were running higher than ever, and the arrival of the aliens hadn't helped one damned bit.

For their part, the DalRiss cityships had been gathering in a kind of no-man's land between the two human forces. Dev wondered if that had been a deliberate decision on the part of the Riss to help avoid untoward incidents . . . or if they even understood the level of tension that existed between the Confed and Imperial crews. Dev doubted that they did. Human politics had always been something of a mystery to the alien DalRiss. They knew about politics, they knew about the wars fought between the various human political states and had even participated in some of them, but the DalRiss concept of life as a kind of mutual dance so colored their perceptions of other species that they clearly had difficulty understanding why members of the same species would want to fight with one another.

If the DalRiss, after some twenty-five years of experience with Dev, didn't understand human politics, then what would these alien newcomers think about it? As human and DalRiss ships continued to arrive in-system, the Gr'tak fleet waited silently well beyond the gathering pools of human vessels. Initial contact had already been established, using high speed computers on both sides to begin generating communications protocols. Elements of the Gr'tak language had been recorded; evidently, and fortunately, they used a spoken language and not some more elusive mode of communication like odors or color changes or wig-wagging tentacles. So far, human contact experts had determined that Gr'tak was a group name, either for themselves as a species or for this particular group of ships, and that the name seemed to include a number of allied intelligent species. The assumption now was that the basic unit in Gr'tak society was the taak, a plural term that seemed to imply a union of diverse beings or minds working to a common goal. There was speculation that the Gr'tak might actually be representatives of some kind of interstellar federation. The information downloaded into human AI systems so far, however, was far too vague and fragmented to allow anything more than speculation.

With luck, they would learn more when they established a direct Naga linkage.

The Gr'tak ships, Dev noted, were huge, sleek, aesthetically pleasing things, all curves and smooth lines. They were also large, some a kilometer long, and with vast arrays of lighted ports among the towers and bulbous swellings near their prows that suggested vast cities. Oddly, some of the larger vessels looked less like spacecraft than like space stations of some kind; several were obviously planetoids or small moons that had been partially or completely excavated within and looked more like mobile space colonies. Was that, Dev wondered, a reflection of some quirk of Gr'tak psychology? Or did they mean, as some exchanges on the Net were speculating, that the Gr'tak fleet was in fact a migration of all or part of their civilization?

There was no way of knowing, short of learning how to talk with them directly.

One aspect of Gr'tak technology was clear enough. They'd apparently never developed faster-than-light travel, though their power plants reportedly generated thrust enough to take them to something like 0.5 c. That was fast enough to cover the distances between the stars within reasonable times, but too slow to make much use of General Relativity and time dilation. Either the Gr'tak were from some as yet undiscovered habitable world within a few light years of High Frontier, or they went in for generational travel. Some observers had already dismissed the Gr'tak as relative primitives and discounted them as a threat to the standoff between Empire and Confederation. In terms of weapons or new ship technology, that was probably true, but Dev knew better than to assume that they would have nothing to contribute to human science. The DalRiss had proven that science and technology could evolve along radically different routes with different cultures. The Gr'tak might well have insights into some branches of science that so far had been overlooked by both Imperial and Confed researchers; even if all human technology was superior to the newcomers, though, the mere fact that this was a different people, with different arts, philosophies, history, and ways of looking at things was enough to guarantee that they would have an impact on human civilization.

Which, of course, was why so many warships were gathering here. Neither side in the ongoing human, political struggle was willing for the other side to have unchallenged access to the alien newcomers. To ignore what they might have to offer was tantamount to national suicide.

"Dev?" a woman's voice said over the open communications link he'd been maintaining with the Karyu. "We're nearly ready to send the pod across."

"Very well," he said. "I'll be downloading in a moment."

The woman, he knew, was Dr. Taki Oe, a respected xenobiologist from the University of Jefferson . . . and also, coincidentally, a close friend of his son. Dev was a little disappointed that Taki had been the one to call him and not Daren, but he'd not really been expecting his son to break the uncomfortable silence they shared.

Dev still felt strange . . . and not a little awkward around the young man who'd been his son by Katya Alessandro. He'd never seen the boy in his own, human body, never been able to establish anything like a close relationship with him. In point of fact, Daren Cameron struck Dev as something of a prig, self-centered, rude, and abrupt, though his records indicated he was excellent in his field. A full doctor—he'd downloaded the requisite background by the time he was seventeen and submitted his doctoral thesis by nineteen—he'd already gained a reputation for himself with his studies of the Communes of Dante.

As nearly as he could tell, Daren was as uncomfortable still with his father as Dev was with his son. Dev's return from deep space two years before, bearing warning of the Web threat at Nova Aquila, had been an unsettling, even painful experience for them both, one that neither of them had yet fully adjusted to. It helped, a little, that both Daren and Taki were not really here at High Frontier but were exercising their telepresences via an I2C link-up from the Carl Friedrich Gauss at far-off Nova Aquila.

He made another check of the crisscrossing streams of electronic information, then spoke briefly with his DalRiss hosts. He would be using a body for this expedition, a DalRiss construct, a living creature tailored by them to serve as a mobile repository for his intelligence. He'd used similar forms before during his explorations with his hosts, though he still had some trouble getting used to its hexapod stance and all-round vision. Donning the body was as simple as downloading the program that was his conscious mind.

A short time later, he was inside a small transport shuttle, a wingless, mag-driven pod boosting at low acceleration from the Confederation carrier Karyu toward the largest of the alien vessels. With him in the crowded cabin were two sleek, humanoid forms, hubots teleoperated by researchers many light years distant. Taki Oe, and Dev's son.

"I'm impressed that we've been able to pick up as much about them as we have," Taki was saying. "We certainly haven't had much to go on so far. We don't even know what they look like."

"That's because all of the real communication so far has been between our AI systems and what we presume are their computers," Dev said, using the radio link that he was sharing with the two hubots, rather than slower and clumsier verbal means. "Since both of us work digitally, with a binary numeric system and with what appears to be massively parallel processing, we had a lot in common starting out."

"A common number system," Taki said.

"Yes. A common number system. Common voltages and electronic variables. We were able to arrive at a common system for measuring time, based on the radio frequency we were using. We also agreed on a general frame of reference, on codes meaning 'you,' 'us,' 'we,' 'they,' and so on. The word samples they've given us have already been analyzed by the best expert AI linguistics system we have, which would be the one at the Terran Hegemony Language Studies Group at Singapore. Of course, since we already went through a lot of this with the DalRiss a quarter century ago, it's not like we're breaking new ground."

"Maybe you're not," Daren's hubot said quietly. There was the slightest of challenges in Daren's tone of voice.

"Do you have a problem, Daren?"

"I'm just not sure of why Taki and me are here when they have you."

"I think we're both still a little, um, awed," Taki said. "You've got the whole Net to draw on, and it leaves us feeling a little slow."

Dev had the impression that Taki wasn't speaking for herself so much as she was for Daren.

"I have the same resources you do," he said bluntly. "I might be a little faster. But you have advantages I don't."

"Such as?" Daren prompted belligerently.

"You're not alone. . . ."

The next few minutes passed in uncomfortable silence, as they watched the armada arrayed on the shuttle's viewall. Dev had hoped that their destination would be one of the sleek and beautiful ship-forms gathered in the Gr'tak zone, but as soon as the pod's vector was automatically handed over to a Gr'tak controller, it was clear that they were heading for one of the asteroid ships, a gnarled, dusty-looking body very nearly as black as coal, a rough and cratered potato shape measuring ten kilometers in length by perhaps half that in width. They could see the rock's slow rotation as shadows shifted across the uneven surface. The rotational gravity inside, at least for structures close to the surface, would be just over one standard gravity at the equator, a figure that would dwindle away to nothing as one moved nearer the rotational poles. They were approaching it from its dark side, which meant it was more visible by the stars it occulted than by any sunlight reflected from its ebon surface. Lights, whole constellations of them, gleamed from tight-knit clusters around both poles of rotation. As the shuttle continued closing with the object, Dev could see that they were being drawn toward the asteroid's south pole.

Moment followed moment in silence. Electronic communications protocols had already been worked out between the respective computer systems, but it seemed a little strange to be approaching another ship without a constant stream of requests, commands, and permissions-to-board. Dev sensed instead the quiet whisper of data exchanges, the alien code slightly slower than human and somewhat richer and more elegant in the way it was packed.

An intense blue light winked on ahead, and below, a portion of the black surface yawned open to give entry to a large, violet-lit docking or receiving bay. Under automatic control, the shuttle pod skimmed through the slowly moving opening, gentling in for a docking within a webwork of gantries and ship cradles. He'd expected the bay to pressurize, but instead, the cradle that received them lifted them swiftly through a long set of smaller hatchways and a succession of locks. An explosive gust of incoming air rocked the craft once . . . then again as pressures outside rose to well over 1.4 bar. One side of the chamber they were in slid open, and their shuttle was trundled forward into green and violet-white light.

They were . . . outside once more.

Or so it seemed. Beyond the gleaming ceramic shell of the wall they'd just emerged from was something more like tropical jungle than the interior of a spacecraft, with moist dirt and clots of leaves and dead vegetation underfoot, with a violet-white sky and growing, moving things that must have been the Gr'tak analogue of trees . . . though they looked more like inverted jellyfish, with stiff and writhing tentacles extending skyward from billowing skirts of translucent, gelatinous membranes.

"Air pressure at nearly one and a half atmospheres," Taki reported. "Rotational gravity . . . I make it two tenths of a G up here. We're pretty close to the axis, though. Down by the equator, it'll be higher. Mix . . . urn. Thirty-one percent oxygen. That's pretty rich. High CO2, almost six hundred ppm. Sixty-eight percent nitrogen."

"Thirty-one percent O2?" Daren asked. "Damn. If we sneeze we're going to start one hell of a fire!"

"Not necessarily," Dev said. "The high CO2 will have a dampening effect. Still, things are going to be more flammable. I wonder how they deal with electrical storms?"

"In this colony," Taki pointed out, "they don't have to."

"Yeah, but if this atmosphere matches that of their home-world," Daren said, "I'll bet their civilization had a bitch of a time learning to tame fire. Just chipping flints would have gotten them into trouble."

The trio emerged from the shuttle's airlock, two hubots followed by Dev's flat, six-legged organic suit. Taki carried a half-meter-long, silver-gray canister under her hubot's arm.

Water dripped from the vegetation . . . if that was what the jellyfish-things were. The air was steamy with humidity, and Dev had to pause once and trigger a jet of cold air to clear his artificial body's optical sensors.

The intense illumination filtered down from a brilliant line of light scratched across the zenith. As the planetoid rotated about that glowing axis, centrifugal force created an out-is-down gravity; the opposite side of this inside-out world was spread like a curving map across the sky beyond the light, almost lost in the thick atmosphere's haze.

"A lot like Dante," Daren remarked as they stopped in a small clearing. "Not as much sulfur dioxide, and the CO2 is lower. But the temperature's about the same, at forty-two degrees."

"I think we can assume this is a match for their home environment," Taki said.

"If these people have been traveling for a long time at sublight," Dev suggested, "maybe they just brought their world with them."

"There was still an original homeworld," Daren said. "Somewhere. But they would have built this colony to match their—"

"Watch out, everybody," Taki said. "We're being watched."

Dev's all-round vision had already caught the movement as something slipped through the air into the clearing. His first impression was of a very large insect, something like a wasp, something like a dragonfly, with numerous features and details utterly unlike either. The wingspan, as nearly as Dev could tell when the wings were reduced to a nearly invisible blur, was nearly a full meter, while the creature's body was as thick as a human arm and nearly twice as long. A pair of openings, like wet mouths, pulsed to either side of the elongated head just beneath paired, bulbous, jewel-faceted eyes. Dev thought that those mouths must be part of the creature's respiratory apparatus, gulping down large amounts of air to fuel the furious beat of those wings. On Earth, insects were limited in how big they could grow by the fact that they used spiracles for respiration rather than lungs. The higher concentration of oxygen in this place, coupled with the likelihood that this creature possessed something like lungs, explained how "insects" could reach such a size; Dev had read that Earth's atmosphere during the Carboniferous had reached thirty-five percent oxygen, allowing the evolution of dragonflies with half-meter wingspans.

The creature's head attached to the body between those enormous eyes; a smooth and slightly rounded crest thrust back from this, however, so that the entire head was larger than three human fists stacked together. Instead of legs, a cluster of slender tendrils nervously twitched beneath the eyes, but Dev couldn't tell if they were mouth parts, sensory organs, manipulators, or all three. The abdomen, again, long and slender like a dragonfly's, was flexible, tapering, and tightly coiled; when Daren's hubot moved slightly, the hovering creature drifted back half a meter and the abdomen uncoiled, then recoiled in a flash, demonstrating a marvelous precision of strength and control. A manipulative organ of some sort, like a tentacle or a hand?

"Is this one of our hosts?" Taki wondered aloud. "Or part of the native fauna?"

"One of our hosts, I should think," Dev replied. "In a closed, tightly controlled environment like this, I doubt that the wildlife wanders around free."

"How do you know that?" Daren said sharply. "This could be the equivalent of a domesticated pet. Or a gene-tailored, roving eye. Or—"

Something moved ahead, a thrashing in the shadowed undergrowth. The vegetation parted then, and another creature moved into the clearing. This time, there was no doubt, in Dev's mind, at least, that this was one of the Gr'tak.

One? Or more than that? The main body of the thing was easily four meters tall, a bulk of gray-brown flesh that towered above the three human machines. Beyond the initial impression of bulk and mass, though, it was at first hard to nail down details of the thing's structure, so little was it like anything in Dev's experience. It was fairly simple in its overall design, a massively large and fleshy base reminiscent of the foot of a conch or some other marine cephalopod, rising in a thick and muscular column of flesh and muscle that looped over sharply at the top, then descended to a smaller, second foot on the body's front end that seemed to incorporate the head as part of its structure. The head grew forward out of the leading edge of the second foot, an oddly bumpy and wrinkled gray ovoid festooned with tendrils, cilia, and prismatic surfaces that might have been various sense organs or manipulative appendages or both. The thing's movement, as it edged its way into the clearing, was almost comically like that of a terrestrial inchworm; the head-foot reached forward in a two-meter stride, then clung to the ground as the more massive tail-foot glided after it on powerful, muscular contractions.

The creature wore clothing of a sort, a bright pink skirt with rich violet and green ornamentation worked in glistening bands and spirals into the material, open at the top and bottom and girdling the looped body, leaving both feet and the upper part of the arch bare. The only other ornamentation was a gleaming, brass-colored plate or brooch that seemed to be embedded in the thing's thick hide just above and behind the head-foot.

The upper opening of the thing's skirt revealed three meter-long objects, flat, black, and glistening wet, adhering to the top of the arch. At first, Dev took them for some sort of external organs on the creature's body, but then one released its hold at what Dev took to be its leading end, and a blindly questing, circular mouth gaped for a moment before reattaching itself to its large mount. The three black shapes, then, were a trio of glistening creatures like enormous leeches attached to the larger being's dorsal surface, two riding side by side with the third slightly ahead of and overlapping the other two. The upper sides of the riders were pocked with half a dozen fist-sized craters that appeared to be the source of the moisture covering them; a gray and slender, many-branched growth sprouted more than a meter up from the thick skin of the larger creature beneath them, though which organism that structure belonged to, if either, Dev honestly couldn't tell.

Dev immediately had the impression, though, of several creatures working together, the big, arched body ridden by the three leeches in much the same way that a Riss rode a six-legged Dal. The union suggested that the Gr'tak was not an interstellar federation after all, but an evolutionary joining of several sapient species. The hovering insect, Dev noticed, was definitely a part of that superorganism or at least shared a close symbiosis with it. As he watched with fascination, the flyer abruptly darted back to the larger creature, folded up its wings, and vanished into one of the holes in one of the leech-riders with a ripple of glistening black flesh to mark its movement beneath the skin, while another, apparently identical flyer crawled free of a different hole and took to the air with a soft hiss of vibrating, transparent membranes. Dev was put in mind of scout warflyers maintaining a constant CAP around their carrier, serving as early warning for approaching danger, perhaps, as well as a mobile extension of eyes and other sense organs.

The being stopped a few meters away and seemed to be regarding them patiently through the jeweled facets of what must be compound eyes. Slowly, avoiding any threatening movement, Taki lowered the cylinder she was carrying to the ground, palmed its touchplate, and let the end dissolve.

Inside was a Naga communicator.

Thirty years ago, the DalRiss had engineered organic communicators, called comels, that had first enabled humans to communicate directly with the bizarrely alien Naga. Later, though, the Naga themselves learned to duplicate that trick; they were very good at patterning the molecular arrangements of another living creature's brain, permitting the direct transference of thought through an appropriately programmed intermediary. The only real difficulty, of course, was that when those thoughts were alien enough, they didn't make much sense. Even perfect understanding of a common language didn't help in communicating thoughts for which another culture had no thoughts . . . or words describing ideas totally beyond that culture's ken.

The programmed Naga fragment slid out of its container and onto the ground with a wet plop. Dev recognized the gray-black, sluglike shape . . . a single Naga cell, budded off from a planetary Naga that had already established communications with humans and understood—as much as was possible for that species—human thought processes.

Slowly, the Naga crawled toward the waiting Gr'tak. The enigmatic being seemed to watch its approach stoically, with no outward emotion—none, at least, that was recognizable to me humans. The Naga fragment moved to within a meter of the creature, and after the briefest of hesitations, something began uncoiling from the back of the huge arch, a single tentacle that must usually have been kept folded away unseen inside a pouch or recess within the thing's body. The tentacle reached down and touched the Naga fragment, which immediately began dwindling as its microcellular structure dissolved into the Gr'tak, filtering through the cells of its skin like hydrogen molecules diffusing through the rubber skin of a balloon.

The trio waited, watching as the huge creature digested the morsel; it seemed to show no surprise at the Naga fragment's intrusion into its body. Dev well remembered the first time he'd seen Naga material melting into his skin, and the panic he'd felt. It was not precisely a reassuring means of first contact. . . .

But the Gr'tak had seemed at ease with the idea. Indeed, the Naga fragment would have worked nearly as well if the two, Gr'tak and human, had simply each touched the Naga, using it as a physical bridge like the old comels, but it would be far better and faster if the Naga could pattern the alien creature's brain and allow a full merging of minds.

Unlike the two hubots, Dev's biomechanical DalRiss body possessed a Naga implant similar to the Companion carried by humans, and that elected him as the point man for first contact. Slowly, so as not to give alarm, he stepped closer to the huge creature, one of his alien body's arms stretched out, manipulators wide. Unfurling like a coiled line, the Gr'tak's tentacle dropped until the tip hung, twitching, a half meter from Dev's outstretched hand.

He waited a moment, making certain of the invitation, then closed that last narrow gap. The touch was cold . . . flickering . . . strange. The sensation of contact with an alien mind through a Naga intermediary was not as sharp or as overwhelming as he remembered it being in his flesh-and-blood body, long ago, but it was dazzling in its intensity nonetheless, and bewildering with its heady rush of alien sensations.

He sensed . . . memories. Countless memories, most a jumble of shapes and colors, odors and sensations that he simply could not sort out or catalogue. Some of those memories were clear attempts at communication, he knew, but it was difficult to sort them out. For a dizzying moment, Dev hung poised above a black and bottomless abyss, a whirling, shrieking nightmare of rushing alien thoughts and concepts, nested concepts, one inside another like nested woodcarved Russian dolls. The voices he heard were echoes of one another . . . and also, in a way he could not quite give shape to, were nested, one inside another in an infinitely repeating series receding into blackness.

For a moment, Dev was looking through alien eyes—weirdly faceted, multiply imaging eyes, like those of an insect—at something . . . something black and sleek and familiar if he could just learn to see in this strangely shattered and echoing way. . . .

His Naga, sensing patterns and familiarities, helped, sorting through the images, bringing fragmented pieces together, melding dozens into one.

The shape was familiar, chillingly so. Dev watched the ebon black, egg-smooth sleekness of a Web probe descending into the heart of a solar system. He saw it split, saw part descend on a warm and sunlit world, with vast geometries of light patterned across the continents of its night side. He saw glimpses—fragments, really—of a civilization's collapse, of nuclear fireballs and destruction unimaginable, of weirdly glittering, insectlike machines that devoured everything in their path, of something going hideously wrong with a sun, and the silent, actinic flash that spelled the doom of an entire world, its population, its culture, everything that it was and might one day be.

Emotions rode the alien currents of those images. He sensed deep sorrow . . . and urgent need.

"I/we are associative Sholai of Associative HaShoGha," the thought ran, sliding warm-wet through Dev's mind, the echoes and reiterations damped out by his Naga. Funny. It was as though he could hear the capitalizations, slight differences of stress in the unfamiliar words. There was a distinct difference between associative and Associative, for instance, the former clearly referring to the entity Sholai, while the latter seemed to indicate something larger and more complex . . . a community, perhaps. The feel of that concept was similar to the Naga ideas of »self« and Self, referring to detachable fragments of a much larger and more complete complex.

"I/we are refugees," the thought continued, "fleeing a terrible danger that has all but destroyed our Associatives. We are looking for Community and coupled thought."

Dev wasn't sure what "coupled thought" might be, but the sense of community seemed important to the being. Dev decided to push a bit on that idea and see what response he could raise.

"We are representatives of a community . . . of an Associative of three different races," he told it. "Human, Naga, and DalRiss. We are facing a danger like the one you've just shown me. I think it's the same . . . a threat we call the Web."

     The outstretched tentacle coiled back suddenly, a sharp flick of motion that momentarily broke the contact. Dev waited patiently, unmoving, as the creature before him shuddered with some nearly convulsive emotion. At first he thought the thing was afraid; mention of the Web, certainly, would be enough to terrify if these people had fled here from a home world destroyed by Web engineering.

Then the Gr'tak extended the tentacle again, and Dev once more slipped into that bewildering symphony of voices, sounds, and shifting mental images. He concentrated on the emotions, trying to find those that he could recognize, trying to block out the alien cacophony that was becoming painful in its intensity.

Yes, there was a recognizable emotion, but it wasn't the one that Dev had expected to find. There was fear, yes . . . a sour, sharp shuddering underlying the creature's mental processes.

But the immediate, the overwhelming emotion that Dev was sensing from the Gr'tak was not fear . . . but joy.


Chapter 13

Utter resolve is necessary when you are fighting an enemy. In order to beat him you must control the situation, regardless of the method you use. If you do not control the enemy, the enemy will control you.

— "Fire Scroll"

The Book of the Five Spheres

MIYAMOTO MUSASHI
seventeenth century B.C.E.

"The Gr'tak don't possess the same kind of intelligence humans do," Taki said. "Or the DalRiss, for that matter, or even the Naga. Some of us are beginning to think that intelligence may be common in the universe, but no two specific types of intelligence are quite the same."

Dev's visual representation of himself nodded. "Certainly, we've found enough differences in the intelligent species we've already studied to support such an idea."

It was two weeks since their initial contact with the Gr'tak. They were meeting in Cascadia . . . or, rather, in a virtual-world Cascadia, a shared illusion generated within the local Net back on New America. The familiar Alessandro-Hagan estate's conversation room had been altered with the addition of a conference table. A life-size image of a Gr'tak floated silently above the table's holoprojector, adding a surreal touch, complete with a pair of hovering, darting dragonfly creatures. Lessers, they were called, according to the lexicon of Gr'tak terminology still being hammered out. Present at the table were Dev, Daren, and Taki, of course, as well as Katya Alessandro and Vic Hagan. At Vic's suggestion, Kara was also present, turning the assembly into a family gathering . . . which left Dev feeling just a bit the outsider. He accepted that, however, since his disembodied state generally left him an outsider no matter where he was.

Also present, and also evidently feeling like outsiders, were two others who'd attended the ViRconference at Katya's suggestion. One was Kazuhiro Mishima, tall, elegantly dressed in formal red diplomatic robes, assigned by the Imperial government as the senior ambassador to the Confederation. The other was Dr. Frances Gresham, of the Confederation Senate Science Council. In another two hours, Katya and Vic were scheduled to present a full report to the Science Council, and they were using this opportunity to go over what Dev, Daren, and Taki had witnessed at High Frontier and to distill some of what they'd learned.

Gresham looked puzzled. "I'm not sure I understand. I mean, you're intelligent or you're not, right?"

"It's not that simple, Doctor," Daren told her. "For one thing, there are at least seventy different aspects of thought, memory, knowledge, and awareness that we've been able to categorize so far as distinct subsets of what we call sapience. Most authorities can't even agree on the exact number, but it is large."

"That's right," Taki added. "Some people have a talent in, oh, let's say, math. They can do complex calculations in their heads, retain long chains of numbers and manipulate them without having to write them down, even think in terms of equations and numeric series, without putting the thoughts into words. You follow?"

Kara tossed Daren a wry grin. "Yeah. My brother over there's like that. Frightening. Rattle off a string of numbers at me and I'll be lucky to tell you the first two in order. He can do it with commo numbers, access codes, whatever. Read him a number and he's got it forever."

Taki nodded. "Skill at working with numbers and numeric concepts is one type of intelligence. Working with words is another, either through direct articulation, or in using them to describe complex actions or thoughts. Artistic talent—being able to think in terms of color or tone or texture, that's, well, actually that's a whole cluster of intelligence types, at least the way we use the concept today. Others have to do with abstract reasoning, with drawing conclusions from data, with getting along with other people, or manipulating them, or even just understanding what they're feeling. All of these things go together to create that composite attribute we call intelligence."

"Intelligence clusters are the preferred way of looking at the whole idea of intelligence," Dev said. "You can be a genius at some things, an idiot at others, and everything taken together generally averages out. Now that's just with the human population. We think that other sapient species may have more or less the same general mix of talents—with exceptions of course. A species that was blind wouldn't have an artistic color sense, for instance. But by and large, the individuals of all intelligent species are going to need to deal with numbers, with communicative concepts, with others of their kind, and so on."

"So," Vic said. "What you're saying is that some of the aliens we meet are going to be really great at painting pictures, but downright stupid when it comes to making friends." He considered the thought. "I've known people like that."

"The DalRiss are better than we are at interpersonal relationships," Katya said. "But they lack, well, call it empathy. They can't understand the outrage some humans feel at the way they use their gene-tailored life forms. The Dal. Or the Achievers."

"Gok," Daren said with a sour expression. "You could say the same about the human domestication of animals. How much empathy did humans expend on cows?"

"What's cows?" Vic asked.

"An earth animal gene-tailored by millennia of domestication. The original form was completely wiped out by breeding programs, and the new forms deliberately altered for milk and meat production."

"Yuk," Katya said with some decisiveness. "Dark ages stuff. Obviously that was before nanofactories could grow meat to order."

"When it comes to lack of empathy, I'll give you one better, Mums," Kara put in. "The Imperials with their inochi-zo. They turn torture of a gene-tailored life form into art." She shivered. She'd forgotten Mishima's presence. A glance in his direction, though, showed him listening impassively.

Daren shifted in his chair. "Well, the point of all this is that there's a broad spectrum of skills, talents, and mental traits, both within each species, and among all of the species we know, that comprise what we call intelligence. They overlap, but they never quite match."

"So how does this apply to our friends the Gr'tak?" Ambassador Mishima wanted to know.

"The Gr'tak, Your Excellency," Taki told him, "appear to be geniuses compared to us when it comes to social organization. If language provides any clue, you only need to look at the words they have for things like 'government,' 'friendship,' or 'society.' "

"The Gr'tak," Dev added, "have twenty-three different words that we would translate as 'government.' "

"You mean, like, democracy, theocracy, monarchy, stuff like that?" Gresham asked.

"No. That gets even more complicated, and since they don't have them, as far as we can tell, they probably don't have words for theocracies or monarchies. From what we've been able to record in these past few weeks, though, they have something like eighty words simply describing different types of governments where the ordinary citizens participate in their own self-rule, what we would call democracy. No, just the concept of government, an organization or group or corporate body that makes laws, administers justice, and provides direction for society as a whole, that has twenty-three different words in Rashind, the principal Gr'tak language, and to tell you the truth, we haven't even begun to sort out the shades of meanings attached to each. The point, I think, is that they perceive more variety and richness in the concept than we do and have come up with more words to describe that richness because it's important to them."

"Sure," Daren said. "There used to be a certain culture on old Earth, a hunter-fisher nomad group, a long time ago, before Nihon started running everything there. They lived in the near Arctic, where there was snow on the ground much of the year, and did their hunting out on one of Earth's polar ice caps. I ViRed once that they had some obscene number of words that all meant 'snow.' 'Light snow,' 'fluffy snow,' 'hard-packed snow,' that sort of thing."

Taki shrugged. "It's a handy reference to what is important to a culture. In Nihongo, we have a very large number of words differentiating different types of winds and breezes, usually with poetic overtones. 'The wind that makes a flag snap,' 'the wind of an arrow's flight,' 'the wind from the sea,' the wind—' "

"Are you saying these Gr'tak creatures think government is important?" Mishima said abruptly, cutting her off.

"They think all social interaction is important. Government is just one aspect of how people, how intelligent beings, rather, interact."

"They have a large number of words for various types of sexual liaison," Dev added. "Of course, their sex relationships tend to be a lot more complicated than ours."

"How come?"

"Well, to start with, we're not really dealing with a single species. A single 'Gr'tak' is what they call an associative of a number of different creatures living on and in one another. Parasites, in fact."

Mishima leaned back from the table, giving a small hiss through his teeth. "Inosho," he said quietly. Dev's linguistic program gave an immediate translation, but it lacked the sharp emotion behind the word. "Parasites."

"There is a species of parasitic wasp on Earth," Daren said. "It lays its eggs on the skin of certain caterpillars. The eggs hatch, and the larva eat the living caterpillar from the inside out, then use its skin as a cocoon for their phase change to adult wasps. Well, it turns out that these wasps are themselves parasitized by a smaller species of parasitic wasp. And they in turn are parasitized by an even smaller species of wasp. In fact, researchers discovered that there were no less than five different species of wasp, each nested in the last like a whole series of those little carved and painted wooden dolls. What are they called?"

"Matreshka dolls," Katya offered.

"There was an old comic poem to that effect," Dev said. "Something about 'Big fleas have little fleas . . . ' and ending with the line 'and so ad infinitum.' "

"Yes. Well, the surprising thing about the Gr'tak," Daren continued, "is that they are composed of several mutually parasitizing species. Not as a serial regression, like those terrestrial wasps I mentioned, but with at least four different creatures living in close association with one another. Add to that their form of AI, what they call artificials, and you end up with a pretty complex joint life form."

"Wait a minute," Gresham said, shaking his head. "I don't think I buy this. I downloaded my doctorate in biology a long time ago, and I was a pretty fair xenobiologist before I ended up on bureaucratic panels. Parasites are essentially regressive species. Primitive, because they only need to adapt to their hosts. There wouldn't be any drive to develop intelligence, and if they had it to begin with, they'd lose it when life got easy."

"Old idea," Daren said with a tight smile. "That was outdated centuries ago. Parasites have to be specialized, yeah. And the traditional idea was always that when a parasite learns to live off of its host species, life gets easier for it. It's true that some forms lose a lot of adaptations for getting along in the outside world because they simply don't need them. A tapeworm, for instance, is nothing much more than a head with jaws to hang onto the inner surface of the host's gut. The rest of it, all several meters' worth, is body segments that detach one by one, pass out of the host's body, and serve to reproduce the beast by hatching out new parasites inside new hosts that happen to ingest them. It's not quite that simple, of course. Most parasitic species actually have fairly complex life cycles, some of them extremely so, requiring a large number of successive, species-specific hosts. Anyway, on the face of things, intelligence simply isn't something that you would expect a parasite to need.

"But we've learned that there is intense competition among parasitic species for host living space, just as there is among other species . . . and any time you have competition, there's the chance that it will foster, well, anything that will give the species an evolutionary edge in the race. Back to those terrestrial wasps."

"What are you," Gresham asked. "An expert on parasitic wasps?"

"My doctoral download was on terrestrial insects, yes," Daren said. "Especially social forms, and that included the Hymenoptera, even though not all wasps are social insects. Anyway, there's one kind of wasp that lays several eggs on a host caterpillar. All but one hatch early and cruise through the caterpillar's body killing every other parasitic wasp larva they find. That ensures that when the last egg hatches, the larva has no competition from other species."

"That's not intelligence," Kara pointed out.

"No, that's adaptation," Daren agreed. "Intelligence would be another kind of adaptation and a useful one if evolved in a hostile, high-competition environment. Hell, scientists are still arguing over whether or not you can even call intelligence a survival trait, since the technology that comes out of it does seem to get us into increasingly difficult situations.

"The Gr'tak, though, are different," he continued. "We haven't learned much about their life cycle yet . . . and we can't even begin to speculate about how they evolved to where they are today. But we have learned how they're put together."

He gestured at the floating, three-D image of the Gr'tak hanging above the conference table. "The largest part of the organism, that high-standing arch, is what they call a 'receiver.' That's the main host, the foundation for the rest. Now, these three organisms on the back. They look like flat, black plastic bags or oversized leeches. Those are external parasites, and the Gr'tak refer to them as 'greaters.' Those independent flying creatures, like big insects, are called 'lessers.' They, actually, are parasites of the greaters. They live inside the greaters' bodies and emerge through those holes in its back. As near as we can tell, the lessers are kind of like mobile scouts for the whole organism, flying around the area, checking out the surroundings, and flying back to report. There's a fourth parasite, something they call a 'deeper.' We're not sure what that is like, actually, though we think that that thing like a tree with very skinny branches growing out of the top might be a part of it. Deepers live inside the receiver. They may serve as an intermediary for the greaters and the receiver, and we're pretty sure they're important in the reproductive cycle."

"How do these things reproduce?" Katya wanted to know.

"Haven't sorted that out yet," Daren said.

"We're working on it," Taki added. "The greaters share a certain symmetry with the receivers, and we think that's because the greaters and the receivers are two different sexes of the same organism, though there's so much room for misunderstanding here, we could easily be mistaken about that. We do know that the reproductive systems of all four species are very closely interconnected. We think the young of the next generation already carry their symbionts when they're born."

"The DalRiss started out as parasites, didn't they?" Mishima said. "Is this the fashion trend of the Galaxy, now?"

Gresham laughed. "What's next, intelligent tapeworms?"

"The DalRiss fusion arose from a symbiotic relationship," Dev pointed out. "Possibly some parasitism was involved in their early history, but from what we've been able to learn, the dominant Riss organisms started off feeding on the larger Dal creatures, which were big, herd-dwelling, six-legged grazers, but they provided a survival advantage as well, probably by helping the Dal spot dangerous predators.

"With the Gr'tak, the relationship is deeper, and a lot stranger. The lessers probably started off as outright parasites of the greaters, while the greaters may have started out as parasites, or they could have been part of a sexual dependency, like male angler fish, on Earth. Maybe they both represent part of a more complex life cycle. You know, the parasite lives as a larva in one host, then gets passed to a different host where it matures into something else. Somewhere along the line, though, the cycle of each of the four got so wrapped up with the reproductive cycles of the others that now none of the four can reproduce without the active participation of other three. The receivers appear to be what we call a parasex of the greaters, same species but with a much different morphology."

"You think they developed in a hostile environment, though?" Vic asked. "That that was what forced them to evolve intelligence?"

"I'm not sure I see what other explanation there could be," Daren said. "My working hypothesis now is that they've evolved from several codependent species inhabiting littoral zones on their original homeworld."

"Littoral zones?" Mishima asked.

"Coastal areas. Specifically, salt marshes, swamps, tidal zones, places like that. They're not really amphibious, but they do prefer wet environments, high humidity. That miniature world we visited is a weird cross between a sauna bath and a greenhouse. They like it at forty degrees or more and often conduct business from their wading pools. And that kind of environment is often a Darwinian forcer. That's a place with lots of competition for limited resources, and lots of other species on the lookout for a meal."

"This is all quite interesting," Mishima said with a carefully shuttered expression. "I, and my government, of course, are most concerned, however, in what has brought these creatures here."

"That seems pretty obvious," Dev said. "It's in the report I uploaded onto the Net last week. They were victims of the Web. Like the DalRiss."

"But this happened a long time ago, right?" Gresham asked.

"We're still working on their concept of time and how they measure it," Dev admitted. "But if we're on the right track, the Web showed up in their home system and turned their star into a nova well over four thousand years ago. We think their home star was spinward and coreward of Sol, out beyond Nova Aquila. Another in the Aquilan Cluster, in fact."

One of the more haunting mysteries of astronomy had been the odd fact that a disproportionate number of novae, historically, had appeared in a single tiny patch of the sky as seen from Earth . . . roughly in the direction of the constellation Aquila, the Eagle. During a single, forty-year period early in the twentieth century, twenty-five percent of all of the recorded novae had appeared within an area measuring one quarter of one percent of the entire sky. Two had appeared there in one year alone—1936—and Nova Aquila, in 1918, had been the brightest recorded exploding star in three hundred years, a dazzling jewel-point outshining every star in the heavens except Sirius.

That clustering in time had been an odd, statistical anomaly, of course, since the stars involved ranged from relatively close to extremely distant, and it was chance that had the wavefronts of all of those stars arrive in the vicinity of Earth in the same four-decade period. But that anomaly had called astronomers' attention to the disproportionate number of novae in that one direction. Not until Dev—downloaded into the DalRiss explorer fleet—reached Nova Aquila had the truth been suspected, that many of those stars, if not all, had been deliberately exploded by the entities humans knew as the Web. Apparently, the Web was working toward a specific agenda, moving out from the Galactic Core where they'd first appeared along a grand spiral, following one of the Galaxy's spiral arms out into the stellar hinterlands. They'd been slowly approaching Sol's position in space for millennia, coming from the direction of Aquila, Ophiuchus, and Serpens.

"They've been traveling since something like 1500 B.C.E.," Taki said. She shook her head slowly, wonderingly. "They left the fiery wreck of their home planet a thousand years before Confucius was alive on Earth. They have been wandering for that long."

"Looking for what?" Gresham wanted to know. "How many of these Gr'tak ships are there, anyway?"

"The fleet is . . . large," Dev admitted. Sholai had told him it consisted of ten thousand ships, but he'd not yet admitted that officially. So far, only a few hundred had arrived at High Frontier, and he wanted to give them a chance to get reunited and to gather in stragglers before passing such alarming news on to others.

Particularly to the Imperials, who were already nervous about so many strangers turning up on the borders of the Shichiju.

"What weapons do they have?" Mishima demanded. "What new technology?"

"We're still looking at that question, Ambassador," Katya said.

"Their move into space was apparently prompted by a prevalence of comets in their home system," Dev pointed out. "I've . . . lived some of their remote history. Civilization fell a number of times when comets or small asteroids hit their world. They never fought wars among themselves, apparently. The only weapons they developed were laser banks designed to protect their planet from infalling debris."

"Pah." Mishima made a dismissive gesture. "We have the same ourselves already, on Luna." He was referring to Fudo-Myoo, the huge arrays of solar-power beam weapons based on Earth's moon; deployed in the late twenty-first century against the remote but deadly chance of a comet impact on Earth such as the one that had annihilated the dinosaurs sixty-five million years earlier, the gigajoule laser and particle beam system had never been used . . . though it remained a formidable part of Earth's defenses.

Dev studied Mishima. The ambassador looked troubled, his image frowning with the blank, far-away look that generally meant the person was accessing his personal RAM, or listening to some private message relayed through his Companion. No, Dev reminded himself, Mishima was Kansai no Otoko, a "Man of Completion," a member of the Dai Nihon political-social-religious party advocating human purity and a single, united government for all Mankind. He would have one of the old-fashioned cephlinks, not an isoro Companion.

"Mr. Ambassador?" Katya said. "Are you all right?"

His face cleared, but he still looked troubled. "Please excuse me," he said. "There is . . . something most urgent I must attend to." His image vanished from the virtual setting.

"I wonder what that was all about?" Daren said.

But Dev was aware of something new, a quickening in the flow of information around him. Exactly what he sensed of that information was difficult to express in words, but living and moving within the electronic environment of the Net was often described in metaphor and simile, with the informational matrix likened to a sea, vast, three-dimensional, and alive with powerful currents of moving data and flashing, myriad schools of fish representing individual communications packets. Had the metaphor been given form and substance, Dev knew he would have just seen vast and crowded schools of fish in the clear, sunlit shallows wheel about in an explosion of color and activity . . . then swell in numbers as new schools came swarming in out of the deeps beyond the shadowy reef in the distance.

Reaching out, he sampled one of the nearer "fish. . . ."

. . . at this time still do not know where the intruders are coming from, but it is feared that these small vessels are representatives of the so-called "Web Intelligence" that was decisively defeated at Nova Aquila two years ago. . . .

Surprise jolted Dev, followed swiftly by a stab of fear. The language was Nihongo, the speaker a well-known ViRnews mede broadcasting on the Net from Singapore Synchorbital.

From Earth . . . and the very seat of the Imperial government.

Swiftly, Dev sampled another incoming packet of communications . . . then another . . . then a hundred more in rapid succession. Most were coded military or government communiques, but others were being uploaded in the clear and relayed throughout the human network via I2C.

"Excuse me," Dev told the others. "Something is happening. Something . . . very dangerous, I think. I've got to leave, too."

"What is it, Dev?" Katya wanted to know. She'd picked up on the urgency in his voice, put it together with Mishima's sudden departure, and sounded worried.

"Earth is under attack," he told his startled listeners. "It sounds like the Web has come out to play."

Before they could respond, Dev was gone.


Chapter 14

No man is an Iland, intire of it selfe; every man is a peece of the Continent, a part of the maine; if a Clod bee washed away by the Sea, Europe is the lesse, as well as if a Promontorie were, as well as if a Mannor of thy friends or of thine owne were; any mans death diminishes me, because I am involved in Mankinde; And therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; It tolls for thee.

—Devotions upon Emergent Occasions, XVII

JOHN DONNE

C.E. 1624

Dev uploaded from the University of Jefferson, transmitting himself as a burst of digitized information across the thirty-six-light-year I2C linkage from the 26 Draconis system to Eridu, Chi Draconis V. From there, he routed to a commercial channel, waited 312 microseconds for the passage of a particularly large block of priority data flagged for ViRcom routing, then uploaded once again across the twenty-nine-light-year I2C link to Chiron. From Chiron, after another brief pause, it was just four and a half light years to Sol—less than the blink of an eye for the quantum-paired electron arrays of the communications facilities at Alpha Centauri A III and Earth.

His incoming pattern was routed through the commercial traffic buffers at the communications array on Luna, where Dev waited for several seconds, surveying the electronic ground. If message traffic had been growing stronger and more urgent than normal at New America, almost fifty light years away, it was frantic here. Reaching out with the downloaded pattern of his mind, Dev sampled some of the messages flooding through near-Earth space.

" . . . God, I've never seen anything like it! There must be hundreds of them coming out of K-T space, and they're filling the sky. . . ."

"Negative! Negative! It's not K-T space. We don't know how they're arriving, but they're coming in fast. "

"Mayday! Mayday! Am under attack by unknown forces! They're just coming out of empty space, more ships than I can count! . . ."

"Imperial Fleet Command Control Center, this is Perimeter Defense Facility Evening Calm! The enemy is materializing out of empty space from the direction of Aquila. Bearing right ascension, one-nine hours, three-five minutes, zero-four seconds, declination plus one-four point two degrees, range three-one-point-seven a.u. They appear to be moving in-system at high acceleration. Can't determine yet whether their target is Earth or the Sun. . . ."

"Hello! Hello! Is anyone reading me? Hello! . . ."

"Mayday! Mayday! This is the transport Yoku Maru. I've been hit by something! Power out. Life support down. I'm tumbling and losing pressure. Can anybody hear me? . . . "

Earth's solar system was filled with spaceborne traffic, some military, most of it commercial shipping. Earth and Dai Nihon, after all, were the hub of a titanic commercial empire as well as a military one, an empire spanning the entire Shichiju and reaching all the way out into the Periphery states. As emergency and priority radio and I2C traffic flashed from ship to ship and among the various planetary and deep space communications facilities across the system, panic was spreading.

"Perimeter Defense Facility Evening Calm, this is Imperial Fleet Command Control Center. Can you identify the attackers? Over!"

"Cee-Three, Evening Calm. It's the Web. Got to be. It's just like the attack at Nova Aquila . . . !"

A large portion of the human race had seen, had experienced the Nova Aquila battle two years before by linking into the computer-communications network that interconnected all of the worlds inhabited by Man, and downloading the event—as seen through scanners and sensory suites throughout the Imperial–Confederation Combined Fleet—as it happened.

It had been a good many centuries since the advent of telecommunications—com satellites and old-fashioned two-D television—had brought the experience of war into civilian homes; since the development of ViRealities and direct cephlink feeds, news reporting had become a far more immediate, a more personal way of reaching people with current events. Even deep within the inner worlds of the Shichiju, where few citizens used the there-unpopular Naga Companions, virtually every citizen save the three percent or so of nullheads and technophobes had immediate access to online feeds from one or another of the news services, government, commercial, and private. As during the Battle of Nova Aquila, Dev could feel more and more citizens across the Shichiju linking in as the urgent communications from the outer reaches of the Solar System spread the panic further and further abroad.

And, as before, he could feel the Overmind stirring.

Overmind was Dev's term for that giant, half-sleeping intelligence that still lay, quiescent, beneath the crisscrossing babble of communications on the Net, a noncorporeal intelligence derived from the complex interconnectivity of all human communications. It had come into being during Nova Aquila, when a critical threshold of minds had actively joined the Net. He'd not been able to reach it during the battle, though in some still ill-defined way he'd been aware of having been a part, a very small part, of the entire intelligence.

The Overmind's intervention at Nova Aquila had won the battle for Humanity . . . and probably been responsible for the past two years of relative peace. Its intervention was the obvious answer to this attack as well . . . but as hard as Dev tried reaching for that enigmatic meta-intelligence, he could not seem to connect with its awareness.

So he reached outward once more, seeking a vantage point from which he could study the developing battle for Earth and Earth's star system. He found that vantage point accelerating out toward the site of the incursion, past the orbit of Mars and moving above the plane of the asteroid belt—the flagship of the Imperial Navy's Home Defense Fleet, the INS Yamato.

A relic of a century before, bearing a name sacred to Nihonjin history and tradition, the Imperial battleship was vastly outclassed by the two larger, more powerful, and more modern dragonship carriers accelerating with her in her squadron, Soryu and Tennoryu; but her communications suite had been updated with the most powerful I2C apparatus, and originally she'd been designed around the concept of a combat coordination center, a heavily armed and armored space-mobile combat headquarters. The squadron, designated Ida-Ten after the swiftest of the ancient Japanese gods, had left Phobos three days before on routine patrol and by chance had been heading in roughly the right direction when the Evening Calm's alert had come through. They had now fine-tuned their heading and were accelerating at a bone-rattling three and a half Gs, racing to meet the oncoming intruders.

Dev's penetration of Yamato's systems went unnoticed. There were security programs aboard, of course, guard-dog routines set loose within the vast and tangled virtual space of the huge vessel's complex electronic network, as well as linked-in human operators assigned to monitor the system and watch for unauthorized entry. Had Yamato been quietly moored in spacedock, Dev might have had some trouble coming aboard, especially since the incoming data streams would be carefully monitored at such times to prevent personality or AI downloads from would-be spies or saboteurs.

Dev had chosen a good time to make his move, however, sequestering himself within the data banks of a navigational relay station in Earth orbit and downloading into Yamato's waiting storage capacity when the relay was electronically tagged for a navigational update feed. No one noticed that the feed was several seconds longer than it should have been; at that moment, all minds were on the coming battle and the threat to home and Emperor . . . not to mention the very real possibility of death within the next few hours. Dev set a small portion of his mind to monitoring his immediate surroundings for the approach of an electronic guardian, and another part to the largely automatic task of constructing a shell for himself, the appearance of a small and routine housekeeping program set loose within the network as a part of the normal operating procedure. Kara, Dev recalled, had used a similar approach to penetrate the far more heavily defended computer system at Phobos in her raid on Kasei a couple of years back.

Seconds after his arrival, Dev had become part of the computer system's routine, accepted as one of the sub-AI programs constantly running on the network. He had no authorization for access to subsystems coded at level three or higher, but he wasn't seeking to penetrate the ship's secure areas in any case. All he needed was a place to eavesdrop on the electronic communications filling space around him.

Even so, he learned a fair amount just by linking in. The ship's captain was Shosho Chuichi Iijima, while the CO for the Ida-Ten squadron was Chujo Yatsuhiro Ubukata. And a surprise: Ubukata's boss was along, the Commander of the Home Defense Fleet, Taisho Nobutaki Kurebayashi. All three men, Dev was well aware, were traditionalists, confirmed members of the Kansai no Otoko who reportedly had scant respect for the battle tactics of mindless, soulless machines.

The problem, as Dev knew well, was that with virtually unlimited numbers the Web had little need of formal combat tactics. Throw enough metal at a defensive force, and unless that force had unlimited reserves of its own to draw on, it would break, sooner or later.

And that was precisely the tactics the Web appeared to be employing. Unseen by his unsuspecting shipmates, Dev monitored the intelligence feed to the big battle tank in Yamato's Operations Center, a ten-meter pit with a holographic interface with the ship's primary Artificial Intelligence. Unnoted either by the AI or by the humans working the tank controls, Dev was able to electronically peer over their shoulders, watching the battle unfold in the emptiness far ahead.

As had happened at Nova Aquila, the Web machines were materializing out of empty space, not all at once or in any kind of recognizable formation, but a few at a time, as though they were being fed into the Stargate device back at the Galactic Core as quickly as they could be rushed into position. As they emerged out of nothingness, they began accelerating in-system, gathering slowly into a vast and still-growing cloud of Web combat craft.

Dev used his position aboard the Yamato to carefully scan the enemy masses, searching for recognizable ship designs, for a repeat of earlier tactics, for anything that could provide him with intelligence into the inhuman mind of this foe. The Battle of Nova Aquila had been won two years before because the human forces had been able to identify and destroy key command and coordination facilities that appeared to have been directing Web battle tactics, but so far Dev had seen no ships or structures that evenly remotely resembled the enormous fleet control units he'd seen then. The planetoid ships that had apparently been coordinating the Web attack then were missing, which meant that in the past two years, the Web had analyzed their earlier defeat and found a way to avoid that same weakness.

That was one of the problems with technic war; if the enemy was any good at all, he would stay flexible, figure out what had gone wrong before, and fix it . . . which left his opponent trying to find some new weakness, some new angle of attack.

The trouble was, Dev was pretty much a helpless observer, literally along for the ride as an unnoted electronic stowaway aboard the Imperial flagship. He could watch, but his resolution of the enemy machines and formations was limited to the resolving power of Yamato's sensory suite and by Yamato's own movements. Clearly, Admiral Kurebayashi was racing to place as many Imperial Navy ships in the cloud's path as he could, hoping to halt its advance as far away from Earth as possible.

Dev had faced the Web in combat and knew that Kurebayashi's little squadron—two ryu-carriers, a dozen cruisers, thirty-one destroyers, frigates, and smaller craft, as well as the aging Yamato herself—would be little more than a snack for the hungry Web swarm.

Lead elements of the cloud were just beginning to reach Perimeter Defense Facility Evening Calm, a deep-space watch outpost beyond the orbit of Neptune and well above the ecliptic, designed to monitor and challenge incoming spacecraft. In the battle tank, Evening Calm was represented by a bright red pinpoint of light that lay, by chance, almost directly in the projected path of the diffuse, purple-colored haze representing the Web cloud. A frail structure, an open latticework of crisscrossing struts and beams that served as an immense antennae array two kilometers across, Evening Calm was larger by far than the largest spacecraft but massed only a few thousand tons. A rotating wheel habitat at one end provided quarters and life support for a crew of twelve, while most of the rest of the station's mass was wrapped up in the open-mesh dish of the main tracking antenna, the sensor arrays, and the supporting framework. Though the station was primarily designed as a deep space observation post and communications relay and not as a fortress, it did possess a battery of military lasers.

The station's weapons seemed pitifully inadequate, however, in the face of the swarm descending toward them out of interstellar space.

Images of the Web cloud were being transmitted from Evening Calm to the Yamato's operations center and displayed on a viewall screen that occupied most of one of the compartment's large bulkheads. When they'd first begun arriving, the Web combat machines had been invisible at optical wavelengths, but like vapor coalescing out of thin air, their presence was slowly materializing as a kind of thin, wispy silver-gray fog that steadily grew denser as it hurtled toward the perimeter station.

As Dev translated the digital information into a scene he could play inside his own mind, he saw immediately the wispy smear of the attackers, growing visibly larger second by second in the center of the display. The cloud was translucent, like a puff of smoke, thin enough that brighter stars could still be seen through the haze, but it was rapidly growing thicker as millions of separate Web machines continued to swell the main cloud's numbers.

The leading edge of the swarm grew near, the range, shown by numerals ticking off a kind of fast-paced countdown at the lower right of the image, grew steadily less. Dev heard the station's commander gave a crisp order, and the lasers winked on; twelve hundred kilometers away, Webbers caught in that megajoule beam shone with the light of tiny, glaring suns, then faded away in a silent puff of vapor. Someone aboard Evening Calm cheered and was immediately silenced by a sharp-barked order.

The lasers fired again, and once more a constellation of brilliant stars appeared in the distance, flared bright, then faded.

The cloud had taken losses . . . but those losses were literally a few drops out of the ocean; the rest of the Webbers kept coming, each impelled by powerful magnetic fields that let them sense the ferrous mass of the station and home on it with the single-minded purpose of a swarm of hungry mosquitoes.

And then the Web force had arrived, the lead elements streaking past the Evening Calm facility at velocities of hundreds of kilometers per second. Many struck the open latticework of the facility, and each strike was like the detonation of a small bomb as the kinetic energy of the fast-traveling devices was liberated by high-speed impact. The external camera view jittered and bounced wildly; something, one of the machines, possibly, or more likely a fragment of wreckage, sailed past the camera's field of vision like a great, whirling black shadow.

After that first storm of explosions, however, more and more of the Webbers began coming in more slowly, decelerating at what must have been hundreds of gravities, with oddly jointed mechanical limbs wide-stretched to snag hold of the station's structure.

Dev had been in combat with the Web more than once; each time before he'd been struck by the similarities between that attack and the blind rush of antibodies attacking foreign cells, a host of invading bacteria, perhaps, inside the human body, and that impression was stronger than ever now. They swarmed in blindly, many missing their target entirely, others hitting and grabbing on with a bewildering variety of claspers, arms, and many-jointed legs.

Throughout the storm, the station's lasers kept firing as quickly as they could cycle, but there were just too many of the attackers for the weapons to even slow the onslaught, and there were no good targets at all. The individual Web ships—devices, really—of that oncoming cloud were mostly small. The largest were a few meters long and massed perhaps a ton or two. Most were smaller; many were the size of a man's hand and massed only a few hundred grams. These last were designed with one purpose only, to seek out and attach themselves to any larger target and begin dismantling it a few molecules at a time, literally eating their way through solid hull metal with nanotechnic disassemblers—nano-D in military parlance. Through outboard cameras on the Evening Calm facility, Dev saw the first of those glittering objects strike the station's framework, strike and cling, gleaming like silver-edged jewels in the harsh glare of exterior spotlights. In seconds, ragged patches had appeared in the station's exterior thermal coating; in seconds more, whole lengths of strut piping were breaking off and spinning away into space.

A window opened in the upper left corner of the transmitted image. A young sho-i appeared, his face frightened. Behind him, the station's command center showed wild panic as members of the facility's crew stampeded for the airlock door to the escape pods.

"We're breaking up!" he cried into the camera, eyes wide. In the background, Dev could hear the ominous creak of metal flexed and stressed beyond its engineering limits. "We can't stop it! Do you hear me, Command? We can't stop—"

The picture broke up in a storm of static; both the internal and external views broke off as data feeds or cameras were knocked off-line.

"I2C transmission from Evening Calm has been lost," a voice aboard the Yamato reported with eerie calm.

"Transmit to all units," Taisho Kurebayashi said gravely. In the operations tank, the red pinpoint of light marking the Evening Calm winked out as a spreading, purple haze engulfed it. "We will attempt to meet the cloud at approximately the orbit of Jupiter, on a line between the cloud's current position and Earth."

"Hai, O-Taishosama!" a communications officer replied. Dev sensed the order as it was beamed back to an Imperial communications center on Phobos.

It was time for him to leave as well. There was nothing he could do to help Yamato or her consorts, nothing he could do at all save continue gathering data, and what he'd seen so far had probably given him all of the data he could use. In the ops battle tank, it was becoming obvious that the Web had initiated a change in their strategy, and that intrigued him. When they'd appeared in the Gr'tak system, according to Sholai, they'd appeared as a single large vessel that had accelerated in-system, divided itself in two, then further subdivided into clouds of machines deployed as separate fleets, one vectoring in on the Gr'tak homeworld, the other making for the suns. For some reason, the Web attack here was being launched as vast numbers of separate machines working in close concert with one another.

From what the DalRiss had been able to gather, the Web had employed a different strategy at the DalRiss sun, with hundreds of thousands of Webbers appearing out of empty space and plunging straight into the sun . . . and within a few days, triggering the nova that had eradicated the entire system.

Why the difference? Did it have to do with the defense that the locals put up? Or had Web strategy changed in the millennia since they'd scorched the Gr'tak homeworld? As he studied the purple cloud projected into the ops center battle tank, Dev could already detect a faint shift in the cloud's shape as it paired itself into two lobes. If it followed the pattern seen at the Gr'tak home system, the cloud would soon be two separate, smaller clouds, one heading for Earth, the other aimed at the Sun.

Dev felt a throbbing, urgent restlessness that swiftly grew into barely contained panic; he'd been an electronic download for close to three decades now . . . and before that his allegiance had been to the Confederation. If he ever thought of himself as having a home world any more, that world was New America; 26 Draconis IV had been both the spiritual and material focus for the rebellion against Empire and Hegemony in the first place.

But Dev had been born on Earth, and his roots were there, on Man's original homeworld. He'd been born and raised in the Scranton District of the big, sprawling, eastern seaboard metropolis of the North American Protectorate. His mother still lived there, though he hadn't seen her for many years; his brother Greg . . . now there was someone he'd not thought of in a while! Greg had been in Imperial service thirty years ago; God alone knew where he was now. It was possible, even likely, that he was back on Earth again.

And Earth was about to be destroyed when her sun was artificially detonated by the Web.

Though he'd thought little about Earth for a long time, Dev found that the knowledge hurt, and hurt badly. He could remember talks with his father in a West Scranton park . . . remember long walks in the hills outside of the city wards . . . remember, now that he called the sensations to mind, even the taste of the air after a spring rain, the laughter of children playing in the street, the caress of a breeze on his face.

It was harshly, bitterly ironic. At the time, he'd wanted nothing more and nothing less than to get off of Earth and never go back. His father had been in Imperial service, one of a handful of gaijin at that time allowed to transfer from Hegemony service to the Imperial Navy; he'd been required to divorce Dev's mother, however, as part of the political price of his advancement. He'd accepted, because only that way could he continue supporting his wife and sons, who lived in one of the more savagely depressed economic zones of the Earth.

Later, though, his father had been disgraced . . . and Dev had pulled all the strings he could to get off of Earth and start his life over somewhere, anywhere else. That determination had led him eventually to Loki, and to his joining the Hegemony military, where he'd become a warstrider.

Never, never in his wildest imaginings in all of the years since had he thought he would ever feel either sorrow or nostalgia for the planet that had given him birth. But he did. . . .

Dev felt himself a part of humanity in that moment as he had never felt it before; the loss Mankind as a whole would know with the loss of Earth and her teeming billions would sear the consciousness of the survivors, would traumatize the entire race in ways that simply could not be predicted. Is this what the DalRiss felt when their worlds were destroyed? Dev wondered. Can we survive such a loss? DalRiss psychology was so alien from that of humans that it was difficult to compare the reactions of the two to the same event.

With a sense of deep regret, he pulled out of Yamato's computer network and returned to the Earth-Moon system, this time to an Imperial Combat Command Center at Aristarchus, on Luna. The base, named Hachiman after the ancient Japanese god of war, was the central control node for a farflung subsystem of the Imperial Terran military C3 network, Command, Control, and Communications. There, he checked again on the Imperial assets in-system—a pathetically small force when compared to the numbers arrayed against it. Besides the Ida-Ten squadron, there were a half-dozen other ryu-class warflyer carriers in-system, four at Earth frantically preparing to leave dock and move into position, the other two already accelerating at full blast toward a rendezvous with Yamato and the others. Perhaps a hundred warships more, ranging from a few heavy cruisers to numerous frigates and patrol vessels, were under thrust now, all moving toward the same fateful rendezvous near the orbit of Jupiter, some five a.u.s out from Sol.

Other squadrons, he saw, were being called in from distant star systems, but since the only way to move instantaneously between the stars was as a rider within one of the huge DalRiss city ships, it was clearly going to take time to organize and transport any out-system reinforcements. Everything—every hope of victory—would depend on whether Admiral Kurebayashi's little squadron could slow the cloud long enough to enable other forces to reach Sol in time; Dev had already taken a hard and realistic look at the odds and decided that Kurebayashi would not slow the Web's advance by so much as a millisecond. The Web machines would overwhelm Yamato and the other Imperial warships in moments. Most of the Webbers would stream right past without even slowing, and there was nothing that Yamato or any other ship in the Solar System could do about it.

While occupying Hachiman, Dev tried once again to reach the Overmind. Damn it, he could feel it stirring, like a vast, dark movement within the unimaginably deep and murky waters of the virtual sea around him. But Dev could not reach it . . . could not even conceive of a way to try to attract its attention. Had he not seen it in action at Nova Aquila, he would have dismissed it now, for it was less an independent pattern of thought and purpose than a dull, rumbling cacophony of countless minds and thoughts, blind and purposeless. Trying to contact such a ponderous and insensible collection of chaotic inertia was like shouting into a hurricane, attempting to challenge the wind and lightning themselves.

Conceding failure at last, Dev accessed an online image of Earth as seen high in the Lunar sky over Hachiman, a blue half-globe aswirl with dazzling white. Earth as humans had seen it for six hundred years now, frail and delicate in the night.

And he knew that there was nothing he could do to stop the apocalypse that was swiftly descending on it with implacable, ruthless resolve.


Chapter 15

One must not always use the same modes of operation against the enemy, even though they seem to be working out successfully. Often enough the enemy will become used to them, adapt to them, and inflict disaster on us.

—The Strategicon

THE EMPEROR MAURICE

C.E. 600

"We can't assemble a fleet quickly enough," Katya said grimly. "We have five DalRiss cityships here at New America now, and four of them are with the Imperial squadron. They'll be moving out-system, back to defend Sol, any moment now."

"The majority of the cityships are still at High Frontier," Dev pointed out. He had rejoined the others in the virtual representation of Cascadia, to find that Gresham had left the meeting during his absence, leaving Vic and Katya, Kara, Daren and Taki . . . now truly a family gathering. "Or with the Unified Fleet, at Nova Aquila. Most of them are redeploying too."

"I imagine the Imperials there will be scrambling to get their task force back to Sol, and tagging every DalRiss they can find," Kara said. Tagging was the term used in the Confederation to refer to convincing a DalRiss cityship to carry a vessel from one star system to another. The idea had taken a while to catch on only because it was difficult to figure out what the DalRiss might want in exchange for the service. Lately, DalRiss ships had been very much in demand for fast transport . . . and the astonishing thing was that they did not expect payment for this very real service that they performed.

What Dev had learned in his twenty-five years-plus of living and working with the beings—and what most other humans seemed to have a lot of trouble understanding—was that the DalRiss saw such service as their part in what they called the "Dance of Life," a way of participating in the society that had become theirs when the Web had turned their home stars into novae.

"I've often wondered," Vic said with a tight smile, "what would happen if things came down to war between Empire and Confederation again. Both sides use the DalRiss for fast transport now. Would they both try to corner the market in available DalRiss ships? Or get the DalRiss to fire at their friends who happened to've been tagged by the other side?"

"The reason the DalRiss never seem to take sides," Dev told them, "is that, frankly, they have a lot of difficulty telling the difference between us and the Japanese. They never had anything like intraspecies warfare in their history, and they really have trouble understanding it in us."

"So they just offer a ride to anyone who asks, is that it?" Daren said.

"That's about it," Vic said.

"You really think Earth is going to get blown away?" Daren asked. He wore a faint smile.

"I don't see what can stop it," Dev said. "The same thing is happening there that happened at Alya. Or the Gr'tak world."

"That should solve the Confederation's problems with the Empire, at any rate, huh?"

"It's a damned high price to pay," Katya said sharply. "My God, Dev. there's got to be something! What about the Overmind?"

"I've tried," Dev said. "I've tried to reach it. I'm pretty sure it's there. I can sense . . . something, something very large, very powerful, but it's way down deep and completely nonresponsive, near as I can tell."

"Maybe all you're sensing is the potential of the thing," Taki said.

"Sure," Daren added. "It'll wake up when Nakamura's Number of humans link in."

"Maybe." Dev wasn't convinced of that at all. For one thing, he was pretty sure that there'd been something like Nakamura's Number of people linked in during the time he'd been back in the Solar System. The quickening pace of the communications crisscrossing back and forth on the Net suggested vast numbers of humanity linking in from every system in the Shichiju.

Still, when the Overmind had awakened during the Battle of Nova Aquila, Dev had received an unexpected and stunning look into the network's mind and experienced some small part of its power, scope, and reach. Nakamura's Number, a specific number of nodal interconnections and linkages that defined a specific "critical mass" of complexity above which a transcendental change took place, was more flexible as a concept, he knew now, than its mathematical nature might suggest. That number could have been changed by a factor of ten either way and it might not have affected the outcome . . . or the outcome could have been completely different. Humans had a long way to go in their understanding of what mind and consciousness were, and their stubborn reliance on numbers and rigid categories still gave them comfort in the face of the unknown.

"I don't think we can rely on the Overmind," Dev continued after a moment. "It's more like a natural force, a hurricane spawned by warm oceans and tropical weather patterns, than an ally."

"We haven't even been able to verify its existence," Taki put in, "save as a purely subjective phenomenon during the fight at Nova Aquila."

"Something took out the Web Alphas," Kara replied, referring to the planetoid-sized machine-ships the Web had used to coordinate their massive fleet's actions. "It wasn't our Combined Fleet that did it, that's for sure."

"The Overmind is real," Dev said. "It was then. It is now."

"Sure," Daren said with a grin. "But how real are you?"

The statement, Dev thought, had been intended as a joke, but it hurt nonetheless. He was surprised at how much it hurt.

"Unless we can find a way to stop the Web assault, Earth's sun will go nova in a few more days," he said with a hard curtness to the words. "We can assume that the Web will continue to search for human-occupied systems and destroy those as well."

"How the hell did it find Earth?" Vic wanted to know.

Dev sighed. "Ultimately, of course, that was my fault," he said. He'd been the one who'd first probed the Aquilan Stargate with a downloaded copy of himself . . . and that copy, together with everything he'd known, had been lost to the Web in the Galactic Core.

"But we countered that," Kara said. "Operation Shell Game."

"Obviously they saw through that," Dev replied. "I don't know how. For all we know, they were able to separate fact from fiction from the beginning, just because they're the ones who created the Naga in the first place, and know how they work better than we do."

"If that's true," Katya said gently, "I don't think they would have waited two years before attacking Earth. Shell Game bought us time. It just would have been nice if it had bought us more time. Like maybe a century or three."

"Most likely," Vic said, "they ran some sort of a program on all of the information they picked up from our probes, comparing that data with what they knew about the Galaxy already. The information we downloaded into the Naga fragments wasn't all that complete. It couldn't be. Maybe they were able to pick up a difference in, well, in the texture of the information. Or there were little mistakes in star positions or alignments that we didn't catch."

"It's also possible they analyzed our EM shell," Taki pointed out. "Man's EM shell, I mean. It's got a radius of, what? Six hundred light years now. That's halfway to Nova Aquila already. And that shell is centered on Sol, because none of the colonies, even the oldest, like Chiron and New Earth, have been broadcasting on electromagnetic frequencies for anything near that long. All of their radio bubbles are submerged inside Earth's. If the Web has listening posts or another stargate closer to the Shichiju, within six light centuries of Earth, they could figure out where we were just for that."

"That's right!" Katya said. She looked at Dev's virtual image. "That's very right! I don't think anything else would explain how they could pinpoint Earth's solar system so precisely."

Dev rolled the idea about in his thoughts for a moment. He'd not considered that possibility, assuming, as he had, that his inadvertent first contact with the Web had been what had given the game away in the first place. "In the long run," he said slowly, "it doesn't really matter how they found Earth, does it? They have. We've been afraid that they would for two years now, ever since they found the Alyan worlds and destroyed them."

And that, he realized, was a part of his own pain. The DalRiss had lost their homeworld and its nearby colony as a direct result of that catastrophic first meeting, and he'd long felt guilty about the fact, even though the DalRiss themselves, though jolted by the experience, seemed to have accepted it as yet another step in their mysterious Dance of Life.

Their outlook on events, on such outwardly simple matters as cause and effect, was markedly different from that of humans.

"One way or another," he continued with only the slightest of pauses, "they've found Sol. And if we don't do something damned fast, we're going to lose Earth the same way the DalRiss and the Gr'tak lost their worlds." He gave Daren a hard look. "Believe me, son. That loss is going to hit us gokking hard."

Katya closed her eyes. "Everything we've fought for. Wiped away."

Taki shook her head. "Independence from the Empire's not such a big deal when we start talking about survival as a species."

"Well, damn it," Kara said, her fist clenched and raised above her lap with a small, defiant jerk. "I'm not ready to surrender to the Impies yet. Let's just see what happens, okay?"

"There doesn't seem to be a lot else we can do," Dev agreed.

Certainly, there was little more to be said. Dev took his leave of the others, then repeated his earlier electronic passage from 26 Draconis to Sol.

Five hours had passed since he'd been there before, and the forces still had not come together. Space battles, by virtue of the incredible distances involved, tended to be long, drawn-out affairs of maneuver capped by a few seconds of stark, extremely destructive violence. The Web swarms—there were now clearly three separate clouds on slightly divergent courses—had the potentially disastrous advantage. Able to accelerate at hundreds of gravities, they could achieve velocities of thousands of kilometers per second in a space of hours or even minutes; the Imperial ships, limited both by engineering and by the frailties of the flesh and blood they carried, could not push much higher than five Gs for the smaller vessels, three for the larger. Once the ryus were close enough to disgorge their squadrons of warflyers, of course, they would win back some of the difference, though not all. Manned warflyers could manage perhaps ten Gs before their pilots blacked out, and teleoperated flyers didn't need to restrict themselves to the limitations of human pilots. Even so, the best and most powerful flyer could not pull much more than forty to fifty Gs and would be at a significant disadvantage when facing the Web machines.

With their vast speed, the Web machines had closed much of the gap between where they'd entered the Solar System and the current position of Battlegroup Ida-Ten. Kurebayashi's squadron had continued accelerating out-system until it was clear that the Web cloud's velocity would swiftly close the dwindling distance between them, then take the cloud sweeping past the Imperial ships and on into the inner system. The Imperial vessels had spun end over end, then, and began decelerating hard at three Gs.

Dev had just arrived at the Hachiman facility when I2C-relayed images and information began flooding back down the communications lines from Kurebayashi's squadron, carrying details of vector, speed, and weapons readiness. The divergence between the three separate Web groups was no more than a few thousand kilometers, if that, but a projection of their separate courses suggested that one was heading for Earth, a second toward Kasei—old Mars—and the third toward the Sun.

Dev wondered about the three-part assault. At the DalRiss homeworld, there'd been two inhabited planets but they'd orbited two different stars in the widely spaced Alyan double system. The Gr'tak home star was also a double, but more closely spaced; only one world in that system had been inhabited, if you didn't count the artificial worlds built within hollowed-out planetoids.

In Man's home system, however, three worlds were heavily populated, Earth, Kasei, and Luna . . . and the Lunar population could be considered an extrapolation of the space-dwelling community in near-Earth space, the tens of millions of people living in the synchorbitals or in space colonies in extended Earth orbit or at the various LaGrange points. Though there were countless other settlements throughout the Solar System—on the moons of Jupiter and Saturn, on and within hundreds of the drifting chunks of rock in the Asteroid Belt, on Mercury, in Venus orbit, in extended solar orbits—the Web had apparently zeroed in on the two largest concentrations of human population in the system, Earth-Lunar space, and Kasei, which had a permanent population of some hundreds of millions of people, as well as extensive military bases and facilities.

The strategy made Dev wonder. Were the Webbers really going after the two largest population centers? Or—as seemed likely from much of what he'd sensed in Web strategies before, and from what he'd learned from the Gr'tak—was the Web possibly unaware of most human activity? Could they be focusing on Kasei and Earth because those were the two strongest sources of EM radiation, or because they were the obvious primary nodes in the Solar System's far-flung computer net, or because they had the most ship activity in near space and low orbit?

Could that selective blindness of the Web be used? Dev wondered if, rather than trying to wake the Overmind up, they should be trying to shut down all EM and computer/communications/control activity on and around Earth to, in effect, make Earth invisible to the alien mind.

He dismissed the idea almost at once. Earth's real problem was not that it was visible to the Web, but the fact that Earth's sun was visible to them; once Sol went nova, it wouldn't matter much whether the Web could see the Earth or not.

Again, he tried to summon the Overmind, wondering what set of circumstances or conditions there might have been at Nova Aquila that had brought the meta-intelligence to life then that was missing now. Something was happening there; he could feel the Overmind's mental focus, the way it was studying . . . something, but he was no more able to communicate with it directly than an ant might have been able to communicate with the human over whose shoe it was walking. The Overmind seemed distant and preoccupied, totally involved with some other problem completely beyond Dev's ken.

In deep space, out well above the plane of the far reaches of the Asteroid Belt, the Ida-Ten Squadron was in range of the nearest elements of the Earthbound cloud. The relative velocities of the Web clouds and the Imperial squadron were still high, on the order of nearly two thousand kilometers per second, but the AIs aboard the human warships had factored the speed difference into their fire-control equations and determined the best instant to commence the final part of the deadly dance.

Tennoryu opened the engagement, loosing a cloud of high-velocity missiles tipped with thermonuclear warheads. Earlier battles with the Web had demonstrated that nukes were among the most effective weapons for dealing with Web mass-attack tactics. Lasers, particle beams, and other beam weapons could vaporize or disable Webbers quickly as they slashed through clouds of massed, oncoming machines, but a twenty- or fifty-megaton thermonuclear device, detonating in the heart of a Web attack cloud, could reduce tens of thousands of them to vapor in a literal flash of star-hot plasma and cripple thousands more. Webbers appeared impervious to electromagnetic pulses and radiation; given the environment they must have spawned in, at the Galaxy's Core, that was only to be expected.

Minutes after the first launch, warheads began detonating within the Web cloud, savage, death-silent strobings of actinic light ballooning against the darkness and swiftly fading into fast-cooling invisibility. At the same time, the ryucarriers, Soryu and Tennoryu, began launching their warflyers. Each warship carried a complement of several hundred warflyers; it seemed a pitifully inadequate shield to throw up against such awesome power.

The Web attackers, for their part, neither swerved nor slowed. They continued approaching, the gentle drift of individual members of the cloud slowly filling in the gaps torn in their ranks by the detonating nukes. For the first time, Web weapons other than the nano-D of the smallest units were unlimbered and fired. Lasers flicked across the intervening space, touching the dark expanse of the dragonships' hulls, slashing across duralloy and nanoflage in ragged flares of searing light. A light cruiser, pinned in a deadly crossplay of high-energy lasers, writhed in an apparent agony as her midsection flared up with the heat and the light of a small sun. Secondary explosions from overheated slush-H reaction mass tanks ripped out her heart and snapped her spine; in another moment, the two surviving halves of the ship drifted apart, enmeshed now in an expanding cloud of sparkling vapor, ice crystals, and debris.

Dev studied the Web formation carefully. Damn, what were they doing this time? There was no sign at all of the big Alphas they'd used at Nova Aquila, no hints at all of how they were controlling and manipulating their fleet. The change in their fleet structure suggested that they were dangerously adaptable; one of the few advantages the humans had possessed last time around was the fact that humans could adapt and change rapidly under pressure, even in the heat of a battle, while the Web appeared to follow rather narrowly defined parameters, much like a complex but literal-minded computer program. With one engagement, the Web evidently had identified their own major weakness and corrected it, unafraid of applying lessons learned on a vast scale.

These things learned fast.

More laser fire swept through the human fleet, disabling two more light cruisers and smashing a frigate into drifting, white-hot junk. Nuclear warheads continued detonating deep within the Webber cloud, literally vaporizing tens of thousands of separate machines, but the survivors kept coming, moving so quickly that by now, the leaders were already sweeping past the human ships at velocities too great to allow any but the fastest combat AIs to deal with them. Dev saw that the point defense and beam weapon systems for all of the ships in the human squadron were on automatic, with the ship AIs picking targets and triggering volleys of fire.

There were simply too many targets to get them all, however. Soon, many of the machines were out of range, still headed toward Earth, now between the Earth and the still outbound Imperial squadron. Ida-Ten continued plowing through the center of the cloud, which appeared to be expanding—learning not to cluster so tightly together that one nuclear detonation could kill thousands of them. Soryu was in trouble, as multiple lasers hits and high-velocity impacts across the kilometer-long dragonship's hull pounded and slashed at her armor. Parts of that armor were glowing now, Dev could see on the imagery transmitted by remote drones with the squadron, and air—visible as sparkling plumes of freezing vapor—trailed from a dozen rents in her side.

As the information continued flooding into the Hachiman facility's combat center, Dev struggled to keep pace with it but was soon aware that that immense volume of data was beyond any one person's comprehension. In any case, there was nothing he could do . . . save try to learn. What was happening here would no doubt happen again at other suns circled by inhabited worlds, and if Humanity failed to protect their home system, they still might have a chance to survive elsewhere.

If they could learn how to stop the Web's onslaught.

One part of the battle, at least, was so far beyond Dev's ken that he was completely unaware of it at the time . . . as were all of the Imperial officers and men stationed at C3 complexes from Earth to Luna to Mars. One after another, a series of microcircuits buried within the Imperial Battle Command Station at Singapore Synchorbital tripped to the "on" position, initializing a long-dormant subsystem of the Planetary Defense Net. An automatic override attempted shutdown . . . and was itself overridden. An AI monitoring the defense system was called in. In its singleminded way, it noted the anomaly and began shut-down proceedings . . . then promptly and completely forgot what it was doing.

A computer program, one written over four centuries before and never yet implemented in anything save drills, was summoned from deep storage and uploaded into the net. New messages flickered back and forth through the system, between a chain of computers on and around Earth, and separate subsystem nodes at Hachiman Station, near Aristarchus on Luna.

Seconds passed, as ancient machinery read codes and considered the flicker of binary data. On Luna, at three widely separated points, at Helvelius on the shores of the Oceanus Procellarum, among the cliffs at the south edge of the Mare Crisium, and at Mendeleev on the Moon's far side, immense laser and particle beam arrays swung silently in the Lunar vacuum, directing their massive snouts in the direction of Aquila, the Eagle. A fourth array, at Hertsprung, also on the far side, was not brought into play, for at that longitude at that time Aquila lay below the local horizon. In space, two more facilities went online a half second later, with weapons arrays not so powerful as their surface-based cousins, but potent nonetheless. One circled the L1 libration point, between the Earth and the Moon, while other circled L2 several thousand kilometers above the Lunar far side.

Fudo-Myoo had been laid out so that at least three of the weapons facilities could track any point anywhere in the sky at any time.

The name of the network, which had been made operational in 2112, was fitting. Fudo-Myoo was an ancient Japanese god, a protector against calamities, great dangers, and fire, and he was also supposed to be fond of mortals, willing to lend them his support in all of their endeavors.

In the latter years of the twentieth century, scientists had become aware of the uncomfortable fact that planetary life existed under a constant threat, an interplanetary sword of Damocles consisting of the thousands of chunks of rock and ice circling through the Solar System and subject to the gravitational perturbations of the giant, outer planets. The discovery that the dinosaurs had been driven to extinction by the impact of a ten-kilometer chunk of rock falling onto what later became the Yucatan Peninsula, the discovery by astronomers that fair-sized chunks of rock frequently made dangerously close passages of the Earth—and in one chilling near-miss actually entered Earth's atmosphere before skipping back into space—and the highly publicized use of Jupiter in 1994 as a bull's-eye for a fragmented comet, all served to highlight the threat posed by Mailing space debris. What had happened to the dinosaurs, apparently, had happened with some regularity throughout the planet's history. It would happen again. The only question was when.

Though the Western powers and the fragmented Russian states had given up their aspirations in space by the early twenty-first century, Japan, which had long eyed the industrial, commercial, and military high ground of space, had moved aggressively to secure it. Once Nihon held that first foothold in space, she began moving to reinforce it. Building huge, solar-powered antiplanetoid lasers on and around the Moon had been good press for Imperial Japan, a demonstration of how the Empire sought to protect and preserve the planet.

And, of course, it escaped no one's notice that those lasers, those on the near side of Luna, at any rate, made formidable weapons that could have more easily vaporized cities than a tumbling, deep-space mountain of nickel-iron.

Despite the subtle threat behind the laser weaponry, though, Fudo-Myoo was a good choice as patron saint of Nihon's antiplanetoid defense network, insurance that the burgeoning, newly spaceborne civilization of Terra would not be peremptorily crushed by the unexpected arrival of another dinosaur killer. The Fudo-Myoo complex drew its power from the system's primary electric power grid; enormous solar panels circling the sun just inside Mercury's orbit collected the sun's light, used it to generate intense and sharply focused maser power beams, and transmitted them to a series of power distribution satellites in Earth and lunar orbit, where they were routed into Earth's power grid. At need, almost the entire output of that grid could be routed through Fudo-Myoo.

Another series of guardian circuits tripped and fell. The battle simulator AIs at Hachiman Station busied themselves for several seconds with a rapid-fire series of exercises, plotting distant targets, extrapolating acceleration and vector, and adjusting aim. At an electronic command, ninety-eight percent of the power feed from the solar collector masers was rerouted to Fudo-Myoo Prime at Mare Crisium, then shunted through the ground cable net or retransmitted to L1 and L2. Across the night side of Earth, the golden glow of sprawling cities blanked out. Most of the power needs for Dai Nihon were met by larger versions of the quantum power taps that supplied starships with the incredible energies they needed to operate, but some of the more primitive nations of the Hegemony, the North American Protectorate and most of the European and African republics, for instance, were still powered off the old solar grid. As energy surged to the subsurface installations on Luna and the laser arrays glowed suddenly with a dazzling new. life, the energy grid collapsed in a cascade effect that left forty percent of Earth without electrical power.

The lasers cycled to full capacity, then fired, pulse after pulse after high-energy pulse searing invisibly into the blackness of space, all tracking on the still tiny breadth of luminosity that was the incoming Web fleet.

After several minutes of near-continuous firing, the arrays fell silent once again. At all five facilities, pumps were running furiously, circulating coolant fluids through overheated cores. Minutes later, as temperatures fell back into safe operating ranges, the lasers commenced firing once more.

By this time, humans were in the loop, aware that the old Fudo-Myoo defense system had somehow activated itself, and were trying desperately to bring it back under control. No one had given the order to bring Fudo-Myoo on-line; the suspicion, at the upper levels of the command chain, at any rate, was that the weapon's activation now, when the Web was attacking, could not possibly be coincidence. The Web was a machine intelligence; Fudo-Myoo was a machine, and one that had been off-line and nonoperational for centuries now. Somehow, the Web must have seized control of the laser array and was using its unthinkable power as a weapon, possibly to render Earth powerless, possibly to strike at Imperial ships as they closed with the Web cloud.

In fact, it was not the Web that was operating the array, but another order of intelligence entirely. Human attempts to disable the laser array by regaining control from Singapore Synchorbital or the Hachiman Station on Luna failed as cutoff switches were bypassed, fail-safe circuits failed, and attempts to reroute the power flow beaming out from the distributor satellites, in all but a few isolated cases, were blocked when access codes and priority override commands were ignored.

The Overmind had woken up, had studied the cascade of information detailing the attack by Web forces for long, long milliseconds, and then acted, acted in a manner consistent with the reaction of any living creature as it sought to defend itself from a perceived threat. Controlling the laser arrays directly now, as well as the computers controlling the power feed from Earth's energy grid, it devoted a considerable portion of its mind to the astonishingly complex problem of tracking minute enemy targets at the distance of the planet Jupiter. Each of the laser arrays shifted its aim slightly, anticipating where the Web cloud was most likely to be by the time the laser bolts had crawled across the vast emptiness of space to reach their targets.

At a range of five astronomical units, it would take the laser light just forty minutes to reach its intended targets.


Chapter 16

Even though this may be ridiculous to mention, there are those who will seek to attack in a completely disjointed fashion when coming from the rear, and therefore fail to beat an enemy. Nothing fancy is involved. You go straight to the heart of the matter and defeat the enemy. There is nothing else involved. You either do it or you don't. There is only one purpose in attacking the enemy—to cut him down with finality.

— "Water Scroll"

The Book of the Five Spheres

MIYAMOTO MUSASHI
seventeenth century B.C.E.

Dev watched, transfixed by the information he was experiencing at several levels. He knew that it was the Overmind that had just independently taken over control of the old asteroid defense network and applied it to this new and even more deadly threat.

But what was it doing? Why was it operating independently . . . how could it be operating independently? With a growing awe, Dev watched as the Overmind triggered burst after burst of gigajoule laser light from the Fudo-Myoo array. From the Hachiman facility computer, he could monitor each weapon hard point, on the Lunar surface or in space, as it pivoted, elevated, ranged, and fired separately; the system had been designed to track a single incoming target or, at worst, a cluster of fragmented targets, bathing each in volley upon volley of coherent light. There were far too many individual targets in the Web cloud to permit a separate pulse to be directed at each, and once it reached a target, each individual volley would do far less damage to the enemy formation than a single thermonuclear warhead.

But the laser fire had the advantage of being able to keep up a devastatingly high rate of fire, minute after minute, then hour after hour, wearing away at the enemy cloud with greater and greater relentless efficiency, the closer it drew to Earth. A fusion of laser beams designed to vaporize hundreds of thousands of metric tons of nickel iron would make short work of 100-gram disassemblers; even the largest warships in the Imperial Navy couldn't last more than a second or two against that much sheer power.

With the I2C link with the Yamato, Dev could watch the result from Ida-Ten Squadron's perspective as the first laser volley struck home. Forty minutes after the Fudo-Myoo arrays had first fired, a dozen of the larger Webber machines suddenly glowed white hot, then vanished in soundless bursts of expanding, silvery vapor, the metal and ceramic of their hulls flash-heated into gas, which almost immediately condensed once more into tiny globules of liquid, which in turn congealed into gleaming motes of metallic dust.

The Web cloud did not at first respond to the attack; perhaps the machines couldn't tell that the fire was being launched from the vicinity of Earth, still no more than a bright, blue-hued star barely visible near the shrunken sun, some five a.u.s distant. Or maybe there was a shortcoming in their design strategy . . . something that made it difficult for them to change their tactics in the middle of a battle.

Dev thought about that. At Nova Aquila, the Webber force had relied on overwhelming superiority of numbers, with their formations guided by five planetoid-sized vessels dubbed "Alphas" by the Confederation Military Command. The Overmind had defeated them by somehow—Dev still wasn't sure how—breaking into their command network and ordering most of the Web machines to shut down. The Web, in turn, had countered that tactic by launching this assault without any Alphas.

How, he wondered, were they coordinating the attack? The only possibility that made any sense was that they were using a widely distributed network, one resident in all or most of the Web devices, which must be communicating with one another somehow. If that mode of communications could be discovered, perhaps the human forces would have the key to again penetrate the enemy force and shut it down.

For another hour, Dev watched the battle, continuing to try to reach the Overmind every few moments, and failing each time.

Damn it, what should I do! He felt an agonizing vacillation. He needed to return to Nova Aquila and let the people there know what was happening. He needed, too, to link up with other human forces, Imperial and Confederation. He would be able to help coordinate their arrival, and—as he'd done when he'd been part of the DalRiss explorer fleet for all of those years—he'd be able to provide navigational data for their cityship Achievers.

But to leave the battle now . . .

The solution was almost laughably simple . . . but it struck him with hammerblow force. It was quite possible, Dev realized, for him to literally be in two places at once.

He was currently resident in the Hachiman Defense Facility at Aristarchus, on the surface of Earth's Moon. Hachiman was a sprawling complex of domes and half-buried hab modules, interconnected by subsurface tunnels and maglev transport tubes. Buried deep beneath the lunar regolith near the center of the station was the Hachiman Command Control Center, an enormous, artificial cavern that included the heavily armored base headquarters, with multiple I2C links extending throughout the Solar System and to several other nearby stars, as well as a direct link with Tenno Kyuden itself. While the Imperial Staff Command Headquarters at Tenno Kyuden was technically the command center for the entire Imperial military, Hachiman was the actual operations center, coordinating intelligence from literally thousands of sources, correlating it, and providing the ISCH with a streamlined image of what was actually going on.

The computer center for Hachiman, located directly beneath the HC3, was built around a system that was, arguably, the fastest and most powerful computer ever designed. Called Quantum K5050 Oki-Okasan—the Nihongo meant very roughly "Big Mother"—it was the latest generation of what was generally called the quantum computer, a processor that used the Uncertainty Principle regarding where an electron was at any given instant to create alternate but simultaneous paths of electronic reasoning in a way eerily similar to the functioning of the human brain.

Once, centuries before, the quantum computer had promised to be the most likely route to the development of true artificial intelligence—computers as self-aware and at least as intelligent as humans. In fact, that route had proven to be far more complex than even its creators had ever envisioned; artificial intelligence, when it had been developed in the mid-twenty-first century, had been achieved through increasingly sophisticated software. Oki-Okasan was not self-aware, but some hundreds of AI programs were running simultaneously within its vast, electronic memory, with Dev an undetected extra guest. Swiftly, he began replicating himself.

He'd done this once before, downloading a copy of himself into a Naga-based probe which he'd sent on a reconnaissance into the center of the Galaxy. That time, of course, he'd relied on the considerable power of a Naga—DalRiss fusion within the heart of a DalRiss cityship. This time, he was alone and in the Quantum Oki-Okasan, but his memory included the entire process. It was, in fact, much like the common autopsych process known as jigging, the ViRsimulated creation of personality fragments with which a person could hold conversations as a means of resolving inner conflict or problems.

The process felt like a thinning, an indescribable stretching . . . and for a ragged, wavering moment, his self-awareness was fading. Dev had fainted perhaps twice in his life, both times when he was a kid, and this was like that, a lightheaded, whirling sensation as blackness closed in from the periphery of his vision. He fought to retain a grip on his sense of identity, clinging to the mental self-image he carried as a kind of talisman against the night.

Then he was staring at himself . . . an analogue of himself, actually, called into being by the literal doubling and fission of the carefully patterned information that made up the program that was Dev's conscious mind.

"Good," the two Devs thought in perfect unison. "I'll stay here and keep an eye on things, while you go—"

Both Devs broke off the thought simultaneously. It would be several seconds, they realized jointly, before their differing perspectives began to color their experiences, resulting in two markedly different individuals, instead of identical copies of the same person.

"I'm Dev One," he said, smiling. "You're Dev Two."

"What gives you priority?" his double asked, but he was grinning as he spoke. Both were remembering the uncomfortable time Dev had had with the recon probe double; since a duplication copied everything, including memories up to the moment of program fission, there was, in fact, no "original." Each Dev was as real as the other . . . whatever the word "real" might mean inside this artificial space.

"I'm Dev One," he said again. "But I give you the choice. You want to stay or go?"

His alter self considered this a moment. "I'll stay. You go. I want to see how the battle develops, see if the Web develops any surprises we should know about."

"Agreed. But we also need reinforcements. I'll see that the DalRiss Achievers have the nav data they need to make pinpoint jumps in-system."

"Agreed. I 'll . . . um . . . talk to you later. Take care of yourself."

"You take care of my-self."

Dev One uploaded himself into the main system Net, then patched through to 26 Draconis, then to Nova Aquila, where Shinryu and the other Imperial ships were already departing for Earth. After that, he began transferring with the speed of thought to one system after another in both Imperial space and along the independent worlds of the Frontier, assessing the reaction of Humanity's armed forces.

Everywhere, ships were moving. When DalRiss cityships were available, the largest human ships present in-system were being maneuvered into their ventral folds and prepared for an immediate jump back to near-Earth space. At each stop, Dev entered the local military command computer network for that system, jacking in with the flagships of both Imperial and Confederation forces when both were present and uploading the latest combat information he'd received from Hachiman. He also linked with any DalRiss ships that were in system, interfacing with their Achiever network and uploading current field maps of the Sol system, a kind of mental road map based on the relative positions of gravitational sources and the background flux of magnetic fields and electromagnetic radiation, rather than actual highways. This type of "map" was what the DalRiss Achievers used to establish a mental image of their destination, and when it was accurate, detailed, and recent, it permitted the DalRiss cityships to jump very far indeed.

Dev felt a small thrill as he worked with both the human and the DalRiss forces. After the initial panic riding on the news that the Web had struck at Sol itself, it seemed, it felt as though all of humanity was pulling together, working with relentless and dogged persistence toward the single goal of getting as many warships to the Sol system as quickly as possible.

The atmosphere was taut throughout the ship, with the translation to Sol now only hours away. Kara had some time, though, before the final mission briefing. She'd elected to spend it with Ran.

She stepped off the ramp coming down from the middeck, then took the left branch of the corridor to Gauss's recreation lounge. Lieutenant Ran Ferris was there, lying back in a game couch, eyes closed, his Companion extending a small forest of silvery tendrils from his head and interconnecting with the smart interfaces of his seat. She stood next to him for a moment, looking down into his face. He wore what might have been a barely detectable frown of concentration, though his mind should have been disconnected from his organic brain and nervous system. She wondered what he was experiencing.

Beside his chair was a glossy, black contact plate. Kara reached out her hand, focusing her mind as a single tendril grew from her palm and plunged into the interface.

She couldn't enter Ran's world, but she could, in effect, look over his shoulder. She caught a burst of music—early classical, she thought—with powerful rhythms and stirring, martial melody. Visually . . . she wasn't certain what he was watching. It appeared to be a ViRdrama of some sort.

"Ran? It's Kara. Can I interrupt?"

"Of course," she heard him say, the voice distant, in the back of her mind. "Hang on a sec. Program freeze. Save as Ferris One."

His eyes blinked open as the silvery tendrils melted rapidly back into his head, and his skin resumed its normal, natural tone and texture. "Hey, Kara," he said, grinning up at her. "What's the word?"

"Sorry to interrupt," she told him. She gestured toward the interface plate. "What was that, anyway? Classical?"

He nodded. "John Williams. One of the great pre-Imperials. This is an old ViRdrama version, played with three-veed clips drawn from some two-vee flat projections that originally carried his music. Great stuff."

"I never cared much for three-veed stuff. It doesn't feel as natural as sims designed to be full-sensed from the start."

"I don't know. Some of those old filmmakers could still create a pretty powerful emotional effect, even when they were limited to two dimensions. But I'm mostly linked to the stuff by the music."

"I didn't know you were into classical," she said, smiling. "You just never cease to amaze."

His grin grew wider, and he reached for her, pulling her to him. "Stick with me, kid. I'll astonish you."

They kissed.

"So," he said after a long, warm moment, "you didn't come here to check upon my taste in music and archaic popular sims."

She traced her finger down the curves of his cheek and chin. "Well, not really."

"Is it the fight coming up?"

She nodded. "I suppose so. I always get a little tight before a big one."

"Nothing to worry about. It's not like we're going to be fighting the Webbers in person."

Her smile faded, and she drew back from him a bit. "You ever hear of RDTS?"

"Sure, but that's psych-stuff. Not nearly as big a down-grudge as getting killed, right?"

"Wrong." Kara didn't like Ran's cocky attitude, though she knew that it was a common one among striderjacks. Too many people she knew, too many friends were lost now in one or another of the psych ViRworlds. "I'm not ready for Nirvana. I like this world just fine, thank you."

"Oh, I don't know. Nirvana might be kind of fun, from what I've heard. You want to D-L in and check it out together?"

"Have you ever been there?"

"No. Been meaning to, just to check in on Daniels and some of the other guys. Never got around to it, though."

"Yeah." She stood up again. "Listen, I'm heading up to the ship's mess for some chow. I'll see you later, for final briefing, okay?"

"Well sure, but—"

Kara turned abruptly and walked off. She'd come here looking for some companionship, maybe even some intimacy with Ran before Gauss completed her preparations and they had to go into combat, but his flip attitude about Remote Death Transference had soured her. She liked Ran, liked him a lot. Their relationship was far more than casual, and they'd talked more than once about contract pairing. But damn it all, sometimes she just couldn't figure out what was going on in his head.

Virtual worlds. They represented, in quite a literal way, an entirely new universe opening for humankind, a universe as real in its rather specialized and artificial way as the original universe was physically. Down the centuries, people had been entertained and informed by a variety of media, first with live actors on stage, then through presentations on an electronic display screen, and finally through realtime downloads directly into the viewer's brain, this last such a perfect simulation of the real world that it had been popularized by the term ViRsim, a Virtual Reality Simulation.

The next step, evidently, was turning out to be an inversion of the old processes. Rather than packaging entertainment and downloading it into the viewer's brain, the viewer himself—or, rather, the software, the biological programming that comprised his or her thoughts, memories, and identity—could be downloaded into a computer network where it could live, if that was the appropriate word, apparently indefinitely. Further, the network could be programmed to provide all of the sensations and experience of a real world; complex AIs, using chaos-directed programming routines of their own design, could come up with virtual worlds as surprising, as challenging, as intellectually and physically stimulating, even as dangerous, as real worlds.

More and more people were choosing to "emigrate" to the virtual universe. Commercial firms competed with one another to see who could make the most challenging and realistic environments, which included anything and everything from recreations of Earth at various eras in her history, to a dazzling array of realistic and scientifically accurate planets, to fantasy worlds where magic worked and the laws of physics were changed or challenged, to places—other dimensions, other existences—where all of the rules of ordinary existence had been changed. In most cases, the travelers simply stored their bodies in coffin-like life pods that kept their physical selves alive while their minds roamed their chosen alternate reality.

Many, however—and if the medes were to be believed, the numbers of people opting for this route were growing at a fantastic rate—-simply never returned to their organic bodies. The downloaded software, once running in its electronically created surroundings, could be supported indefinitely. Some called that option the new frontier; others thought of it as legal, high-tech suicide with the promise of immortality. Downloading personalities was fast becoming a technological substitute for the purely metaphysical concept of heaven.

In a sense, that was what had happened to Dev, save that he was still able to freely interact with humans stuck in the real world of physical law and physical limitations. Kara remembered her conversation with Dev some time before, when he'd counted himself among the first of humanity's "virtual humans."

Kara had been headed for the Gauss's main mess area, but she decided on the way that she wasn't really hungry enough to make the chore of eating worthwhile. She rarely was before combat, the tension building in her gut making any thought of food nearly unbearable. Instead, she headed for the nearest communications center. There, commods were arrayed in gleaming, metal-and-plastic ranks, affording a privacy that the couches down in the rec area or the smaller, open conning modules for teleoperating warstriders couldn't provide.

Taking the nearest unoccupied module, Kara palmed open the hatch, sat down, and swung her legs inside. The door slid shut as she lay back and extended her Companion's tendrils to interface with the commod's electronic circuits. As she linked in, she summoned a destination menu.

She selected the list of available virtual worlds, then from there linked in to Nirvana.

There were basically two approaches to the ViRworlds, depending on whether you simply wanted to visit or were going to move there permanently. Visitors could enter any world at any time through a commod like the one Kara was using; indeed, communications modules had been creating virtual worlds for centuries now, settings and scenes—such as the imaginary dinner atop a New American oceanside cliff—where two or more people could seem to meet in a virtual reality middle ground, when in fact both were lying in padded life support modules, imagining the visit with the help of artificial intelligences and internal computer connections.

Those who wanted to enter a virtual world permanently, or those who had no choice, had their minds downloaded—scanned, replicated, and transferred to the ViRworld system like any other packet of data. The body might be stored for later use, but most permanent ViRworld residents were those either who'd lost their bodies, or whose bodies were so badly damaged that even the best somatechs and nanosurgery couldn't get them working again. More and more people on the verge of physical death had opted to try downloading as a means of cheating death, of living—in theory, at any rate—forever. No one knew if the process conferred actual immortality, but most scientists working in the field felt that downloaded lifespans would be limited only by the lifetime of the machine generating the environment in which they existed. If the computer networks supporting those downloaded systems ever crashed all at once, it would be a kind of electronic genocide; so long as technic civilization endured, however, the individual mental patterns would survive.

It was, Kara reflected, a potential immortality like that of the Gr'tak, where the pattern of mind remained the same, even though the organic bodies wore out and were replaced along the way.

Reaction to the new technology had been predictable. There were plenty of willing emigrants to the virtual worlds, evenly divided between young people who questioned the values and the worth of the universe they'd been born to, and older people who were looking for a way to cheat death. There were plenty more, however, who felt that emigration to a virtual world was nothing more than an elaborate form of suicide.

Kara opened her eyes and stepped into Nirvana.

The light always took some getting used to. Most available virtual worlds were idealized versions of Earth or other man-habitable planets, but Nirvana had been crafted more imaginatively, a combination of an imaginary heaven and an equally imaginary far-future civilization, where buildings were constructed of pure force, and the inhabitants moved through a dazzling, golden light by the power of thought.

A young woman floated before her, her form all but lost in light and vapor. "How can we help you, Kara?" They knew who she was, of course, as soon as her Companion accessed the system. The figure before her was in fact the analogue construct for one of the Als creating this world. Kara had been here visiting before.

"I'm looking for Willis Daniels, please," Kara replied.

"I'll have to see if he's available, if he wants to have company. Excuse me for a moment." The hazy figure vanished, gone with the speed of thought.

Kara glanced down at herself. The ViRsim persona she was currently using was her analogue image, wearing her gray Confederation uniform. Many of the inhabitants of Nirvana, however, lacked even the illusion of solid bodies . . . particularly those suffering from RDTS.

Most of the military personnel who'd suffered remote death transference problems had ended up here, in Nirvana, where few of the visible bodies held much substance. The emigrant's bodies were always Naga-patterned, of course, if there was anything available to be patterned, with the idea that they might be recreated later, possibly through cloning from samples of the person's cells. Unfortunately, the majority of these people seemed to have lost hold of their-body's shape, to have lost the idea of a body, and they had trouble projecting anything even remotely like an image of their former selves.

She could sense the technic ghosts adrift in the fog around her. Nirvana had been intended by its programmers as a kind of high-tech heaven, a place where the bodiless could enjoy existence of a sort until a way could be found to join them with bodies once more. For Kara, however, despite golden light and floating, ethereal forms, the place seemed more like a foretaste of hell, doomed souls wandering endless vistas, bodiless, powerless, cut off forever from the world of the living.

"Hello, Captain."

She tried to focus on the voice. It was Will's voice, but there was no face, no body to attach to it. Instead, there was a kind of solidity to the air and light a few meters in front of her, a concentration of awareness somehow made more than insubstantial. She smiled at it. "Hello, Will. How's it going?"

"Well enough, Captain," the voice replied. "It ain't too bad here. Better than being brain-dead, I suppose, like poor Pritch."

She nodded, feeling a little unsteady. Pritchard had come out of the battle at the Core with his mind gone, with no hope of downloading or retrieval.

"So. How you getting on without me?"

She sighed. "Not so well, really. I wish we still had you on the roster. There's a battle coming up. A big one."

Kara sensed the ghost's amusement. "The Web is attacking Earth."

"You know?"

"Hey, we may be ghosts in here, but we're not completely cut off from the real world. We've been following all the excitement coming in through the Net for hours, now."

"What do you think? Can we stop it? Stop the Web from destroying Earth, I mean?"

"How the hell should we know?" He sounded bitter. "There's nothing we can do about it here."

"You can tell me what went wrong on Core D9837."

She could feel his wry smile, even if she couldn't see it. "There were too damned many of them, and not near enough of us. That's what went wrong."

"They're using the same tactics at Earth. Three groups, targeting Earth, Mars, and the sun. We're marshaling everything we can to try to stop them, but it doesn't look good." She paused, gathering her thoughts. "Actually, I was also wondering about access to the Overmind. Dev—Dev Cameron—has been trying to make contact with it, try to get it to help, but without success."

"It's in the battle. Taking part."

"So I've heard. It switched on an old asteroid-defense system and seems to be wearing down the enemy some. But Dev can't talk to it. Can't even seem to get its attention. You've been in here for a while. Can you sense . . . anything? The Overmind's presence on the Net, maybe?"

"Even if we could, the Overmind wouldn't listen to us. We're ghosts, remember. Shadows. . . ."

"You're men."

"We were." She sensed a terrible longing in the words.

"You still are. Mind is what makes a person, not the body. Body shape and size, color, weight, age, none of that makes a gokking bit of difference. It doesn't even matter if you have a body. It's what the body has evolved to recognize itself and deal with the universe, the mind, the soul, if you want. That's all that matters."

Willis seemed to consider this. "You know," he said after a time, "we're not so different here from the brain-dead. Guys like Pritch, they just couldn't hold the pattern, you know? And . . . and some of us are losing it too. I'm having trouble thinking of . . . of myself as me. As an individual. It would be so very easy to just let go . . . to slide off into the sea. . . ."

"What sea?"

Kara sensed hesitation . . . and an inability to put thoughts into words. Part of that, she thought, was a growing unwillingness to carry on this conversation. She wondered if her thoughts, still anchored in flesh and blood and bone, were too slow for him. Or simply too rooted in things now inconsequential for the two of them to have anything at all in common. "We call it . . . we call it the ether here. From the old idea that there had to be some substance to space for light to vibrate in. You know?"

She nodded, then wondered how well Daniels could even see her. "I know."

"The electronic sea, the world of Nirvana, that's the sea that our thoughts vibrate in. It's a beautiful place. Simply . . . beautiful. No word can describe it. And it's just so easy to drift away. . . ."

Kara closed her eyes, fighting back what would have been tears in her organic body. At Kasei, during the raid she'd led there, four brave men had gone with her into the Imperial planetary defense network at Phobos, high above the terraformed seas and forests of the once-Red Planet. Vasily Lechenko had died there. The other three had been Pritch, Phil Dolan . . . and Willis Daniels. Of the four, Willis was the only one left, and he now occupied a twilight existence, neither living nor dead.

For Kara, it felt as though her world were crumbling.

She was sorry she'd let her anger cut short a possible meeting with Ran. Damn it, life was too uncertain to let minor annoyances or petty hurt feelings slam doors on people who'd become important parts of your life.

"Gok it, Daniels! Don't you let go! I need you back, back in the company. Back with me and my people!"

"The Web's not really that important, Captain. It's not like they were telling us before the Core expedition at all. If it wins, if Earth is destroyed, and 26 Draconis, and all the rest, well, we all have to die sometime. No big deal."

"Nirvana will be destroyed if the Web overthrows human civilization. You know that, don't you? There'll be no immortality if the Net system supporting Nirvana goes down."

"It doesn't really matter. We didn't ask for this gokking immortality. We didn't ask for life."

"What's wrong with life?"

"The sameness. The unchangingness. The fact that all of this around us was manufactured, someone's dream . . . but it wasn't our dream. It's so boring. . . ."

"Have you talked to the AIs running this place about providing some challenges for you? You know, some virtual worlds are supposed to be pretty rugged."

There was no answer, and after several minutes of calling into the light, Kara was forced to assume either that Daniels was gone, slipping away into that sea he'd spoken of, or that he simply was no longer interested in communicating with the living. Reluctantly, at last, she broke her connection with the ViRworld and climbed out of her commod.

She checked her time sense. It was nearly time for the final briefing.

She found herself longing for the warm touch of flesh and blood . . . and interests solidly anchored in what was real, what could be touched, what could be clung to.

Kara wondered if she still had time to see Ran, to be with him alone.

And in near-Earth space, Dev Two continued to watch the battle unfold at the leisurely pace dictated by the vast distances involved. Hours passed . . . and the battle slowly ground its way into the inner Solar System. The Fudo-Myoo lasers kept up their steady bombardment, leading particularly dense clumps of Web machines by the several minutes necessary for the laser pulses to cross the distance between Luna and the oncoming cloud. Yamato, caught in a swirling vortex of attacking craft, was disabled when a thousand-ton Web machine detonated in a nuclear fireball within a few hundred meters of her hull, knocking out her weapons, navigation, and power systems and setting her adrift above the plane of the Asteroid Belt.

Before long, Kasei was under attack. As Dev continued to sample the data flow of the system's Net, he could hear the panicked cries of officers and commotechs from the bases on and around the world once known as Mars, some calling for help, some trying to direct a battle that clearly had become hopeless. Kasei, by Imperial law, could only be approached by Nihonjin. Dev considered slipping into the Phobos planetary defense network to get a closer look at what was happening there but decided against it. The Battle for Kasei would not settle the fate of either Earth or Sol; if he could help, it would not be at Mars.

The Overmind was still in the fight, controlling continuing laser fire from the Fudo-Myoo facilities against the Web clouds. It, too, had decided that the Kasei group posed no immediate threat and for a time had concentrated on the Earthbound cloud. Hundreds of thousands, possibly millions of Web machines had been destroyed and the cloud was now considerably thinner than it had been. When it had pushed through to within a few million kilometers of its target, however, it had become far too diffuse for the Fudo-Myoo lasers to have much of an effect. When a given stab of megajoule laser light only vaporized one or two Web devices at a time instead of tens or hundreds, it was no longer an efficient means of fighting the millions of machines remaining in the force. At that time, the anti-asteroid lasers had been shifted to cover the cloud approaching Earth's sun, much more distant, but still compact and closely spaced.

Unfortunately, that meant the surviving machines of the Earth attack force were now free to plunge into the space between Earth and Luna, forming into smaller groups and conducting fast-paced and deadly attacks on all ships and installations. High on their list, obviously, were the facilities on and near Luna that had been delivering such devastating and accurate fire for the past hours.

Before long, the Hachiman complex was under direct attack. Sensor arrays on Luna detected the fact that they were being bathed in intense beams of broad-spectrum laser light originating with a number of the largest Web devices. Dev watched as Hachiman's AIs measured the light's intensity, then extracted an absorption spectrum from each light source. Those lasers being fired from near the orbit of Mars were not weapons in themselves—the distances involved were too vast—but the black absorption bands showed that objects, many thousands of them, composed of silicon, iron, carbon, and a dozen trace elements, were racing straight toward Luna, driven along by the light with breakneck accelerations of over three hundred gravities.

Dev had seen weapons like this before, at Nova Aquila. Each was a wisp of mirror-silver gossamer a molecule or two thick, driven by the pressure of laser light. When they struck the target, the kinetic energy of even a few grams moving at near-light velocity carried the shattering impact of high explosive. Those not traveling fast enough to be utterly destroyed on impact would land on the target and cling there as their molecular structures were rearranged into masses of nanodisassemblers, capable of literally dissolving the target atom by atom.

Dev, interfaced already with the Hachiman Defense Network, slipped a coded order into the system ordering the launch of thirty missiles from the antispace batteries located at the south end of Mare Crisium. As the tense minutes passed, the oncoming Web sails began radiating heat, now showing emission spectra mixed with the absorption spectra of the driving laser light. Space within the Solar System is not empty; matter has collected there to a density of about one atom per cubic centimeter; as the probes passed 0.5 c, they began heating up from friction, while generating tiny plasma tunnels as they plowed through hydrogen gas that seemed—from their relativistic points of view—to be growing increasingly dense.

At Dev's programmed command, the missiles detonated well short of the sails, but the multiple explosions scattered clouds of fragments in their paths. When the fiercely radiating gossamer wisps struck those fragments, they were utterly annihilated in the sudden burst of white-hot energies liberated by each impact.

Elsewhere, though, Imperial ships were dying, overwhelmed by superior numbers, battered by lasers and laser-driven sails, particle beams, and clouds of nano-disassemblers. Reinforcements were beginning to arrive in system, but slowly . . . far too slowly.

Already, it was clear that the tide of battle was beginning to shift against the defenders of the Earth.


Chapter 17

The new inventions of the last twenty years seem to threaten a great revolution in army organization, armament, and tactics. Strategy alone will remain unaltered, with its principles the same as under the Scipios and Caesars, Frederick and Napoleon, since they are independent of the nature of arms and the organization of the troops.

—The Art of War

ANTOINE HENRI DE JOMINI

C.E. 1837

Alphanumerics danced, scrolled, and flickered in Kara's head, reporting battle readiness . . . and the fact that the huge DalRiss cityship that had engulfed the Gauss an hour before was now ready to make its translation from the region close by Nova Aquila to the less familiar space of Earth's Solar System.

Part of the delay had been due to the need to upload the navigational data the DalRiss Achievers needed to make the jump, information provided shortly before by Dev Cameron.

He'd also brought a grim and up-to-date report on the progress of the battle there, and she wondered how things were going. The last information to come in over the Net indicated that Web machines were drawing close to Earth itself, while others were already fighting on Mars. Perhaps most worrying of all, however, was word that a third Web fleet would soon reach Sol. If it succeeded there, penetrating the solar corona, no human ships would be able to touch them . . . and the nova that followed would reduce both Earth and Mars to charred cinders, whatever the results of the battles there.

As a result, the ConMilCom staff planners had ordered the bulk of the Confed forces at Nova Aquila to jump to a point just outside the orbit of Mercury, where they could take up a blocking position against this third, sunwardbound Web cloud. According to Dev, the Overmind was now directing most of its fire against that cloud, wearing it down, but the enemy still vastly outnumbered anything the humans could hope to assemble. The next twelve hours would tell whether the effort to save the home system of mankind had paid off.

The appearance of the Overmind was promising, of course . . . but did not guarantee a victory. The Battle of Nova Aquila had been won when the Overmind suborned the Web's communications protocol. Obviously, this time the Overmind was having trouble cracking the Web's network, having to resort to brute force to whittle away at the enemy's numerical superiority. So far as Kara was concerned, she didn't understand the Overmind and wasn't about to rely on its intervention. She preferred things that operated by well-known and trustworthy laws, systems that worked as an extension of her thoughts—like Mark XC Black Falcons.

And as for Earth . . . well, Kara would do her damnedest to stop the Web, but she had little feeling for the planet one way or another. She'd never been closer to the place than Kasei, and the visit had not exactly been a happy one. So far as she was concerned, if Earth's incineration stopped the damned Empire from its constant maneuvers to drag the Confederation back into the Imperial fold, then maybe a small nova was just what that troublesome planet needed. In saner moments, she was willing to concede that the vast majority of Earth's billions were no more Imperial than she was, might have even more reason than she did to hate the Empire and Dai Nihon, and couldn't be blamed for the fact of their allegiance to the Japan's Terran Hegemony.

But this was not a particularly sane moment. She was jacked into her new Black Falcon warstrider/warflyer combo, a fifty-ton colossus folded into a tight, gleaming black hull, awaiting the final word for jump and launch. Like her Falcon at the Galactic Core, this one had its ebon surface nanoflage programmed to break the black finish only with the small phantom caricature that was the company's unit insignia, and the name she'd chosen for the machines she rode: KARA'S MATIC.

The scene spread out in Kara's mind was a strider-sensor's view of Bay Five in the Gauss's spin-grav section. Her strider was being lowered on magnetic clamps into the launch lock, along with the sleek, black shapes of the forty-seven other machines of First Company. Gauss was already in the grip of a DalRiss cityship, so the spin-grav section was motionless, the ship in zero-G. Strapped into her conmod and jacked into her strider's interface, Kara could not feel the endless falling sensation of microgravity.

"Okay, people," she said quietly, speaking over the unit intercom, the ICS, to the other members of the company. She felt the jolt as the strider was loaded into the lock, which sealed around her with a sharp hiss. "Shralghal has reported that they're ready to make the transition. Remember, we're going to be deploying within a few minutes of breaking out into normal space, just as long as it takes for the Gauss to clear Shralghal's ventral area. Be ready to jack in hard the moment you get the word."

"Yes, Mother," Ran Ferris said, and several of the people in the company chuckled.

"Let's hit the prelaunch," Kara said, ignoring the banter. She opened the channel to Operations Control. "Op Con, this is Phantom One-one. Phantoms are ready for prelaunch."

"Phantoms, Op Con," a voice replied inside her head. "Initiating prelaunch sequencing. Communications net."

Her eyes scanned her prelaunch window, checking the glowing array of discretes. "Comm, go."

"Channel selection at taccom one-four-three-three. ICS on."

"Taccom one-four-three-three, roger. ICS, check."

"I2C on and phase-linked."

"I2C, on. Linked."

"Switch WCS to standby."

Kara mentally engaged her Weapons Control System, then waited for the discrete light to come on in the prelaunch window opened in her mind.

"Op Con, One-one. Weapons systems, set to standby. On safe."

"All units, engage navigational communications, set to direct receive at four-one-niner, on standby."

"Nav com at four-one-niner. Rog."

"Power plant on."

"Rog."

"Bring power feed to point five."

"Feed at point five, rog."

"Link feeds engaged."

"Link feeds. Rog."

"Secondary nav systems on, set to standby."

"Rog."

"Self-diagnostics on."

"Rog."

"AI systems on."

"Rog."

"Power check."

"Power nominal."

"Initiate mag drives."

"Drives cycling up."

Linked into her Black Falcon, Kara could feel the powerful GEMag 700E magphase accelerators spooling up to full power with a shuddering, deep-throated thrum that rose slowly through the audio spectrum, carrying a sensation of raw, barely restrained power. Green lights cascaded across her drive status board.

"Op Con, One-one. Drives online and nominal."

She continued running through the prelaunch checklist, verifying both her own system settings and, through a sidebar window, the responses of the other members of her company, watching for any last-second downgrudge. Her Companion, she reflected, could have handled the routine more efficiently than she could, but both regulations and her own preference kept her in the routine, running down the list. It was a necessary ritual, a way to focus mind and spirit on what was coming.

In minutes, the prelaunch was complete, all warstriders in the company had signaled their readiness for release and combat, and she was watching the transition countdown ticking away the last handful of seconds. Her mouth was dry, her heart hammering in her chest . . . though such purely physical sensations were deeply submerged beneath her link with her warstrider. It was strange to think of readying for a combat launch in the Sol system . . . while waiting to make an Achiever jump here at Nova Aquila, twelve hundred light years away. The stunning advances . . . no, the revolutionary changes in technology over the past few years had utterly transformed the art of space warfare.

Fortunately, tactics had remained much the same. An ancient military misquotation, supposedly spoken by a cavalry officer from one of Earth's late-Middle Ages wars, was the injunction to "get there fustest with the mostest." What General Nathan Bedford Forrest had actually said was "I always make it a rule to get there first with the most men." Either way, the rule still held true seven hundred years later.

Something else Forrest had said echoed in her mind. She'd been downloading military maxims from late-period Medieval warfare, lately, as part of her continuing military studies, and something about Forrest—a brilliant but often unrecognized military tactician—had resonated within her. "In any fight," Forrest had said, "it's the first blow that counts; and if you keep it up hot enough, you can whip 'em as fast as they come up."

In the battle for Earth, the first blow had already been landed, a combination of the in-system Imperial forces and the ongoing laser barrage from Fudo-Myoo. The problem now was to "keep it up hot enough," and pray that the enemy's overwhelming advantage in numbers had been whittled down to manageable proportions.

"So what's the hont?" Carla Jones asked over the ICS as they waited. "Any word on new kicker developments?"

Kicker was the new slang term in circulation for the bewildering array of Web combat devices. Drawn from the Nihongo kikai, "machine," it carried the warrior's grudging respect for the foe's weapons . . . together with a faint taste of disdain for the fact that they fought their battles without even an attempt at tactics or subtlety.

And that, Kara thought, given their numbers, was a very good thing. Humans had damned few advantages in this war, where numbers were nearly everything.

"Not much," Ran Ferris replied. "According to Cameron's report, they seem to have given up on their Alpha approach. Their tactics are still running to swarm attacks."

"No Alphas?" Roger Duchamp asked. "How are they coordinating their tactics?"

"Tactics?" Brad Sturgis said with a mental snort. "They've got tactics?"

"Listen up, folks," Kara said, breaking in. "Coming down to the final count, now. Ready . . . and three . . . and two . . . and one . . . and hack!"

She felt the now-familiar shiver of mass displaced across twelve hundred light years, followed by a distinct, inward thump as they dropped once more into the gravitational ripplings of normal space. Once, only a few years before, even the DalRiss couldn't have made such a long translation in a single jump, nor would they have dared aim for a spot so deep within a major gravitational field as this. With greater familiarity with the target region, however, came greater precision, longer range, and more certain control.

"Quite a bump there," Jake Kaslewski called over the ICS.

"I'm getting a lot of traffic over the system Net feed," Sergeant Sharon Comorro added. "Looks like things are linked in and burning!"

"I've got the kicker cloud at one-niner-five," Brad said. "See it? Looks like it's still taking hits from Luna."

"Yeah," Carla added. "We're going to have to watch ourselves out there. It's gonna be a bit sticky not getting pasted by Fudo-Myoo!"

"Sheer, random chance," Ran Ferris pointed out. "The sun-bound kicker cloud's something like five light minutes from Earth now. The cloud's still pretty big and sprawling, so the chances of us accidentally wandering into the path of an incoming pulse is pretty damned slim."

"Good thing, Lieutenant," Comorro said. "It's a bit tricky spotting a laser beam coming at you in time to jump out of the way. . . ."

The others laughed at that, then continued the excited chatter. Kara let them. Since the intercom was purely an internal communications system aboard the Gauss, chatter gave nothing away to the enemy, and it helped them focus their excitement . . . as well as giving her a good measure of their morale. Their eagerness.

Then it was time. The outer lock hatch yawned open, and Kara looked down into sweeping stars and a vast, black emptiness. "That's it, warstriders," the voice of Gauss's operations officer said over the command link. "We're in the Sol system, backs to the sun, about sixty million kilometers out. First Company, First Battalion, you may launch when ready."

"Right," Kara said. "First Company, First Battalion, First Confederation Rangers . . . launch!"

With a yell, she accelerated into night.

Kara felt no acceleration, of course. As at the Galactic Core, she was teleoperating her Falcon from the Gauss's remote operations center. She was keenly aware, though, that the danger was little less than it would have been had she been tucked away inside her strider's life-support pod. The possibilities of sudden death were still endless . . . and there was the danger, too, that the Gauss herself could be taken out by a Web attack.

That was a serious danger. The Carl Friedrich Gauss was not a warship, despite her armament and her contingent of striderjacks. If she were attacked in force, jumping out-system once more would be the only way for her to survive. As soon as the last of the Phantoms were clear of her launch bays, in fact, Gauss would again allow herself to be engulfed by the Shralghal, and as soon as the DalRiss could manage the feat, it would jump back to the safety of New America, over forty-eight light years away. With the I2C linkage, of course, Kara and her squadron mates could continue to teleoperate their flyers from forty-eight light years away. They'd managed that trick easily enough across twenty-five thousand lights, between Nova Aquila and the Galactic Core.

Kara had been in combat enough times to know, however, that the best-laid plans rarely came off as smoothly as planned. Most important, time was needed for the DalRiss ship to recover the strength necessary to make a second interstellar jump. No one was sure how long that would take; the DalRiss ships were biological constructions, not mechanical and electronic, and they were subject to the inefficiencies and uncertainties of all organic systems. If the Web machines reached the vicinity of Shralghal and Gauss before the DalRiss ship was ready to jump, it could get very sticky indeed. Even if the Shralghal were charged up, her Achievers were locked in, and she were ready to go, a single lucky hit on Gauss's long, cluttered spine could cripple her . . . or kill her crew before they had a chance to jump clear.

And there were still the problems of being linked to a warstrider at the instant it was destroyed. How many of the men and women with her, Kara wondered, would end up as ghosts in Nirvana . . . or brain dead, like Pritchard?

This was no time to think about that. At full acceleration, the forty-eight Falcons in close flyer formation boosted out from the Gauss and its larger ship-of-burden.

Glancing back through her aft sensors, Kara saw the Gauss and her far larger DalRiss carrier receding behind her. The sun's disk was large and dazzlingly bright. As she kept accelerating, the Shralghal turned into a black, six-armed silhouette asprawl across the star's brilliant face, with Gauss a black and knobby sliver close beside her.

Turning ahead once more, she concentrated on the enemy; Web machines were picked out in red by her Falcon's AI, and there were so many of them that her HUD was showing a ragged blot of thin, red fog directly ahead. The battle, she noted as she scanned the displays and readouts that recorded a host of electronic data from the active Net around her, was a confused and scattered one. With three separate nodes of Web machines, with human reinforcements arriving at random intervals scattered across a span of many hours, with chaos still rampant throughout the system and among the confused units within it, putting any solid coordination or organization into the defense at all was virtually impossible. Each incoming unit was being directed to a specific point in space by fleet combat controllers at Hachiman . . . but those orders frequently had little in common with reality and as often as not were being overridden by a second set of controllers at Tenno Kyuden itself.

Kara wondered if the Emperor was looking in on things at the Combat Direction Center.

"Let's wake the bastards up with a volley of Sharks," she called to the formation. "Weapons set, safeties off. Arm and lock!"

The SRK-88 Sky Shark was a three-meter-long ship-killer with a T-940 QPT-initiated microfusion warhead and a yield of two megatons. Each of the Black Falcons had been loaded with two of the sleek and deadly weapons.

One by one, her squadron leaders reported all missiles armed and ready.

"Maximum dispersal," she ordered. "Coordinate through Gauss's attack AI. Stand by . . . and three . . . two . . . one . . . launch!"

Her view forward was momentarily obscured by a dazzling spray of white as the two big missiles slid from their tubes in her Falcon's port and starboard flanks, then arrowed ahead at a hammering 150 Gs of acceleration. The boost momentarily slowed her Falcon, but she began picking up speed again, following the twin stars of the Sky Sharks' exhaust plumes toward the heart of the Web.

Ninety-three other stars joined her two; one Falcon, Mike Chung's in Third Squadron, had launched only one Shark. The second missile had failed to clear the tube. Possibly, Forrest's thoughts about first blows applied to the Phantoms as well. Almost a hundred thermonuclear detonations scattered evenly throughout the Web cloud ought to whittle down those numbers out quite a bit. The question, of course, was whether it would be enough?

Minutes later, as the Phantoms continued to close with the enemy, the missiles went off—first one lone detonation flowering in silent, dazzling glory . . . followed by two more . . . followed by the sudden eruption of half of the sky in a blinding, pulsing, flaring cascade of silver-white-blue light.

There was no way to measure the actual damage done to the Web force, but as the light dissipated, it was clear that the sea of red pinpoints on Kara's HUD had been considerably thinned out. Seconds later, the Phantoms—deployed in a long, flat crescent—penetrated the leading edge of the cloud.

Kara felt a kind of paralysis as the enemy began targeting her, but then she was into the routine, sliding her HUD's targeting cursor across a big Web machine bearing down on her almost bow-on and stroking the fire command with her mind. Laser light flared, dazzling in the blackness as it struck home and turned stubborn metal and ceramic into white-hot vapor.

Laser fire brushed her skin; she triggered a full spread of independent, target-seeking Mark 70 missiles, then jinked to starboard. The red cloud filled her HUD display forward, turning night into a bloody backdrop. The nearest targets were scant hundreds of kilometers away now, streaking toward her at a velocity that would close that range in instants. Laser and particle cannon fire flared, the bolts silent, the lines and tracers of light visible at all only because the AIs managing the linkage were painting them in for the humans' benefit. Kara picked a target, a five-meter collection of faceted, polygonal shapes hurtling almost straight toward her at a range of just under four thousand kilometers.

At such ranges, targets that small were, of course, invisible to organic eyes; what she saw was being fed to her from her strider's AI, which could make guesses about shape and reflectivity based on the returns from the craft's laser ranging system. She selected the target with a slight focusing of her thoughts, then fired, loosing a 20cm X-ray laser burst that boiled through the Webber's lightweight armor and fried its internal circuits in a literal flash. Several small machines flashed past Kara's Matic at velocities of several tens of kilometers per second, as her Falcon's AI began selecting the largest and most dangerous targets ahead.

The calls of the others in her company crisscrossed one another with the frantic tempo of space combat.

"One-niner, this is One-eight! Better pull in tight! We've got too many here for us to get sloppy!"

"Rog! Tucked and tight!"

"Deke! Check your six! You got two kickers on your tail!"

"I know! I know! I can't shake 'em!"

"Phantom One-three, this is One-seven! I'm coming down on your four! Break right and give me a shot!"

"Goose it, Brad! I'm getting fried!"

"Hang on! Come right in three . . . two . . . one . . . hack! Okay! Fox! Fox! That's missiles away!"

"Brad! Where are you? I can't see?"

"Kilo! That's a kill!"

"Gokkin' straight! Look at that kicker burn!"

More Web devices burst past her, streaking sunward, and she captured their images, enhancing and enlarging them in her mind. Could any of these devilish machines detonate the sun . . . or only certain ones? Human experience was necessarily limited when it came to deliberately exploded suns, but those Webber devices seen entering the atmosphere of stars in the past had always been fairly large, eighty or a hundred meters in length at least, and massing a good many thousands of tons. It seemed unlikely that the smallest could do anything that would disrupt something as huge as a star.

Indeed, as fast as they were vaporizing under the caress of Kara's lasers and those of her company, she found it hard to believe they could even approach a sun closer than a few million kilometers.

"All Phantoms!" she called over the command circuit. "This is One-one! Ignore the small stuff! We want to wax the big ones! I say again, leave the small stuff under a meter or two for the mop-up. Concentrate on the big kickers, the real ships!"

One by one, the individual members of her company acknowledged.

"My God, look at 'em come!" Carla Jones exclaimed.

"Easy pickings," Ran added.

"Keep the chatter down, people," Kara warned. Now was the time for concentration . . . not losing your combat edge gawking at the opposition. "Set your weapons triggers on automatic, with targeting parameters set at three meters plus. Remember, these things are fast and they're maneuverable. Watch your six, everybody."

And then they were in the heart of the cloud, and there was no more time for speeches.

Falcon warstrider/flyers and a bewildering menagerie of Webber devices passed one another faster than a blink, the human flyers and Web machine cloud interpenetrating one another in a furious exchange of laser fire, particle beams, and fusion warheads. Letting her AI take over the targeting of her lasers, Kara used her Falcon's V54 Devastator particle gun to target a larger, more distant enemy machine—a flat, silver-blue, oblong shape with oddly sculpted angles—and fired. One face of the distant machine exploded in a brilliant eruption of pyrotechnics; pieces glittered in the sunlight as they spun away from the shattered craft.

Battle filled the night, raw and furious, and the sky was filled with fire. Savagely, she decelerated at full thrust, pulling Gs that would have reduced her body to blood-smeared jelly if she'd been physically aboard her machine. A fusion warhead—she had no idea whether it was a human nuke or something fired by the enemy—detonated, a silent pop of intense light that burned furiously against the night for several seconds before cooling to invisibility.

Kara brought her Falcon around, still dumping speed as fast as she could and firing her lateral thrusters at full G thrust. The Webbers had slowed sharply as they neared the sun, possibly to allow room for maneuvers, possibly because they were aware of the human ships materializing in their path and needed to leave themselves combat options.

She closed on a cluster of silvery devices, scattering toward the sun. The Web machines reminded Kara of insects, glittering and faceted, some with spindly and many jointed arms or appendages, some with spines or fins serving unimaginable purposes. Triggering the V54 again, she watched three of the kickers vaporize and a fourth begin tumbling wildly, spilling a cascade of white sparks from a shattered pylon. Vaguely, she was aware of the big lasers from Fudo-Myoo striking home on a dozen more Web machines, aware of other warflyer squadrons entering the fight. Everywhere she turned her enhanced senses, she could see Web kickers and twisting, dogfighting Falcons, Hawks, and P-80 Eagles. Hundreds of Web machines had been destroyed within the past few seconds . . . but a glance at her formation status board showed that the Phantoms were taking losses too.

Five down, so far. She hoped all of the striderjacks were waking up okay, back aboard the Gauss.

Then something hit her, hard, and she heard the shriek of tearing metal, felt the jolt of a misfiring thruster until she was able to override the jet and correct her tumble. Her sensors warned that she'd taken a direct hit from a particle beam; her port-side attitude control systems were on the verge of total shutdown, and there was a fire in the port electronics module. It's okay if you take the big one, she told herself, a mantra of survival, of sanity. You're safe. You're aboard the Gauss. This isn't happening to you. . . .

But to fly, to really fly, she had to be part of her strider. Savagely, she hit the system override, then waited as the damage control routines opened her damaged module to space and suppressed the flames.

It's okay if you take the big one. . . .


Chapter 18

Throughout history, certain key technological developments or inventions have become drivers, advancing not only the particular field within which they were made, but the entirety of civilization. Fire was one, the domestication of animals another, the invention of movable type still another, discoveries that ushered in whole new ways of living, of learning about the world, of thinking.

     Ultimately, it was the cephlink and its Naga-biolink successor that utterly revolutionized society, transforming the very nature of Man and how he saw himself to a degree greater than any invention or discovery that had come before.

—Drivers of Change

KELLIN JANDERVOORS

C.E. 2570

Dev was following the battle from his vantage point at Hachiman, on Luna, where streams of data from Mars, from the battleline before the sun, and from Earth-Lunar space were cascading through the combat center's big quantum Oki-Okasan high speed computers.

The picture, Dev realized, was far too large and too complex for any one human mind to perceive. It was a little frightening, in fact, to realize that he was perceiving much of it, more than he possibly could have followed in his organic body. His interface with the Net, however, gave him a tremendous advantage in speed and processing power, when he used the Oki-Okasan as an extension of his own facilities. He wondered, though, if it might not be a good idea to try doubling himself again. Perhaps two of him . . . or four, or even more, could have better made sense of the flood of data cascading through his consciousness.

The battle near the orbit of Mercury seemed to be turning in Humanity's favor at last; most of the largest Web machines had already been picked off by the Fudo-Myoo, which had been selectively targeting them since shortly after they entered the system. On Mars, things were not going well at all; at last report, Web kickers in huge numbers had brushed past or destroyed most of the Imperial Navy warships based there and were pounding both the planetary defense facilities at Phobos and military and civilian bases on the surface. Yamato was disabled and adrift. A dozen other ships had been destroyed or so badly damaged that they could no longer fight.

And closer at hand, in the volume of space encompassing Earth and Luna, the battle was still seesawing back and forth, with neither side yet winning a clear upper hand. The Web cloud detailed to strike at Earth and the Moon had been blasted down to a fraction of its original size, which meant that local planetary defenses and the Imperial ships stationed close by at least had a chance.

At the same time, though, the remnants of the Earth-assault cloud had been so badly scattered that many kickers were slipping through just because of their small size. Ships and ground facilities were being knocked out when tiny Web devices, some the size of a man's hand, latched on and began eating their way through armor and hull metal; it was impossible to get them all, and the damage suffered from these leakers was building fast. More damage had been incurred from laser-sail impactors and nano-D pellets, driven at high velocity into human ships and base defenses.

More alarming still was the number of large kickers that had broken through the Imperial defenses and entered Earth's atmosphere. Reports from the surface were confusing, often incoherent, but it sounded as though Web units were attacking cities and facilities across much of southern Asia, eastern Africa, and the Americas. Dev could track the enemy assaults by noting the deployment of Imperial Marine and Army warstrider units to key defensive positions. The foci of the kicker attacks were the sprawling city complexes at the bases of Earth's three sky-els, at Quito, in the Andes; at Nanyuki, near Mount Kenya; and at Palau Linggae, south of Singapore.

But the major attack was developing in space, around the synchorbital facilities 36,000 kilometers above Earth's equator. Through his far-flung electronic sensors, Dev watched several hundred large Web kikai—the biggest were nearly the size of a small Imperial frigate and must have massed three thousand tons apiece—attack Earth's synchorbitals, the three separate clusters of habitats, factories, shipyards, and nanomanufactories that spread out along synchronous orbit at the top of each of Earth's three sky-els. Each facility possessed massed banks of lasers, particle beams, and missile launchers; the possibility of a Confederation attack on the seat of the Empire's government had long been a major concern of the Imperial Staff Command.

All three synchorbitals had taken heavy damage already, most from the laser sails and the smaller Web machines that had slipped past right under the guns of the trio of big ryu carriers and some hundreds of Imperial warflyers that served as the Empire's innermost protective bastion and had begun eating away at the facilities' outer hulls. The carriers Gingaryu, Shinryu, and Hoshiryu had maneuvered themselves close to each of the sky-el orbital complexes and deployed squadron after squadron of their best warflyers—mostly Ryusei- and Suisei-class fighters, though the larger and deadlier Shugekisha assault striders were in the fight as well.

Small warflyers were maneuvering among the girders and support beams of the synchorbitals, burning Web kickers off the structure wherever they could be found, and joining into squadron-sized assault units to hunt down and kill the larger enemy machines as they approached.

As Dev watched, a nuclear fireball blossomed, bringing a short, false dawn to the skies over South America; a Web machine had just turned itself into a small fusion warhead and detonated against the Quito Synchorbital, and wreckage was spreading out from the sky-el towertop in a glittering, sparkling haze.

Everywhere, the skies were sorcery unchained, an Armageddon of fire and death and destruction.

"I've got three big kickers," Kara reported over the command net. "Five thousand kilometers, directly ahead of me, and on a flat, all-out run. They're either headed for the Gauss or breaking through on a straight run for Sol."

She was accelerating hard now, with the sun a swollen brilliance directly ahead. Her Falcon's sensors were editing what she saw, of course, cutting down most of the light which, unfiltered, would have blinded her instantly. With computer processing and enhancement, even the granulation of the photosphere was visible, and she could make out the bright red arcs and geysers of the solar prominences rising above the raging star's limb.

Her targets, three unusually large Webbers each about the size of a 3,000-ton frigate, were deployed in a perfect equilateral triangle, each craft a half kilometer from its neighbors. These things tend to travel in clusters, she thought. I wonder if that's the key to their coordination program? If the Webbers operated as a group mind, they would need a way to communicate with one another and coordinate their actions. At Nova Aquila, the Alphas had been the coordinators. Here, though, the Web forces must be running their equivalent of control programs on multiple kickers, each, perhaps, serving as a node in a widely dispersed network. It couldn't be too dispersed, however, since too great a distance would introduce a nasty time lag due to speed-of-light limitations. That need to stick together, to maintain a close and tight line of sight, might be a clue to the way they were coordinating their efforts.

The analysis flashed through her mind in less time than it took to select one of the three targets and lock in her Devastator. A coded thought fired the weapon, and a portion of the flat, angular Web craft vanished in a puff of vapor and sun-flashing fragments. She fired again, and the beam ripped through the target's side halfway from stern to prow; as vapor exploded from the stricken craft, sending it tumbling wildly in the opposite direction, Kara shifted targets to one of the two remaining kickers, locking in and firing in a fast-paced succession of control thoughts. The second kicker exploded, fragments glowing white-hot as they spun through space. "Kilo!" she shouted, using the K-for-kill code current in warflyer ops. "That's two!"

She was pouring fire into the third target when a K-242 Starstreak with a micronuke warhead streaked in from Kara's left and detonated, the tiny matter-antimatter charge in its detonator generating the flash and the surplus of neutrons necessary to trigger a relatively small but precisely placed tenth-kiloton blast.

"Kilo!" Ran called over the tactical net. "That's three!"

"Two and a half," Kara said, correcting him with a laugh. It sounded harsh and a bit brittle to her ear, and she wondered if Ran could hear the strain in her mental voice. "Let's keep it straight!"

Ran's warstrider flashed past, a few hundred kilometers distant. Ahead now, a hundred thousand kilometers away, Gauss and Shralghal hung in space, keeping up a running, long-ranged sniping against the larger kickers, and awaiting either the battle's end or the announcement that an Achiever was ready to carry both vessels to the safety of another system.

Kara pulled her Falcon around, dropping into a gentle, sweeping turn that put her on Ran's tail.

"I think we've got 'em about licked," Ran told her. His excitement, his buoyant attitude, were infectious. "We've killed all the kickers over a meter or two in this cloud. From here on, it'll be a mop-up!"

The laser-driven nano gossamer streaked in so quickly that neither Kara nor Ran saw it coming. One moment, she was tucked in behind him, flying in close formation as they shaped a new vector out-system. The next, Ran's Falcon was an eye-searing splash of blinding light, a radiance that briefly outshone the huge and swollen sun. Her flyer hit the expanding debris cloud, which rattled off her armor like hail in a fierce-driving storm and jolted her Falcon like the detonation of a bomb.

"Ran!" His flyer was gone, disintegrated utterly by the high-kinetic impact of an object traveling at well over half the speed of light. It had been so sudden that she still couldn't completely register that it had happened. "Ran!"

"We're on it, Captain," a voice from Gauss said. "We're trying to revive him now."

Kara struggled for control, fighting down rage and horror and stark fear. Ran was okay. He had to be. He would wake up in a few moments back aboard the Gauss, disoriented, confused and dazed, perhaps, but still well. Still with his mind intact.

He had to. . . .

For the Dev-copy that had remained in the Solar System, the battle continued to unfold as a titanic, sprawling mosaic of countless pieces, slowly coming together as he manipulated the streams of data flowing from ten thousand separate sources. For a time, he'd tried to influence the battle at various points and from different nodes in the Net, but he'd given that up at last. The battle now was less a matter of strategy and tactics—or even of creative solutions to new threats—than it was a bloody and patient contest of numbers versus will. Hundreds of thousands—possibly millions—of Web kickers were now everywhere throughout near-Earth space, clustering most intensely at the major concentrations of human technology, the sky-els, the synchorbitals, and the big orbital facilities around Luna and at the Earth-Moon LaGrange points.

One unfolding drama, however, captured Dev's attention. The enormous ryu warflyer-carrier Hoshiryu, the Star Dragon, was moving slowly past the Singapore Synchorbital space docks, a massive, armor-hided leviathan nearly one kilometer long, with the needle-slim spires of weapons nacelles and sensory antennae stabbing forward like the thrusts of multiple bladed weapons.

Hoshiryu, Dev saw as he called up the data, had been positioned a few hundred kilometers out from Singapore Synchorbital, adding its considerable firepower and the warflyer squadrons stationed on-board to the already titanic missile and energy output from the synchorbital planetary defenses. Until the appearance of the Web clouds, the carrier had been in space dock for routine maintenance and repairs. She was operational, but her K-T drives were off-line and she would be limited to normal-space operations for the duration; Hoshiryu would win in her coming battle . . . or die.

Dev's attention was attracted to the huge dragonship seconds after a long, needle-like Webber flashed in with drives full-on. Measuring perhaps fifty meters from prow to stern and massing less than three hundred tons, it was a sliver compared with the ponderous mass of the dragonship, but it was traveling at something like two hundred kilometers per second. It streaked in out of the fire and the blackness so fast that the carrier's defensive beams and point-defense turrets missed entirely . . . or had time only to caress its outer layers of armor. It struck the Hoshiryu amidships, burying itself in the bigger ship's flank like an old-time harpoon plunging into the side of a whale.

Then it detonated, a staggering release of kinetic energy that sent ripples cascading along the ryu's length. The big ship shuddered, yawing hard to port, as glowing-hot fragments spilled from the burning rent in its side.

Within seconds, three more Webbers flashed in, angling toward the stricken Imperial giant. One vanished in a lightning-flash of raw energy, trapped in a crossfire from ryu and synchorbital, but the other two plunged past the expanding shell of gas and debris and pierced the grievously wounded ryu forward of her main spin-grav module, and aft, near the clustered slush-H storage tanks.

Damn! Dev thought with growing horror. They're using the ryu for a suicide bombing target! . . .

Hoshiryu was out of control now. Huge gaps showed in her hull where armor plates had been eaten or blown away, and a dozen craters pocked her hull, some still glowing red-hot from the energies that had been loosed there. Much of the aft end had been literally melted away in the starcore heat of that fusion blast.

Hoshiryu was falling. . . .

Dev felt a sudden, sick premonition. Focusing his long-range gaze on the great dragonship, he accessed Hachiman's considerable skill in the math of orbital mechanics, calculating the ryu carrier's vector. As he watched, lines drew themselves across his vision, diagramming to the laws of mathematics and physics what intuition had already told him.

Hoshiryu was falling toward Singapore Synchorbital at several kilometers per second.

A ryu-class carrier measured nearly a kilometer in length and massed almost two million tons. Some of that tonnage had burned away in the fusion flame, certainly, but only a fraction of the whole was gone. One point eight million tons moving at . . . make it four kilometers per second. The monster ship possessed potential energy of something like 1.4 to the 1016 joules, and there was no way in heaven or on Earth to stop it from happening.

A barrage of missiles leaped out from the Synchorbital's planetary defense bays, targeting now not Web machines but that huge, deadly hulk falling toward the delicate traceries of the spaceport. Someone down there was thinking fast . . . but it wasn't enough, not nearly enough by far.

Dev felt a small, inward twist at the irony. He'd recently reviewed the new upgrades in security at Tenno Kyuden; the TJK, the Imperial Security Force, had been almost frantic over the possibility that the Imperial Palace or Navy headquarters might be penetrated by Confederation agents as easily as had been the planetary defense net on Kasei.

How did you provide security against a falling skyscraper of a starship?

Hoshiryu struck stern first, a glancing blow, actually, that brushed the struts and cross-beam supports aside like a broom slashing through cobwebs. A spacedock for smaller craft was in line next; the incoming ship smashed through hab modules and support girders and bay installation and scarcely even slowed.

Something exploded. The detonation expanded, a fireball of intense, sun-brilliant heat and light, engulfing part of the ryu carrier and burning through the heart of the synchorbital.

Dev was able to just glimpse the huge, turning wheel of the Imperial Palace itself before the bow of the Hoshiryu pivoted around, smashed through the wheel's rim, and scattered the rest in a whirling explosion of wildly spinning pieces.

For a long moment, it seemed as though the battle had paused . . . near Earth, at any rate, where Imperial naval defenders by the tens of thousands must have been staring in stark horror at the destruction of the very symbol of the life and strength of their empire. The communications networks were suddenly silent, as silent as death; there was nothing to be said, nothing even to be shared but the silent agony of that moment.

Still moving, the hulk of the shattered Hoshiryu kept falling, accelerating slowly under the drag of Earth's gravity. In another few hours, it would have fallen across the gulf between the synchorbital and Earth, tumbling, burning as it hit Earth's atmosphere. It was certain to cause nightmare devastation when it struck.

Dev felt a momentary blurring of self and of personality that left him slightly dizzy, and adrift in space and time. He'd played a similar disaster through his mind so many times in the past that he felt as though he'd been here before. His father . . . God . . . his father. . . .

Michal Cameron, Dev's father, had many years before been one of the few gaijin to be given command in the Imperial Navy. He'd been skippering the Imperial destroyer Hatakaze, at the final battle for Chien IV, a Manchurian-colonized world known as Lung Chi, forty-five light years from Earth. The enemy had been the Naga, back in the days before peaceful contact had been established, when the Naga had been known instead as Xenophobes. Cameron had been assigned to protect the fleet of refugee ships at Lung Synchorbital, high atop the sky-el, when the Naga had reached the sky-el's base and begun swarming up from the planet's equator, molecularly transforming the tower's carbon-weave structure as they raced into the sky.

Half a million colonists remained on the surface, awaiting their turn to evacuate up the tower. At synchorbit was the evacuation fleet—the presumed target of the Naga attack. Cameron had decided that his first duty was to protect the fleet . . . and to keep the Xenophobes from capturing ships that they might be able to use to spread their infection to other worlds of the Shichiju. He'd launched a single Starhawk missile with a twenty-kiloton warhead, targeting the sky-el tower at the two-thousand-kilometer mark, just ahead of the advancing wave of transformation. He'd teleoped the missile himself, so that no one else would have to live with the decision he'd been forced to make.

The detonation had severed the tower, sending the upper span, thousands of kilometers in length, whiplashing out into space, while the lower part fragmented and crashed back to the surface in a blazing, fiery reentry. Half a million Manchurians had died, either in the catastrophic collapse of the sky-el, or later, as the Xenophobes devoured them. Michal Cameron had been court-martialed and disgraced; he'd committed seppuku shortly after.

The incident had burned itself into Dev's mind long before; it was a scar he'd carried for years, a scar that had helped drive him eventually to betray the Empire, to join the revolution fighting for Confederation independence. As much as anything else, the death of Dev's father—and what he'd done at Lung Chi—had made Dev what he was now.

And as the Imperial naval carrier Hoshiryu fell toward Earth, Dev knew he was seeing a replay of that incident . . . not in an exact repetition of events, of course, but in spirit. The mathematics of the ryu were clear and concise. Hoshiryu was not in orbit; her vector was almost directly toward the planet. She would continue to fall, more or less paralleling the vertical sky-stab of the Singapore space elevator. So large a ship would not burn appreciably in the atmosphere before it reached the surface. It would strike somewhere within a few hundred kilometers of Singapore—and when it struck it would liberate those fourteen million billion joules of energy in an explosion that would be vaster and more devastating by far than anything to have struck the planet since the fall of the dinosaur killer sixty-five million years before.

Earth would not die; the dinosaur killer had liberated energies at least a hundredfold greater. But the blast might well wreck the planet's fragile ecosystem. The Shockwave would almost certainly rip the Singapore sky-el out of the sky, and its fall across half of the planet would add to the untold destruction and death that would visit Dev's home-world.

He'd felt nothing for the planet for a long time, no emotion, no sorrow for having left . . . but he couldn't sit back and let such a titanic disaster, death on such a nightmare scale, take place.

But how in the name of Chaos could an electronic ghost stop the fall of almost two million tons of inert starship?

There might be a way. Swiftly, Dev shifted himself to the Hachiman communications center, then routed himself through an open I2C tactical link to the communications center aboard the Hoshiryu. The ship's bridge, he could tell from the damage-control messages playing through the bridge readouts, was open to space, and air was venting from a dozen ruptures. There were still people alive; ryus carried crews numbering several thousand, and only a few hundred had actually been killed by the kicker strikes. He could sense the life pods launching as he searched for the access codes he needed.

The Hoshiryu gave a violent lurch, and Dev sensed the tremor of major explosions. He would have to hurry.

A secondary data feed trunk let him route through to main engineering. The carrier's power tap was still running. What Dev needed to do was find the computer code that would let him access the QPT containment fields and feedback controls.

Starships required colossal amounts of energy, far more than could be provided by any but the very largest fusion power plants. The Quantum Power Tap, first demonstrated by Nihonjin physicists in the mid-twenty-first century, used paired, mini-black holes to draw so-called "virtual energy," energy arising spontaneously from hard vacuum through the workings of quantum physics. The energy that could be liberated from a small volume of "empty space" was large indeed; most physicists still disagreed on the exact magnitude, but it was energy enough to destroy a world easily.

. . . or a starship, even one as large as Hoshiryu.

The problem, of course, was that there were elaborate safeguards set up around the computers and AIs dedicated to the ship's engineering systems. Dev couldn't simply activate a circuit and blow up the ship. He would have to crack the code to do it.

It didn't take long to find the circuits he needed to switch off. As expected, three five-digit alphanumeric codes, plus a code word, were both needed before the subsystem would let him in. He began running through the possible combinations.

And almost immediately concluded that he didn't have time to find the correct entries by trial and error. The ryu carrier was falling faster now, accelerating under the pull of Earth's gravity. Falling free, Hoshiryu would hit Earth's atmosphere within two hours, and a second or two after that, it would impact with the biggest bang since the end of the Cretaceous.

The three, five-place alphanumeric codes were actually the easier task, since he could try random letter-number combinations starting with 00000 and running all the way up to ZZZZZ. Thank God, Dev thought, that the alpha entries were in the Roman alphabet, and not Hiragana or Katakana. The codeword was harder. It could be anything, and there was no way to guess individual letters. His only hope was to begin guessing words; he assumed that the word was Nihongo and set up a program to draw from a Japanese dictionary.

Trying one word a second, he might hit the right one in twelve hours or so. And that was assuming that they were using Japanese.

Aware that the seconds were trickling away, he started to work.

A miss.

A miss.

He stopped. This was not going to work. But there might be a way to speed up the process. Withdrawing temporarily, he returned to Quantum Oki-Okasan, where he duplicated himself again. Once more, he felt the stretched-thin sensation, the momentary loss of his own self identity.

And again.

And again. Dev-analogs began crowding around him, each continuing the process. I should have thought of this before, several of the Devs thought at once. The thought, picked up and amplified, filled Dev's awareness like the crash of ocean surf.

Thirty-three generations, another group of Devs thought, would give us Nakamura's number of ourselves. Would we achieve self-awareness then?

Possibly. Except we're already part of the Net. We might give the Overmind a real surprise.

We don't need Nakamura's Number for this job.

Couldn't use it, in fact. Hoshiryu doesn't have enough memory to hold that many of us. The system would crash.

Do you think we can use this to talk to the Overmind? If we were too small to be noticed before—

It would notice me—us—now—

It would have to—

I'm still not sure—

—what good—

—it would do—

—but we've got—

—to try. . . .

A steady stream of Devs began transferring from Hachiman to the falling Hoshiryu. The ship's computer could only hold a few hundred Devs at one time . . . and then only because the first ones there purged the system of most of its stored data, including several protesting AIs. They were doomed anyway . . . as were the handful of people still left trapped on board. Dev—none of the Dev iterations—could spare time to think about that.

Confronting the code sequencer again, the Devs began tackling the problems again, this time in parallel. It was a confused and tangled task at first, until one of the Devs elected himself as traffic controller and began routing code tries and signals, much like an old-style traffic cop. Working together, the army of Devs began pouring code attempts into the system, each Dev queuing up behind one another, each calculating the possibilities remaining, bringing up a new try, and plugging it in; they were able to use fifty separate channels to access the sequencer too, which cut down on wasted time considerably.

In twelve minutes, twenty-seven seconds, the code group W875V entered the sequencer, and the Dev-controller felt the satisfying click of a circuit completed.

It took just under eight minutes to get the second group, scoring a hit with FD45H.

It took fifteen minutes, thirty-one seconds to get the third, QP098.

And then it was up to the Devs trying for the code word. They had taken a Japanese dictionary stored in the ship's memory and divided it up alphabetically, with several Devs running through each letter, compiling lists of words. After the alphanumeric group found the third set of letters and numerals, they joined the dictionary team, working faster and faster . . . a brute strength approach that was, unfortunately, the only approach open to them.

The word, it turned out, was nowake, a poetical term for a strong autumn wind that literally meant "separator of fields." The computer defenses went down with that final entry, made just thirty-eight minutes after the multiple Devs had begun their tasking. That it took that long was due more to limitations in how quickly the system could accept input than from the speed with which they could calculate the numbers or guess words. One of the Devs entered a final set of commands, then, and the magnetic containment fields surrounding the paired, microscopic black holes collapsed. The orbiting holes began losing the perfectly harmonized beat of their orbits, and power began flooding through from the other side, boiling into normal space through a tiny rift in the walls of space-time itself.

The Devs were still withdrawing from the stricken carrier when the energy cascade ran out of control, swamping the paired black holes and causing them to dissolve on their own, additional bursts of gamma radiation, bursts that were lost completely in the star-core hot blast unleashed by the puncturing of the barrier separating four-space from the quantum sea. The fireball engulfed the ship, flaring up brighter and brighter. It was already day over Singapore, a good three hours before sunset . . . but briefly there were two suns in the sky, the newer sun burning brighter and hotter than the old.

And as the fireball cooled and dissipated, the tumbling hulk of the Hoshiryu had vanished . . . though there would be an extraordinarily spectacular meteor shower that evening, shortly after sunset.

The sky-el still stood.


Chapter 19

Organic molecules may be arranged in such a way that they can communicate with one another—through cell membranes, for example, that hold them within rapid diffusion distance of their neighbors. If enough of the right sorts of molecules—DNA, RNA, and others—communicate in this fashion, the result is a living cell. Life is an emergent property, something arising from molecules that cannot be considered "alive."

     Living cells communicate, releasing various molecules into intercellular space; nerve cells, for example, release neurotransmitters, including acetylcholine, dopamine, enkephalins, and others which diffuse to adjacent cells and interact with specialized receptors on the other cells' surfaces. If enough specialized cells—neurons—communicate extensively, the result is a brain, a conscious brain. Consciousness is an emergent property, something arising from cells that cannot be considered "conscious."

     What, I wonder, will be the emergent result when enough conscious brains learn to communicate with one another?

—Biology and Computers

DR. IAN MCMILLEN

C.E. 2015

Like most sentient beings in the universe, the Overmind was aware of itself, though the senses it employed in that self-awareness, and that self-awareness itself, were markedly different than anything humans would have recognized. It had a body, a highly complex and tightly interwoven structure composed of many hundreds of billions of . . . call them cells; where a human would have seen that "body" as tenuous and amorphous, composed of communications networks and shifting blocks of data in an informational and energy matrix with no clear shape or form, the Overmind saw itself as having definite form and substance, which it had organized into two dimensions, inside and outside.

Inside was self—a concept it had borrowed from some part of its own being and expanded upon to help it define its own universe. Outside was everything that was not self, a glorious, dynamic interplay of free radiation, raw materials, and unimaginable potential.

Intelligence and consciousness were what AI specialists referred to as "emergent traits," qualities that arose out of complex but ultimately nonintelligent phenomena. Normally, the Overmind was no more conscious of the individual cells making up its vast and complex body than a human might be of the interconnected and intercommunicative neurons that made up his cerebral cortex. It was aware—in a very general and nonspecific way—that intercommunicating entities called DalRiss, Naga, and Humans exchanged, stored, and acquired information, that they interacted with one another in various obscure ways, and that the network they'd created was constantly growing; indeed, it was that growth that had called the Overmind into being.

It had learned about this aspect of its own creation and existence only because it had once lightly brushed the consciousness of one of those cells, an entity that called itself Dev Cameron, within the first few thousand seconds of its existence. It had learned from Dev Cameron some of the details of its existence. Unfortunately, few of those details, filtered as they'd been through Dev Cameron's necessarily limited view of the universe, matched well at all with the Overmind's picture of that same universe; and in the absence of further data, most of that information had been stored away unused.

Besides, outside was a place of wonder and endless fascination. The Overmind had spent nearly 100 million seconds now in contemplation of the vast and incredibly complex interplay of energies and radiation comprising that portion of the universe that was not self.

That, perhaps, was why the change within itself had caught it so by surprise.

The change, a sudden surge of growth, an increase in complexity, was totally unexpected and unlike anything the Overmind had experienced so far, forcing it to look inward . . . a direction—though that was a poor word to use in this case—that it had never clearly perceived before. Like a human child aware for the first time of the marvelous complexity of his own hand and fingers, the Overmind perceived the lightning growth of one small part of itself; already, there were millions of one particular type of cell.

This was definitely cause for concern. Though the Overmind had never heard of cancer, nor would it have been able to apply such a concept to itself, it nonetheless recognized that the seemingly uncontrolled explosion of cell replication in one small part of its structure could be the symptom of a serious breakdown in its own being and conceptual integrity. It also, logically but in error, assumed that the damage was the result of Web activity.

The Overmind was very much aware of the Web, of course. It had battled that entity directly once before, subverting part of its control network and disabling the machine components that were threatening to damage the Overmind's infrastructure. It knew the Web as a being similar in some respects to itself, though it had not, as yet, been able to establish anything like meaningful communication with it. It knew the Web as something in the Outside that did not conform to the Overmind's somewhat deterministic view of the universe, an entity that exhibited certain signs of intelligence and self-awareness but did not respond in a rational manner when it was approached. In fact, the Web seemed to "think," if that was the proper word, more like a complex machine, a large and massively parallel computer system, in fact, than a true life form.

That the Overmind itself was an expression of a large and massively parallel computer system simply didn't occur to it.

Turning a larger and larger fraction of its prodigious mind to the task, it began focusing on the sudden and unexplained growth spurt in the very center of its being. It could see the process—a doubling and redoubling of one particular cell. A number of those cells had shunted themselves to a separate node which, some thousands of seconds later, had vanished in a sudden pulse of random energy. Some of the newly generated cells shunted back to where they'd started . . . and soon they'd begun the process once more at the rate of one doubling every ten or twelve seconds.

No wonder the process had felt strange. Within four hundred seconds from the start of the cycle, that one cell would have reproduced itself so many times that it would equal in number the cells that had initially constituted the Overmind's body. Twelve seconds after that, there would be twice as many of the new cells.

Fortunately, there simply wasn't room on the Net for that many new, interconnected programs; already, the newcomers were spilling out of the original node in which they'd begun reproducing and were taking up space in scores of other memory systems scattered throughout this volume of electronic space.

The Overmind decided it would have to put a stop to this, before it went on any longer. It didn't mind the expansion of its complexity or of the numbers of cells. It thrived on both, in fact; the terrible danger posed by the Web had been the random, senseless destruction of thousands of nodes throughout the Net's system, and the threat that it was going to continue destroying nodes . . . until the Overmind faded back into unconsciousness . . . perhaps even until there were none left at all, and no hope for the Overmind to ever see the stars again.

And that was intolerable. . . .

The battle, momentarily halted in near-Earth space by the titanic eruption of the Hoshiryu, had resumed, if anything raging at a pitch and fury greater than anything yet seen. Both the L1 and L2 Fudo-Myoo laser arrays in space near the Moon were out of action now, but all four facilities on the surface were in action. They no longer fired together, since the entire sky all the way around Luna now held its own abundance of tempting targets.

Dev wasn't certain, but he was pretty sure that the Overmind was no longer aiming and firing those monster weapons. That task seemed now to be under the control of the Hachiman operations team, which was also directing a small army of Imperial striders across the Lunar surface, hunting and killing the incoming Web war machines as quickly as they could be spotted and targeted. Several hundred Web kickers had landed at sites scattered around the Moon, apparently concentrating on the widely dispersed Fudo-Myoo batteries, but also in the regions of Mikaduki, Motiduki, Yuduki, and the other principal Lunar colonies and settlements. Mikaduki was reporting heavy fighting on the dusty, flat surface of the Mare Serenetatis just outside the city domes and was begging for reinforcements.

There were no reinforcements to be had, however. Every ship, every warstrider, every flyer was in action, including many that were unarmed. Dev watched one action report unfold telling of an Earth—Moon transport—completely unarmed—ramming a large Web kikai, destroying itself and the invader.

That, Dev reflected ruefully, was heroic . . . but unfortunately useless even as a gesture. The Web, even now, outnumbered the human forces so badly that they could easily afford to lose one machine for every human ship defending the Solar System, and still have far, far more than necessary to finish the job.

Shortly after returning to Hachiman, Dev—and the several hundred copies of himself that remained with him—had begun doubling themselves again. He still needed to reach the Overmind, needed to get through to that intelligence on some level . . . and he thought he understood now how to do it. An ant crawling across a human's toe cannot be said to be in communication with the human; it has managed only to elicit a response—an involuntary twitch, perhaps—from a few million skin, muscle, and nerve cells in its immediate vicinity.

Dev thought that that was why he was able to sense the Overmind on the Net, yet could not get through to the intelligence he knew was there. Possibly, the Overmind had been busy with other things. Calculating vectors across ranges as great as forty light minutes in order to aim and coordinate massed volley laser fire was a task far beyond any merely human mind, or even the specialized intelligence of a dedicated AI.

If the ant wasn't in communication with the human, what about several billion ants?

Or . . . since he was more like a single cell in the human's body, rather than a separate organism, perhaps a better analogy would be the image of a human's liver suddenly bulging up out of his side and demanding to speak with him.

That, Dev thought, would get the human's attention.

The army of Devs had not proceeded very far with the plan, however, when the trouble started. Their activities inside the Hachiman Oki-Okasan computer system were obviously having an effect, and an adverse effect at that. With so many programs running at once, the processing power of even a quantum computer was rapidly being taxed to the limit. Quantum computers theoretically had near infinite processing power; the control systems, however, still relied on binary data structures and finite-state algorithms. As more and more Devs appeared, the system ran more and more slowly.

Quickly, many of the Devs began shunting off along I2C connections to other subnetworks, elsewhere on Luna, on and near Earth, even at Phobos, but the system was still running almost painfully slowly, and it was taking longer and longer for each duplication effort.

And then, suddenly, the duplication ceased. Dev felt a stifling moment of panic; somehow, the Imperial computer techs, or possibly the AIs in the system, had found a way to cut him off and pin him, unable to move to a different system, unable to communicate beyond the electronic barriers of the Hachiman system.

He was trapped. If they tried to purge him now, or sent in a worm to track down the renegade programs growing in the system . . .

The uploading, when it came, was sudden, fast, and utterly bewildering. For a brief moment, Dev found himself in communication—a pitifully inadequate word for such a totality of informational exchange—with the Overmind. Once before his consciousness had brushed this strange and terrifyingly deep mentality, this time was much worse, for it had grown in the past two years, grown and matured in a way that Dev couldn't quite grasp.

He felt it examining him, knowing him down to the last byte.

Dev looked into the Overmind's being and for a nightmare instant streching into eternity saw himself as an insignificant mote, a pattern of electrical charges all but lost in the vast and labyrinthine complexities of that massively parallel system.

He felt terribly small, pitifully weak . . . as insignificant as an insect confronting a human. The sheer scale of that revelation was a staggering shock—to ego, to his very concept of self. This was all he was, all he could ever be. . . .

For a moment, Dev struggled against the grasp of this monster, this consciousness so much vaster than his own. He was aware, on a very small scale, of just how intricate this organism was. Where Dev had a handful of senses, the Overmind possessed hundreds, possibly thousands . . . and a correspondingly vast and intricate system of expressing, sampling, and thinking about each. It saw stars, for instance, not as points of light, but as vibrant and extraordinarily informative entities rich in a cascade of energy and data ranging from low radio frequencies to high, hard X-rays.

Struggling was pointless. He tried to put into thoughts the need for humanity to triumph against the Web . . . and in the same moment that he expressed the thought, he knew that the Overmind had been well aware of the Web threat, had been fighting it, in fact, in the only way that it could, by paring away its numbers until the Net's own mobile nodes—how strange to think of starships and computer-directed weapons systems simply as nodes in a computer network—could handle them.

Dev was confused. Had human agencies, the Confederation Military Command and the Imperial Navy, planned and executed this battle against the Web invaders? Or had they simply been tools blindly carrying out the Overmind's instructions?

Probably, the answer lay somewhere between the two . . . and Dev doubted very much if he would ever understand exactly how such a mix of self-determination and puppetry was possible.

Then, with a suddenness that left Dev feeling weak and reeling, he was back in the Hachiman complex, the other Devs were gone, purged from the system, and he was alone once more with his thoughts.

What had happened? Gradually, he began picking up again the threads of incoming data, trying to see what was happening to the battle for Earth. It looked . . . yes! It was true! The Web assault was beginning to fall apart, individual ship-sized machines falling silent, their weapons dead, while the small nano-eaters let go their tenacious grip on hull armor or superstructure and drifted away, inert and lifeless. Laser and particle beam fire continued for several more minutes, until station by station, the defending forces began to realize that the Web was no longer pushing their assault.

In fact, Dev could sense the Web offensive crumbling in a broadening, three-dimensional wave that spread throughout first the Earth-centered cloud, then the one at Mercury's orbit, and finally the machines that had been hammering Mars. The collapse was remarkably similar to what he'd seen happen at the Battle of Nova Aquila, when the Overmind had managed to break the enemy's computer network and issue shut-down orders to most of the fleet. At first, some of the Web machines were actually firing on other kickers, as though they no longer recognized other Webbers as friends; then the pace of the advancing chaos quickened, as more and more Web devices simply ceased functioning.

Dev turned inward, studying the Net . . . and the Overmind he could still sense there. It was no longer paying any attention to him, and he could no longer sense the vast shadows of its thoughts, but he was certain that that enigmatic meta-intelligence was what had turned the tide . . . again. He could even sense now how it had happened, though the details were necessarily blurred or missing.

Recognizing that the Alphas they'd used at Nova Aquila both were too tempting a target and offered a clue as to how the Web coordinated its battle tactics and strategies, the enemy had found a way to run the same sort of program on a highly redundant and widely distributed network, one that had not five nodes, but many tens of thousands. The efficiency of such a system would necessarily be less than on the more compact network, since there was a lot more room for error, for one unit to get multiple orders, or even for portions of the fleet to be overlooked and forgotten.

It had stumped the Ovennind, however, since the communications protocol the Web intelligence was using was almost impossible to crack. Each time the human Net had tried to merge itself with the Web's network at one set of nodes, the entire Web system had simply shifted somewhere else. Likely, it had been shifting randomly and quickly, precisely so that the Overmind could never quite nail it down.

The solution, though, was obvious. The Overmind had continued whittling away at the Web forces, until there simply weren't enough enemy devices left to support the system necessary to give the Web force direction and purpose. For some minutes, now, the Web's coordination, its speed and aggressiveness, had been falling off; Dev recognized the fact now, though it hadn't been at all obvious at the time. Once the Web intelligence had fallen below a certain critical threshold, it must have easily succumbed to the Overmind's ongoing attempt to break through and subvert it.

Only then did Dev realize what a close-run thing that last battle had been. Much of the Imperial Fleet had been battered into wreckage, and at the defensive line in front of Sol, it had come horrifyingly close to being overwhelmed. Tenno Kyuden . . . God, it would be a long time before Man knew what had been lost there. There were no reports out on the Net, yet, about whether or not the Emperor lived. At the very least, though, damage to Imperial communications, to the headquarters of the Imperial Staff Command, to the very heart and soul of Dai Nihon had been savage and terrible.

The decision—taken by a number of battlefield commanders at widely separated points in the fight—to target only the larger Webber devices on the theory that the smallest ones would not be able to hurt Earth's Sun, had apparently been sound. There were no reports of enemy machines entering the Solar corona.

Thank God. . . .

The Battle for Earth was over. But now, Dev realized, it was time to carry the war to the Web . . . and to end it once and for all.

And, more clearly than ever, he saw what had to be done. . . .


Chapter 20

We aspire in vain to assign limits to the works of creation in space, whether we examine the starry heavens, or that world of minute animalcules which is revealed to us by the microscope. We are prepared, therefore, to find that in time also the confines of the universe lie beyond the reach of mortal ken.

—GEOLOGIST SIR CHARLES LYELL
nineteenth century C.E.

Kara felt leaden, scarcely alive at all. Since the Battle of Earth, as the conflict in Earth's Solar System was now officially called, had been won, she'd spent much of her time in the virtual world called Nirvana, visiting with Ran.

Somehow, she'd never expected that Ran, with his eagerness, his exuberance, his irrepressible self-confidence, would be the sort to succumb to Remote Death Transference Syndrome. Her, maybe, yes. She'd found she was terrified of the idea of being torn from her body, like Dev Cameron had been, and reduced to a pale twilight existence, neither wholly dead nor completely alive. Kara shared the ancient soldier's superstition that what you dreaded might happen would, in a universe that at times seemed infinitely perverse.

So her, yes. But not Ran. . . .

Best to concentrate on the here and now, try to blot out what had happened, or what might have been. . . .

Repercussions of the battle were still echoing throughout the Shichiju, and raising again in the Confederation the ominous specter of war with the Imperium. Despite the help Confed units had given, there apparently was a perception within the Imperial government that the Frontier breakaway states had somehow been at least partly responsible for the Web attack, because of their experiments at the Stargate, which the Empire had never totally approved of, and because of their continued close relationship with nonhumans like the DalRiss and—now—the Gr'tak. The Empire used the DalRiss because they had to, because ignoring the city-ships would have put their own navy at a severe disadvantage, but they wanted to limit contact with aliens on the grounds that humanity might become contaminated by alien ideas, contaminated to the point that what was considered human might change.

Not entirely rational, on the face of it . . . but the Emperor had been reported killed when Hoshiryu crashed through Tenno Kyuden, and the Imperial government was now in the hands of the Kansai no Otoko, the military faction that had long been calling for the reunification of the Empire under a racially pure, ruling elite. Where the Men of Completion were concerned, almost anything was possible. The Confederation military was on full alert. With the departure of the Imperial contingent at Nova Aquila, the so-called Unified Fleet, back at Nova Aquila now, was strictly DalRiss and Confederation vessels, plus a couple of Gr'tak ships that had arrived with DalRiss carriers from High Frontier. Preparations for the upcoming expedition had moved into high gear with the fear that the Empire might soon move to shut down further experiments with the Stargate. Operation Gateway had been bumped up on the schedule . . . to tomorrow.

Tomorrow. . . .

Kara was standing in . . . a place. It was an imaginary place, a construct of AIs designed for the Operation Gateway briefing. Designed as a ViRsimulation where maps and diagrams could be easily projected and manipulated, it was as black as empty space, and borderless. Hanging at the center of that blackness was a three-dimensional image of the Nova Aquila Stargate, superimposed on a threespace color-coded pattern representing the literal warping of space close to the surface of the rotating cylinder. Beyond, in the distance, the twin white dwarf suns, still bleeding silver-bluestreams of plasma ripped from their equators, cast a chill, almost icy illumination over those gathered there.

Kara had been ordered to attend this briefing as company commander of the Phantoms, who would be accompanying the Gauss on Gateway. The others were the senior officers with the fleet that was now being styled the First Galactic Expeditionary Force, or One-GEF.

Her father was there, of course. He'd been chosen to lead the expedition. So, too, was an image of Dev . . . looking curiously shrunken, even subdued. What, she wondered, had happened to him in the Battle of Earth?

The others gathered there were a varied lot, a crowd of nearly fifty in a three-deep circle around Vic. She recognized only a few. Four of them, three men and a woman, were company commanders like herself off the Confederation carrier Karyu, which would be accompanying them as their "big gun" into tempus incognito. Karyu's skipper, Rear Admiral Barnes, was there, as well as Senior Captain Carol Latimer, the new CO of the Gauss. Dr. Cal Norris, Taki and Daren, and Lieutenant Tanya Coburn represented the science department. Captain Jorge Hernandez was CO of the cruiser Independence. Strangest in the group, perhaps, was a single nonhuman, the toweringly massive, hunched-over shape of Sholai of the Gr'tak. Representatives of the three DalRiss ships that would be going, Shrenghal, Gharesthghal, and Shralghal, were in attendance, but invisibly. DalRiss rarely utilized analogue images of themselves, preferring the touch and smell of living organisms.

The rest were other senior department heads, chief aides, and the like. Kara, unconsciously seeking comfort perhaps, had moved her point of view through the crowd until she was watching from the inner ring, close by her father.

"Operation Gateway," Vic was saying to the assembly, "will commence at zero-nine-hundred hours, ship's time, tomorrow. One-GEF will move in single file toward the Stargate, following the precise vectors that have already been uploaded to our DalRiss friends."

As he spoke, a green line of light drew itself through empty space, angling toward the Gate near one end, the path flattening out, slowly curving until it was running parallel to the immense structure. At a range of just under one kilometer from the object's surface, the green line was nearly lost in the blue folds and twistings of intensely warped space.

"Our first destination will be Tovan-Doval, the home suns of the Gr'tak. The purpose of this is to verify that the Web does deliberately make double stars like the Gr'tak suns or stars like Nova Aquila explode, and then somehow use them to build stargates."

"Sir!" one of the company commanders off the Karyu said, raising his hand. His name was Odin Johanssen, and he'd emigrated to the Confederation from Loki.

"What is it, Johanssen?"

"Sir, scuttlebutt says . . . I mean, we heard we already knew there was a stargate at the 'Takker home star. So what is there to verify?"

"A fair question," Vic said. "We know there is a stargate in place there, because we've sent Naga-directed probes through our Gate to Tovan-Doval and had them turn around and return. We've also sent some probes through, giving them a timelike translation in addition to the translation through space. We know that there's a stargate at Tovan-Doval at least until about one thousand years in the future."

Vic's final words hung in the virtual chamber for a long moment. There were some initial sharp intakes of breath—mental gasps of astonishment rendered literally by the AI generating the image, and then complete silence.

Johanssen broke the silence at last. "Yeah, but, what I mean, sir, is if the probes have already found this stuff out, why are we going? What's the point?"

"We are going," Dev's image said, "because the further into the future we reach with our probes, the harder it is to get those probes back, and that's whether they go in under AI or if they're teleoperated from here. At a point just about one thousand years in the future—a thousand years give or take ten percent, in fact—we lose touch with them entirely, Teleoperators aboard the Gauss can't maintain contact through the Stargate. AI-guided drones simply . . . vanish."

This time, a murmur of conversation broke out, as a number of the people present began speaking in low, urgent whispers.

"What makes anyone think we'll get back?" Captain Lynn Deverest, another of Karyu's company commanders, asked sharply.

Dev's image moved out of the crowd and joined Vic at the center. "Maybe I should give a quick briefing on the physics involved," he said. A field of quantum hyperequations materialized in the air of the simulation.

"Be my guest," Vic said with a wry grin. He nodded at the equations. "I'm a soldier, not a mathematician. I can't follow this gotie." The word was an old soldier's slang term, evolved from the Nihongo gotagota, a tangle.

Dev moved to the center of the assembly, while Vic stepped over to stand at Kara's side.

"First of all," Dev said, "let me say that our jump into the future at Tovan-Doval is only our first step. Once we have scouted that system, with the help of our new Gr'tak allies, we plan to use that stargate to jump . . . a considerable distance into the remote future. The stated operational objective is to find possible allies against the Web . . . but more than that, we're to learn about future Web strategies, if possible. When we return to human space and our own present, we will, in effect, be using the information we have gained to change the future."

Another shocked silence followed. Several questions broke from the audience then, followed by a torrent of thoughts and exclamations.

"How can we do that?"

"That's crazy!"

"Isn't that like changing history? What happens to us?"

"Ah, paradoxes," Admiral Barnes said. "The heart and soul of every discussion of time travel."

"Well, it's something we need to look at," Taki said. "Somebody a thousand years from now isn't going to want to help us, if helping us ends their existence."

"Let me try to clarify this," Dev said, holding up his hands until the conversation died away. "Quantum physics, we know now, is the central key to how the universe works. We've known this since the early twentieth century. A lot of our technology today, including quantum power taps, I2C communications, multiphase computers, even electronics going all the way back to tunneling diodes six hundred years ago, all depend on quantum physics.

"Now, classical quantum mechanics tells us that we can't pin down both the location and the vector of any given quon, a quantum particle like an electron or a photon. Heisenberg's Uncertainty Principle, you've all heard of that. An extension of that suggests that a particle, an electron, say, is somehow everywhere in a given probability zone and can't be pinned down until an observer comes in and looks at it. The Schroedinger's Cat thought experiment suggests that if a cat in a box is either alive or dead, and its state is determined by a quantum effect—the decay of a radioactive isotope, say—then one way of looking at it is that the cat, which is represented by a quantum wave function, is somehow both alive and dead until the box is opened and someone looks inside. When it is, the Observer Effect takes over and the wave function collapses. You're left with either a dead cat or a live one."

"Which always struck me as being a bit hard on cats," Kara put in.

Her father, standing next to her, grinned. "Discussing quantum physics would be more enjoyable if Schroedinger had chosen . . . I don't know. Rats, maybe."

"Schroedinger's Rat," Admiral Barnes said, thoughtfully, from nearby. "I like it."

Dev pressed ahead. "The Observer Effect says, in very brief, that we somehow shape the universe by observing it. Which leads to all sorts of philosophical debate. What, exactly, constitutes an observer? Does he have to be conscious? To possess intelligence? Could a dog be an observer? How about a bacillus? What if the observation is done by a recording device, which is examined long after the event by humans?

"It gets even more gotied than that. There were some scientists back in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, including, incidentally, one of the men who first speculated about stargates like this one here, who used the Observer Effect to argue that Mankind was the only intelligence in the universe. The idea was that the universe is so narrowly tailored to our specifications that if it were only a little different—the gravitational constant was a little higher or lower, or the mass of a neutron was just a bit different, then life would never have evolved.

"Of course, we know now that that argument doesn't stand up. We've encountered four races thus far, the Naga, the DalRiss, the Web, and the Gr'tak. More if you count really strange things like the Communes or the Maians, organisms so different from us that we can't even tell if the critters are intelligent or not. In every case, their view of the universe is markedly different from ours. Sometimes, like with the Naga and probably the Web as well, it's so different that it's hard to tell if we have any common observational ground at all."

"That's been a major problem in our understanding of other species all along," Daren called from the audience. "It's been said that a man and a wild Naga could look at something, a tree, say, and there would be no way for a third party to tell from their descriptions that they were looking at the same thing. It's like the old three-blind-men-and-an-elephant metaphor, only worse. The other species aren't just looking at different parts of the elephant. Their respective frames of reference are completely alien."

"What's an elephant?" Kara asked her father in a whispered aside.

"Large Terran mammals," Vic replied softly. "They were extinct for a while, but I think the Imperials have some cloned specimens at Kyoto."

"Huh." She was turning Dev's words over in her mind. "Imagine what the universe would be like if the Naga were the observers responsible for shaping it."

"Inside out, I suppose," Vic said with a chuckle.

"Obviously," Dev continued, "there are considerable problems with the Observer Effect scenario. But there's a second way to look at the interplay of quantum physics with the real world, and that's the parallel universe idea. Simply stated, any time there's a possible quantum choice, a chance for an electron to be here rather than there, say, you get a whole new universe and satisfy both conditions. The metaverse, the cosmos consisting of all possible universes, would be a constantly growing infinity, with new infinities, branches, being added each time a quantum decision point is reached."

"Actually," Cal Norris pointed out, "there's a problem with the parallel universe idea, too. It isn't what physicists call elegant. It's wasteful to invoke a new universe every time there's a choice to be made."

"It's just as inelegant," Dev replied, "to suggest that the entire universe is tohu wa bohu . . . without form and void until we get around to observing it. What's so special about us? Especially in light of the fact that we do not possess the only possible points of view in the universe.

"One way to streamline the other-universe idea," he continued, "is to say that if you have two universes that are identical in every way except for a minor difference, that electron is here instead of there, say, then the only branching that occurs is within a kind of a bubble that includes both possibilities. If everything else is identical, it's literally the same universe, but with a pocket, bubble universe that extends into alternate realities." He stopped, momentarily looking lost. "I'm not making myself clear."

"Clear enough," Captain Johanssen said. "If we didn't know it already, most of us downloaded a fair amount of this stuff after the Probe AE356 incident. But what does all of this have to do with time-travel paradoxes?"

"Dr. Norris, why don't you cover this part. This is your field, and it's certainly not mine."

"Well, simply put," Norris explained, "the little differences involved in quantum choices can be extended up the scale to big choices. We have a universe where we go into the future, and another where we don't. Actually, I should say there are an infinite number of both types of universe, since each spawns a whole, separate line of ever-branching choices, but with the choices set by that first go-no-go decision.

"If we venture into the future, we're automatically selecting an infinite subset of futures that have us doing so. All of the universes where we didn't go are cut off from us now, by our decision. By our observation of the universe as it is after our decision.

"Now if we learn something important while we're in the future . . . oh, let's say we learn how to destroy the Web, once and for all, then return to our original universe and decide to employ that secret to win the war. Okay, at that point, we've just selected another infinite subset of universes, this time limited by the fact that we brought back vital information and destroyed the Web. But that doesn't necessarily affect the original universe where we got the information, does it?"

Vic grinned. "I'm not sure, Doc. You tell me. Does it?"

"It should only change the potential of our current here-and-now universe, by shaping its possible futures." Norris sighed and exchanged a glance with Dev. "To tell you the truth, we don't know how it would work in practice. If we are dealing with infinities, though, and"—he gestured at the equations overhead—"with this sort of math we certainly are, then literally anything is possible, anything that can be described is, somewhere in the infinity of worlds.

"What the math says is that if we learn the secret of destroying the Web in a universe where the Web is still around . . . then go back to our original universe and use that secret to destroy the Web, that universe where we got the secret isn't really changed. It's just unreachable now. Put beyond our reach by our observations and decisions."

"All these universes," Vic said, shaking his head. "It makes me dizzy."

"Sometimes," Norris pointed out, "dizziness is an asset for physicists."

The audience laughed, but Kara heard the nervousness there. One-GEF was preparing to leap into a very dark unknown, with no guarantees that they would be able to return.

"We think," Norris said, "that the reason we've not been able to send probes more than a few centuries into the future and have them come back to us is that they, well, they get lost among all those countless branchings of the universe. That may also explain our problems with teleoperation through the Stargate across such long periods of time. Theoretically, we should have a much better chance. Instead of sending one probe with a single AI or teleoperator aboard, we will send three DalRiss and three Confederation vessels through to the future. The DalRiss Achievers will be able to sense that new space and help prepare a kind of road map for us to find our way back. We will take each jump step by step, and not proceed unless we have a good indication that we can find our way back. We may even learn what we need to learn, about the Web, from our first translation, to the future Gr'tak system. There are indications, from the probes that have made it back from there, that . . . there is something strange there. A structure. An engineering project, if you will. If we learn what this is, we may learn something important to our struggle against the Web here."

"How can we be sure we'll always have a stargate to make these jumps?" Captain Deverest asked. "I mean, the Web uses them to just dump kickers into a target system, even when there's no stargate there, like just before the Battle of Earth. If we emerged somewhere out there and there was no stargate for the return trip, we'd be gokked, but good!"

"All of our translations will be made from one gate to another," Dev said, moving once more to the center of the assembly. The equations above his head unfolded further. Kara could just follow them, watching how certain specific course-vector parameters in a close approach to a stargate excluded the possibility of emerging in empty space.

Red and green lines began drawing themselves next to the stargate image, modeling different types of approaches, and accompanied by sets of statements in calculus.

"You see?" Dev said. "By staying within these parameters, we limit our choices for emergence into normal four-space. If we go in this way, we can have what's called an open-field emergence, which means we could pop up anywhere. That's how the Web has been reaching places like Sol and Alya, where there aren't any local stargates. They drop out of four-space and emerge in the general target area, but specifically in a place where the local gravitational gradient is relatively smooth. But by adjusting our speed and angle of approach into the space close to the rotating cylinder of a stargate, we can make sure that when we reemerge into four-space again, it'll be where the . . . call it the quality of local space is the same as the place where we dropped out in the first place."

"In other words," Vic said, nodding, "alongside another stargate."

"Exactly. But I think you can all appreciate the importance of sticking to the flight vectors exactly. Any shipjacker who lets himself drift is going to have one hell of a long walk home."

The audience laughed. At least their morale is high, Kara thought.

"So," Captain Hernandez said. The skipper of the cruiser Independence was a small, dark-skinned man with a black mustache and a brusque, no-nonsense manner. "The idea is that we travel into the future, from one Stargate to another. Looking for . . . what? Allies, like our orders say? Or something else? Information, you said."

"We wrote the orders to state explicitly that we were looking for allies," Dev said. "As much as anything else, that was to sell the idea to the Confederation Senate."

Briefly, Dev's eyes met Kara's. They had a haunted, empty look to them, and his form showed a distinct translucency. My God, she thought. What happened to him during the battle?

"That was Senator Alessandro's idea, actually," Dev continued. "Sometimes it's hard to sell civilians on how a key piece of intelligence can turn a battle, or a campaign. If we tell them we're going into the remote future to find a way to beat the Web, they'd ask why we don't just keep sending probes. And . . . maybe they'd be right. If we sent out enough, we might get lucky. But I'm convinced that we'll be luckier still if we send a sizable contingent up there, people able to get a good look and make solid decisions. Decisions that may, literally, reshape our own universe of possible futures. Instead of arguing the point, we've told them we're looking for allies, somebody big enough and powerful enough to help us put the Web in its place. Simple, direct, and easy to say 'yes' to."

"We might meet such allies," Admiral Barnes pointed out. "We shouldn't overlook the possibility, anyway."

"We might meet allies," Dev conceded. "Or the Web, grown so powerful that humanity and every other species in the Galaxy is extinct. Or ourselves, for that matter, if we survive. Where are we going to be in a thousand years?"

"Where's the Web going to be a thousand years from now," Vic said. "That's a damned frightening thought."

"Well, it's a fair bet that either we're going to win, or they will. It might take more than a thousand years to decide the thing, though. The Galaxy is one hell of a big place. In any case, our primary objective is to get information. Any information. About the Web. About our war with them. Anything that might help us shape strategy here in the twenty-sixth century. As a secondary objective, we'll be looking for some sign of where all of this . . ." He stopped and gestured again at the image hanging in the darkness, indicating the streams of plasma spiraling in from the stars. "Where this, and the plasma they must be stripping from thousands of other stars gone nova, is going. Or when it is going. They must be using it somewhere, or somewhen, to build or power something. It would be useful to know what."

"Any reason why you use a thousand years in your argument?"

"Not really. We want to select a figure where some change has manifested itself, one way or the other." He spread his hands. "Theoretically, I guess, we could travel billions of years into the future, without a problem. We would just need to select the appropriate course and approach speed to the Stargate."

"A billion years might be no problem for you," one of the company commanders off the Karyu said, and the others in the audience laughed.

Kara felt a small stab of concern for Dev, though, as the laughter broke down into scattered chuckles. He looked . . . almost translucent, and that was something that just shouldn't happen to normal image projection through a Companion or—as in Dev's case—the Naga fragment residing in the computer net where he was currently resident. What was wrong with him? It was almost as though he was having trouble hanging on to his own conceptualization of himself.

"We tried to make this clear from the beginning," Dev said, "but let me restate it now, for the record. There are no guarantees here. It's entirely possible that we'll find ourselves unable to return . . . especially if our understanding of quantum physics, of the interplay of quantum universes, turns out to be less than accurate. This is strictly a volunteer mission. Anyone, any one of you, anyone in your departments who doesn't want to come along, all you need do is speak up between now and zero-six-hundred hours tomorrow. Talk to me, or General Hagan, or Admiral Barnes, or have a word with your section or department leader. We'll transfer you to one of the Confederation ships with the Unified Fleet, and not a thing will be said."

"Sir," Captain Deverest said. "That was quite clear long before we started playing with whole universes. I know I speak for my whole company when I say, if there's a chance here of beating the gokking Web once and for all, then we want in!"

The assembly dissolved in a chorus of shouted agreements, cheers, and clapping hands.

Eventually, the group returned to the briefing, which ultimately began to wind down into the drudge-work details of ship and crew preparation. When the assembly was dismissed an hour later, only Kara, Vic, and Dev remained.

Dev looked at Vic. "You're still not convinced about this, are you. Do you want out?"

Vic sighed. "No. I'm in. I just . . . well . . ."

"I'm still not convinced that we're going to find help in the future," Kara put in. "Whether the Web is still there or not, civilization a few thousand years from now is going to have plenty of troubles of its own."

"You're probably right," Dev said. "That's why our emphasis will be on getting intelligence. Information. That, by itself, will be the most powerful weapon we could find."

"I'm not sure I see how," Kara put in. "If we find out the Web is destined to win? What do we do? Give up, roll over, and die?"

"Quantum theory doesn't believe in destined," Dev said. "Since all possible outcomes are inevitable, as part of the branching, many-universe hypothesis, there's no inevitable outcome to anything."

"All of this kind of avoids a major question though," Vic said. "Our operational orders for Gateway say we're to conduct reconnaissance for the purpose of gathering intelligence. It doesn't say how we're supposed to do that."

"The Net," Dev told him, "has become a necessary part of the human community. Quite apart from the Overmind, it's a tool for human interaction, trade, education, and personal fulfillment as vital and as important as the creation of the family. Of agriculture. Of language. It may well mark the next significant step in our evolution."

Kara's eyes widened. "Interesting thought. I never thought of it in quite those terms. The Net as another step in Man's social evolution . . . on the same level as the invention of language. Pretty far-reaching stuff."

"It's true. If any fact, no matter how obscure or how complex, is almost instantly accessible by anyone equipped to retrieve it, then we've entered a new evolutionary phase, one closer to Daren's odd little Commune creatures, where we all become mobile extensions of a broadly distributed, information-based society."

"Put that way," Vic said, "it sounds like the Web."

"Does it? Maybe it does, though I have a feeling the Web doesn't perceive information the same way we do. For one thing, it seems to ignore things it doesn't understand. Man is . . . built differently. He's not exclusionary."

"I don't know about that," Kara said. "How often do we refuse to look facts in the face? Or reject an idea because it's not what we were brought up with, or because it violates some cultural taboo?"

"There's a difference, I think, between censoring information because you don't approve of it, and not being able to process it in the first place. Look at the Imperials and their bias against Companions. Some Nihonjin do use Companions, you know, despite the social prejudice against it. And people out on the Frontier nearly all have them now. There has been change. And I suspect the Imperials will come around to our way of doing things in a few more years. If they don't, a synthesis will emerge, something involving both our way of doing things and theirs."

"You were talking about the Net being an important part of our lives," Vic said. "That's true whether you talk about us or the Imperials. What's your point?"

"That we can expect to find the Net existing up in the future. Or at least, we'll find its descendant, something that does the same thing as the human network we know, only bigger and better and more powerful."

"The Overmind?"

"Maybe." His eyes were distant again. Kara was certain she saw a stark and cold fear there. God . . . what had happened to him? "I don't know. But no matter what the Net is going to evolve into, I would expect to find some sort of information retrieval system. Some means of storing history and being able to download it. And that history, I would think, should feature our own struggle with the Web rather prominently."

"So we go into the future and download their equivalent of ViRhistory," Vic said. "Something with a title like, How Humans Won the Web War. Of course, nothing says we'll be able to access their system."

"The trend has been toward nonspecialization," Dev reminded him. "That's become especially important since we've begun meeting nonhuman species. The Gr'tak are excited about the Net, now that they've been able to adapt their artificials to access it. That job was made a hell of a lot easier by the Companions. And Companion biotech, of course, is compatible with the older cephlinks, like the Imperials still use, which is why we've been able to penetrate their systems. Likely, whatever system is in place a millennium or two from now, it's going to be something just about anyone could use. Or could learn to use, with some help from the Naga we'll take with us."

Vic smiled. "Even if what we find is a Web version of the Net? You know, if they win, they're not likely to keep the network in place."

"Then we'll see how we can tap the Web's communications network," Dev said. "That's essentially what we did at Nova Aquila, with the Overmind's help. We can't do it now because they've changed tactics in response to our tactics at Nova Aquila, but if we emerge deep in Web territory a few thousand years from now, well, they won't be expecting us then, will they? Maybe we can tap their Net and learn what we need to learn—like where things went wrong for humans—before they even know we're there."

"Like mice in the walls," Vic said. He shook his head, then grinned. "I like that. I have to admit, I'm damned curious about what we're going to find up there." He stopped, his gaze going expressionless for a moment. "Uh oh."

"What is it?" Kara asked.

"You two'd better see this."

The Stargate still hanging above their heads vanished. In its place, seven DalRiss transports and seven starships, just dropping free of their larger carriers, appeared. They were Imperials, without a doubt, a kilometer-long ryu dragonship, two cruisers, and four large destroyers. A voice began speaking, caught in mid-sentence.

". . . is Admiral Hideshi of the Syokaku Squadron, Imperial Third Navy. You are directed to surrender at once. All former Confederation vessels are now to place themselves at the disposal of Imperial forces. You will not be harmed, so long as there is no resistance to Imperial forces. I say again . . . "

"They've made their move," Vic said. "I didn't think it would be this fast, though."

"They have to move fast," Dev said. "From their point of view, they can't afford to let the Confederation stay independent, not in the face of the Web threat."

"But . . . I don't understand," Kara said. "If we can stop the Web, we're helping them too, aren't we?"

"They won't see it that way, Kara," her father said. "What we're about to try to do, we'll be doing with help from the Naga, the DalRiss, even the Gr'tak. That's unacceptable, from their point of view. They'd rather see all of mankind united . . . and finding his own answers."

"Part of it is the penetration of their part of the Net, too," Dev said. "That was my fault, I'm afraid. Things . . . happened in there, during the battle, that must have scared the gok out of them, made them realize that their computer systems, their whole network, are wide open to us, and to the Overmind. Since they depend on the Net as much as we do, the only answer is to make sure they control the entire Net. Us. The Confederation. The Overmind. Everything."

"So what do we do?" Vic asked. He was staring at the Imperial ships, which were boosting now toward rendezvous. "Surrender? Or go out fighting?"

"We have to go," Kara said. Suddenly, she felt a surge of new inner strength. "This is what we've been fighting for. Why . . . why a lot of people have sacrificed everything they were. We can't give up now. Not if there's still a chance of beating the Web."

"I agree," Dev said. His image was flickering now, fading almost to invisibility, before wavering back to something approaching a normal, solid image. "The Web is still our first concern, before the Empire. In the long run, it doesn't matter whether the Empire rules humankind, or if the Frontier is independent. If the Web wins, humanity will become extinct."

"Agreed," Vic said. "But what can we do?"

"The Imperials have just made a decision," Dev said, "and it's gone a long way to limiting our possible futures."

"We still have some future left to us," Kara said. "Damn it, let's use it!"


Chapter 21

In war, there is but one favorable moment; the great art is to seize it.

—from Maxim 95

Military Maxims of Napoleon

NAPOLEON BONAPARTE
early nineteenth century C.E.

They began boosting toward the Stargate.

For months now, the Stargate had hung there in the sky, anchored between its two white-dwarf companions as millions of tons of plasma poured through the open conduits through space and time at either end of its silvery-gray length. Now, the Gate's elongated needle shape swelled rapidly as they accelerated, the thread-slender length growing larger, thicker, more substantial. Had the Imperial ships with the Unified Fleet still been present, quite possibly they would have been able to intercept One-GEF before it had moved more than a few thousand kilometers, but they hadn't returned from the Battle of Earth. Chance, it seemed, was favoring the GEF.

How long that condition would last, though, was anybody's guess.

As the three DalRiss vessels Shrenghal, Gharesthghal, and Shralghal accelerated with their payloads, the starships Karyu, Independence, and Gauss, the Imperial squadron began boosting hard to put themselves in range to open fire. The move was countered at once by the other Confed ships of the Unified Fleet, which swung about to place themselves squarely between the Imperials and the fleeing GEF. The Imperials fired first, a burst of long-range active-tracking missiles, followed by a cloud of warstrider/warflyers from their carrier, the dragonship Soraryu—the Sky Dragon. The Confederation ships answered with missiles and warflyers of their own. As the GEF slid deeper and deeper into the twistings of warped space surrounding the Stargate, the battle was well and truly under way.

Dev felt a heaviness, a depression unlike anything he'd known before, a loneliness more profound than he'd known even during his years as an electronic ghost self-exiled with a DalRiss explorer fleet. It was, he thought, a kind of culture shock; his fleeting encounter with the Overmind had left him feeling tiny, naked, and helplessly exposed; through the Overmind's gaze, he'd seen himself for what he was in excruciating and accurate detail, a pattern of electrical charges in the matrix of a complex cybernetic/communications network.

Despite everything he'd managed to convince himself of before, he wasn't really human at all. . . .

Don't think about that!

Somehow, he clung to his awareness of self. He could feel other presences gathered about himself . . . the DalRiss, especially, who seemed so fascinated by every aspect of light and mind . . . and the Gr'tak.

"This 'loneliness,' " Sholai said in his mind. "I do not understand this. Not when your Associative is so vast and complex."

Dev still wasn't sure he understood the Gr'tak term his Companion was translating as "Associative." From what he'd been able to gather in his conversations with them so far, a number of mutually parasitic or symbiotic organisms formed an associative, what humans perceived as a single creature. Many of these associatives, in turn, formed a larger, close-knit group, an Associative. Dev still couldn't tell if the slightly different stress on the word indicated some kind of group gestalt intelligence, something like the Overmind on a vastly smaller scale, or simply a complex communications network like the human Net.

"Humans can form remarkably complex interconnections with others," Dev replied, "and still find themselves isolated. In my case, part of the problem is the realization that I am an alien to my own kind now."

"Because you live on what you call the Net?"

"I guess so. Being a downloaded intelligence, a smart computer program . . . that kind of takes the fire out of life, you know?"

"We do not know." There was a pause. "We left our homeworld, we set off on this journey thousands of your years ago because the Grand Associative there had been destroyed by the entity you call the Web. We journeyed in the hope that we might find a similar, even a greater Associative with which we could interact."

Dev could not help an inner smile. "Did you find what you were looking for?"

"This Grand Associative surpasses our most unrealistic expectations. There is a richness in this type of interconnective communication, a richness in complexity and depth and scope that increases manyfold with each addition. When we . . . how do you say it? Linked?"

"When you linked in."

"Yes. When we linked in, it was as though we'd discovered, not a handful of new stars and worlds . . . but an entire universe, worlds within worlds within worlds. We experienced joy unlike anything within our collective experience, And perhaps the best part of all . . ."

"Yes?"

"It was the feeling of having found a new home, of having found an Associative with which we could have a meaningful exchange for untold numbers of years, of the realization that we need never be alone again."

"It's more than just being . . . different," Dev said. "I miss having a body. A real body, not one of these analogue projections in someone's imagination."

"Is this not existence? And one even richer than that experienced in a physical body!"

"We might dispute that," a different, deeper mental voice said, and Dev recognized the characteristic timbre of a DalRiss. "Electronic life is at best a pale substitute for the flame and vigor of biological existence."

Why are all the aliens so interested in me? Dev thought, a little bitterly. Do they think I'm some kind of interesting case? Or do they just want to dissect my emotions?

"The DalRiss cherish physical life," he explained. "And while it was the DalRiss who made my download possible, I . . . I don't think I want to continue in this way. I don't think I can. I've seen myself, seen what I am."

"You are no less than you were as an organic creature," Sholai said. "And to our way of thinking, you are considerably more."

"Because I have instant communications access to others of my own kind?" Dev asked.

"Exactly."

"The trouble is finding others of my own kind," Dev said. "Humans, real humans, have their physical lives to fall back on. I have nothing but this. Artificial Intelligences are conscious, intelligent beings only within certain rather narrow parameters, like steering starships or creating virtual worlds. I'm . . . alone."

"All living creatures are alone," the DalRiss said. "Except insofar as they all are part of the Great Dance of life everlasting."

"There is no such thing as 'alone,' " the Gr'tak said. "So long as we find community in Mind."

Dev was curious. Sholai and a number of other Gr'tak had come along with the GEF. The DalRiss cityship Shralghal had grown a special compartment for them somewhere within its cavernous depths, where air and humidity and temperature could be matched to their preferences more conveniently than aboard a human starship. But they'd done so at a cost, cutting themselves off from the rest of their kind, who'd been left behind in the twenty-sixth century.

"Sholai?"

"Yes?"

"Why did you come along on this goose chase, Sholai?"

"Goose . . . chase?"

"Urn . . . a possibly futile pursuit."

"Ah. Our artificials are still having some difficulty with Anglic slang and idiom." He hesitated. "We come partly to participate in this plan to destroy the Web." There was coldness there. "They have much to answer for, this rogue associative called the Web. For your people, for the DalRiss, for us. We are here, too, because you are now our Associative. We wish to . . . share in your collective experience."

"I hope you're not disappointed," Dev said.

He turned away, then, focusing his attention not on the Gate, but the sensory readings that measured the local curvature of space. That wildly spinning, whirling mass had stretched space and time both to the breaking point. He could sense, he could see with something beyond vision, how the angle of their approach was sending them into one of the predicted myriad openings that would bypass space. Astern, the battle between Imperial and Confederation forces was speeding up, until the pinpoints of light that marked the different ships, the flashes of explosions as missiles connected, were darting and flickering like the images on a ViRdrama being presented at dozens of times faster than normal. Time, here in the gravitationally twisted fields about the Gate, was running more slowly; One-GEF was already moving into the future. Dev hoped that everyone who'd wanted off the GEF ships had been able to transfer elsewhere. There was no going back now, not until and unless they'd achieved complete success.

Then the warring fleets astern vanished, and the stars themselves were crawling slowly across the sky, their wavelengths wildly redshifted by the GEF's fall until they, too, vanished in Night Absolute. For long moments, there was only the Gate, looming huge now, just ahead, a wall that filled half of the heavens. Then, the silvery shape blurred. Light bouncing from its sides and reflected toward the fleet was being distorted.

Distortion became blackness, an impenetrable night.

In the last instant, Dev had the impression that they were falling into a long and utterly death-black tunnel.

Linked into Gauss's main navigation system, Kara watched as the line of three DalRiss cityships—starfish-shapes each the size of a mountain, their tapering arms curled protectively around the frail, human-built vessels tucked away in their ventral grooves—moved in perfect line-ahead formation, following the path that would take them across eighteen hundred light years in space and nearly a thousand years forward in time. The DalRiss had never developed the fine navigational control that humans employed routinely on their vessels. For that reason, human navigators, jacked into the DalRiss computers through their Naga Companions, were steering the huge cityships, following computer graphic simulations that kept them on the correct approach path. In Kara's mind, the ordinarily invisible path had been painted as a blue-walled tunnel, with the seething flux of blue light to left and right, above and below representing the tortured space that existed within a few hundred meters of the continent-sized spinning cylinder.

Kara, like Dev, felt a heaviness unlike any she'd known before. It always hurt when comrades were killed or wounded, but Ran Ferris haunted her. Though she'd never let herself closely examine her feelings for him—company COs, she was convinced, didn't have time for romantic liaisons—she knew now that she loved him, and his loss . . . no, the uncertainty, the not knowing whether she'd lost him forever or not . . . was tearing her apart.

Damn the war. Her thoughts were a hard, staccato litany. Damn the military. Damn what we've done to ourselves. Burning first and foremost in her mind now was what striderjacks called the JonahSim, the wicked bit of self-torture common to most military personnel who'd survived when those around them, comrades and subordinates and friends, had died. She'd already been terribly conscious of the deaths of Vasily Lechenko at Kasei and of Phil Dolan at Nova Aquila, the brain death of Miles Pritchard and the reduction of Willis Daniels to a ghost at Core D9837. And now, Ran was a ghost too. She still couldn't get the image of his Falcon exploding in front of her out of her mind.

Something bad happens to everyone who gets close to me, she thought. The ancient, biting cliche would have made her laugh, except that right now that was precisely the way she felt. She recognized the tired, grating tone of self-pity, but she was no longer able to keep it safely stowed and locked down.

They'd offered her the chance to con the cityship Shralghal, and she'd turned it down. Turned it down. That was an honor that most striderjacks would have been fighting for, the chance to teleoperate a living mountain through the eye of a needle . . . and call it flying.

She'd agreed instead to serve as backup pilot, which was why she was jacked into the navigational system now, monitoring the Shralghal's passage of the Stargate path. If Senior Captain Carol Latimer, who was teleconning from the Gauss's bridge, dropped the ball, Kara would be able to recover and keep them going. Latimer was good, though, and there was little for Kara to do but sit and think. In fact, she was finding that she had entirely too much time for thought. It might have been better if she'd accepted the assignment. Guiding a mountain through a tunnel just barely wide enough to enclose it would have given her something constructive to do.

Then the tunnel opened ahead, a blackness swallowing the blue as Gauss plunged through the interface between the more or less sane universe and something, someplace very other.

Down the rabbit hole, Kara thought . . . an expression she'd heard somewhere when she was a child but couldn't remember where. She knew she associated the phrase, though, with a place of magical wonder. Wonderland? Yes, that was it. Alice in Wonderland. . . .

What would she find at the bottom of this rabbit hole?

A purely spacelike translation, like the one the Phantoms had employed on their raid to the Galactic Core, was over almost at once, for the approach path involved traveling almost directly toward the vast, silvery wall of the rotating cylinder. A timelike path, however, ran almost parallel to the cylinder, and the passage seemed to take much longer. Once the space-time tunnel opened, however, passage was quick . . . the blink of an eye, a wrenching in the gut . . . and then the three DalRiss cityships were rising out from the Stargate, still traveling in perfect line-ahead formation.

No . . . not the Stargate; a stargate. The star-clouded skies encircling this cylinder were quite different from those around Nova Aquila, or New America, for that matter. And there were other . . . differences.

And similarities as well. The star system they'd emerged in seemed to be the twin of Nova Aquila, a close-set pair of fiercely burning white dwarfs, rotating about one another with a period of several days. At the system's gravitational center, the stargate whirled silently, as streams of starstuff spiraled around and around, curving inward from the suns to nearly touch the two ends of the gate, and vanish.

But beyond the gate and the circling, shrunken stars . . .

"What are we seeing?" Vic said over the net, his voice tight.

"I can't really see," Carol Latimer said. "It's like . . . like I can't get my eyes to focus on it. They just slide right off."

Kara was having the same difficulty. There was something out there, something encircling both stars, but the structure was so inconceivably vast and so strangely twisted, she was having trouble making it out. Much of what humans see, she realized, is based on what they know. When faced with things beyond their experience, it can take time to learn how to see them.

"I think," she said carefully, "we're seeing something like a Dyson sphere, but I think it's not a solid. It looks from here like some kind of plasma trapped inside a deliberately shaped magnetic field."

As they continued scanning the surrounding volume of space, it became clear that the double star of the Gr'tak had been completely enclosed by a shell nearly four light minutes across—a sphere with a diameter of just under half an astronomical unit. Some billions of objects, most just a few tens of kilometers across, served as nodes for the incredibly complex crisscrossing of tubes of pale light.

In a way, it looked like an interlocking set of girders, interlocked at odd angles and made not of steel, but of a planet's polar aurorae. In places, the light looked solid; in others, it was a tenuous haze. A magnified view of any of those "girders" showed that they were composed of countless motes, specks of reflected light moving in carefully channeled seas of energy. The nodes might once have been planetoids, but they'd been completely remade by nanotechnology or something more magical still, their surfaces gleaming like pure silver, sculpted into bizarre arrays of towers, spines, and convoluted shapes that defied architectural definition.

The beams of plasma or energy that connected the nodes created the impression of a gossamer-fine webwork, a spiderweb, perhaps, built of purest light. The motes traveling within those beams appeared to be solid, however; they might have been myriad ships. More likely, they were habitats of some sort, a few scores or hundreds of meters across. Perhaps they were Web kickers, the inhabitants of this place.

"Labyrinthulids," Daren said over the comnet. His mental voice cracked. "God . . . labyrinthulids!"

"What are you talking about?" Kara asked her brother.

"It's a form of simple life," Taki explained. "Kingdom Protoctista on Earth, but there are analogous kingdoms and phyla on other worlds too." Taki uploaded a file, which Kara picked up and downloaded, quickly skimming through the information, which appeared to be part of a report of xenobiological studies made on Dante. The file included microscopic images and sims of Terran labyrinthulids, as well as scans from a teleoperated nanoprobe of a portion of the network embedded in a Dantean commune's brain.

Kara could see at a glance the similarities between the microscopic net amoeba and the far vaster network of plasma conduits connecting the myriad points of light surrounding the double star. She assumed that similarity to be a coincidence of form and function, but the mimicry was astonishing, though the larger, artificially constructed network was by far more rigid and geometrically crafted than the organic one.

She also realized that she was seeing Web engineering here, not human. The overall appearance, of a titanic spiderweb, was also coincidence, but the wholesale conversion of an entire solar system into some kind of complex mechanism looked more like the mark of a machine intelligence than of humans.

"Does this . . . does this mean the Web won?" Kara asked, feeling bleak. "After a thousand years . . . damn! I'd have thought humanity would have spread out this far by now. If they didn't—"

"Enough of that," Dev said sharply. "Even if the Web dominates the entire Galaxy now, remember that this is only one possible future. That's why we're here, to learn what we need to do to change things."

"Heads up, everybody," Karyu's weapons officer announced over the general tactical net. "I've got multiple incoming. Kuso! They're moving in gokking damned fast!"

Through her link, Kara saw the dazzling gleam of a million lasers shining from the inside surface of the shell surrounding star and stargate, with more winking on every second. Gauss's sensor AI put the laser spectra analysis onto a pulldown window and graphed out the absorption and emission lines and their meaning.

The incoming were tiny things, massing no more than a few grams apiece, but driven by that barrage of laser light, they were accelerating at nearly five hundred Gs. They had begun accelerating within seconds of the GEF's emergence from the gate. It would have taken a couple of minutes for the light announcing their arrival to reach that encircling shell, and two minutes more for the laser light of the Web's response to return. Kara checked her inner time sense. Somehow, knowing the Web, she was not surprised to see that they didn't deliberate on their course of action for more than a very few seconds.

Some of the lasers were playing across the surfaces of the three DalRiss cityships, carrying joules enough to damage their tough hides. "Change course!" Dev cried over the link. "Change course, fast!"

Kara saw what he was getting at. With a four-minute time lag from the stargate to the shell and back, the Web gunners would be firing at images seen a full two minutes earlier, aiming at where the cityships were going to be by the time the laser fire made the two-minute-long trek back to the Gate. If the GEF changed course several times each minute, the distant gunners would not be able to accurately predict where their targets were going to be.

The order had scarcely been given, however, when a sudden white flash erupted from the dark, knobbled flank of the Gharesthghal, the cityship carrying the cruiser Independence. Within the next five seconds, dozens of gouts of white light flared from Shrenghal, Gharesthghal, and Shralghal as the laser-wisps smashed home.

Driven to near-light velocity, the laser-launched gossamers were smashing into the DalRiss vessels' thick hides, causing terrible damage with each strike. Even as the city-ships changed course and began speeding up, the gossamers continued to streak home with deadly accuracy. Obviously, the gossamers themselves, though they massed only a few grams, had sensors and intelligence enough to correct their course en route, probably by tacking on the intense magnetic fields surrounding both stars and stargate.

In the near distance, visible as sinister silhouettes against the light-fog backdrop of the system, a half dozen bodies, roughly spherical, as massive as fair-sized moons, were moving now toward the intruders.

There could be no doubt at all that these were some sort of sentry squadron, posted to deal with unwanted or unidentified visitors arriving through the gate.

"Head back for the stargate!" Vic called. "If we stay here, they're going to take us apart!"

"What course?" Rear Admiral Barnes replied from Karyu. "We're not set for the next jump!"

The next jump was supposed to be into the future . . . but how far was to have been determined by what they found at Doval-Tovan. A fallback set of coordinates had been uploaded to the DalRiss that would—theoretically at least—have returned them to Nova Aquila at about the time they'd left . . . but that would bring them out in the middle of the battle between the Imperial squadron and the remnants of the Unified Fleet.

"We've got to go back," Vic called. "We either go back and face the Imperials, or we stay here and get fried."

"It's either that," Gauss's skipper added, "or we make a blind jump."

"That's no good," Dev said. "We'd be stranded. You're right, Vic. We have to return. Initiate the fallback path coordinates."

Ponderously, the three cityships, guided by their tiny human charges, swung about onto a new course, both spacelike and timelike, descending back into the rippling blue folds of twisted space and time in which the stargate nested. Their maneuvers had eluded incoming laser beams entirely, but the living gossamers continued to pursue them, flickering in from astern to detonate on the living DalRiss ships with grim and terrible effect.

Last in the line-of-three was Gharesthghal, and she was taking the heaviest volume of fire.

"I can't hold her!" Captain Hernandez, skipper of the Independence, called out on the tactical net. "I can't hold her!" Kara wondered what he meant . . . then decided he was referring to the cumbersome cityship Gharesthghal, which he was trying to con from the cruiser's bridge. The vessel was hard hit, rolling under the multiple impacts of the laser-gossamers. "I'm going to cut loose with the Indie and see if I can distract them!"

"Negative!" Vic ordered. "Jorge, stay in line!"

But the two-kilometer-wide mountain that was Gharesthghal was drifting off high and to starboard now, a huge and savagely wounded beast, falling out of control, bleeding gold and silver sparks from a dozen rips in its side. As Kara watched with mounting horror, the ship's arms unfolded from the long and wedge-pointed shape they carried. In the next moment, the cruiser Independence was drifting free of the larger carrier, swinging her prow around to stay clear of the intensifying fields of warped space near the gate and firing her main drives in a shaft of dazzling, blue-white light.

"Admiral Barnes!" Dev called. "Vic! Link up! We can't let ourselves be separated!"

Kara was aware now of a dull, far-off roar, like ocean surf, and could feel the trembling vibration as Shralghal plowed into . . . what? It was as though they were smashing through thickening clouds of dust and gas, but the likeliest explanation she could imagine was that space itself was growing thick, somehow, here a few hundred meters from the whirling stargate cylinder. Something was terribly wrong. They'd slipped clear of the safe channel leading on their programmed course.

Kara didn't know if it was even possible to get back on course once they'd slipped off. No one did. No one had ever tried this before.

Despite the worsening vibration, Shralghal nudged up close behind the Shrenghal. Long, silvery filaments extruded themselves from Shralghal's forward-center mound, penetrating the arms of the cityship ahead. It looked comically like the extrusion of a Companion's filaments from the head of a human seeking a direct interface . . . and in point of fact that was almost literally what was happening. DalRiss city-ships were grown about massive cores taken from domesticated planetary Nagas; the Naga cores served as enormous, organic computers, as well as portable nanomanufactories that could pattern and grow nearly anything imaginable, given sufficient raw materials.

The filaments took hold, tightened up, grew shorter, welding the two mountains together. Wherever, whenever they went, they would go together.

"We're off course completely," Vic said . . . needlessly now, for everyone could sense the roar and shudder of the passage through unmapped and uncalculated warped space-time. She glanced aft, seeking the Independence . . . and caught a final glimpse of a tiny, intense star-flare of light already red-shifting and moving quickly across the sky. The cruiser appeared to be accelerating at thousands of Gs—though it was actually Shralghal, Kara realized, that was accelerating forward in time. Suddenly, something that might have been a final, nova-hot eruption of energy where the Independence was fighting strobed in ruby-brilliance and winked out . . . but she couldn't be sure.

Then, they were down the rabbit hole, plunging through night . . .
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. . . and emerging once more, this time into unspeakable glory.

For long seconds, no one aboard either Gauss or Karyu spoke. Wonder caught hold of brain and voice—even the mental voice of Companion links—and enforced an awe-stricken silence.

They floated several tens of thousands of light years above and beyond the plane of the Galaxy, of a galaxy, rather, for there was no way to be certain that this blue and dusty whirlpool of light was the familiar Milky Way of Earth's sun, not from this vantage point. Shralghal and Shrenghal hung suspended well above the great spiral's plane, looking down on a vast and infinitely detailed swirl of dust and gas and stars. Looming huge opposite that stellar whirlpool was a second spiral, larger and more tightly wound, cocked at a different angle from the first and very nearly touching it. She could see the distortions in the outer spiral arms of both galaxies, where mutual gravitation had begun distorting the perfection of their respective shapes. With a jolt, Kara realized that there was nothing like that second galaxy in the skies she knew, nor were the two tiny attendants of the Milky Way, the Magellanic Clouds, in evidence; they must have covered an incredible distance in space, some hundreds of millions of light years, at least.

"I, uh, don't know if anyone's noticed," Vic said after a long moment's silence. "But there's no stargate here."

"God, no," Latimer said, her voice low. "We made a blind leap and came out at random."

Kara glanced around the vault of heaven, confirming that simple, stark pronouncement of doom. So stunning was the view of two near-entangled spiral galaxies that everyone had momentarily missed that small and all-important datum.

Fact. DalRiss Achievers needed a mental map of the place where they were going, in order to shift a cityship from one spot to another.

Fact. Without DalRiss transport, human starships were limited to their K-T drives, which could carry them along at a pseudovelocity of something like a light year per day.

Fact. Neither of those glorious spirals could be Earth's galaxy, for the simple reason that the Milky Way did not have such a close and large companion. Therefore, the Achievers would be totally lost, unable to navigate.

Fact. At a guess, the tiny GEF was something like fifty thousand light years from the nearest galactic spiral arm. That translated to something on the order of 140 years of travel . . . with a death sentence executed long before the ships' crews died of old age. The huge Naga fragments aboard the DalRiss ships could generate all of the food, water, and air that the humans could possibly use from sufficient raw materials—an asteroid of carbon, water ice, and frozen gases, for instance. Unfortunately, the human K-T drives couldn't be incorporated into the DalRiss ships, nor could human ships carry supplies enough to last their crews more than a year or two at most.

The relentless march of facts seemed to have doomed GEF.

"There are alternatives," Vic said at a ViRsimmed conference of department heads and senior officers several hours later. "Not many, and not good, but they're there."

"What alternatives?" Daren demanded. "A choice between dying of starvation, thirst, or asphyxiation?"

"The most attractive possibility," Dev said, "is to find ourselves an asteroid, A fairly big one, fifty or a hundred kilometers in diameter. We dock Shrenghal and Shralghal with it and turn their Naga fragments loose, with appropriate reprogramming that we could work out aboard Karyu and Gauss.

"We all know the Naga talent for burrowing through rock and converting it to other things. That's what they were designed for, after all, a few billion years ago. They could eat out the center of the asteroid, core it like an apple, and convert the rock to things we need. Air. The fixings for a power plant and a way to illuminate the 'troid's interior. Hell, even life, if we have good enough patterns in Gauss's data banks."

"We do," Daren said. "DNA mapping patterns, anyway, of most Earth life forms."

"Fine. It'll take years, of course, but we'd end up with a world. A small world . . . and it would be inside out. We'd give it enough rotation to create spin gravity."

"An inside-out world?" Kara said. "Sounds like the Naga were right all along!"

"We'll have to develop an even closer symbiosis with both the Naga and the DalRiss," Dev said. "Maybe the Gr'tak, too. We'd move ourselves and enough Naga core fragments and raw materials to manufacture whatever we needed. We'd hitch the DalRiss cityships to the outside and give the whole thing a boost. I have no idea how long it would take to reach one of the galaxies, but it would be a sublight voyage and require a good many millions of years, I expect."

"Hell, that doesn't help us!" Barnes exclaimed.

"No, Admiral. Our descendants might one day migrate to one of the worlds of those galaxies yonder, but for us, well, the asteroid would be our new home. For the rest of our lives."

"You said that was the good choice," Taki pointed out. "What else is there?"

"We could leapfrog," Dev admitted. "We send one of our K-T-drive ships ahead . . . oh, let's say one hundred light years. It carries an Achiever or someone like me, able to map space the way the DalRiss need, and sends the data back by I2C. The two cityships and the other human ship then use Achievers to leap one hundred light years. The process is repeated . . . and repeated. It would take longer than simply traveling by K-T drive all the way, because it takes extra time to map as you go. Say . . . two hundred years to reach the nearest galaxy. It still doesn't help us, and it's a damn sight harder on our descendants, since they would have to be born, raised, and live their whole lives aboard Karyu and Gauss. It would be crowded. There's also the need to stop every now and then to find another asteroid and let the Naga cores at it to manufacture more consumables. However, we, they, rather, might reach galactic space within a few generations."

"Carefully monitored generations," Taki pointed out. "Our birth rate would have to be sharply controlled."

"We might combine the two ideas," Barnes added. "Build a small asteroid habitat, a few hundred meters across, small enough to be strapped to Karyu as extra living accommodations."

"Reaction mass would still be a problem," Dr. Norris said. "The thrust-weight ratio would kill us."

"We might also look at putting most of the crews into suspension," Daren suggested. "Have them link into a program that would let them sleep, have the life-support systems take care of their bodies. Maybe most of us would make it."

"I've never seen any hard studies on that kind of life suspension, Daren," Vic said. "Have there been any?"

"Not really. It used to be a hot idea for long-distance travel, of course, but K-T drives, then the DalRiss Achiever ships, kind of obviated the need. It ought to work, though. . . ."

"I'm not sure I want to be a guinea pig," Norris said.

"There's another option," Kara said.

"What's that?" Dev asked.

"That we carry through with our original mission."

"What do you mean?" Taki wanted to know. "That's not our galaxy out there. We might be hundreds of millions of light years from home."

"And who says that Humankind—or the Web, for that matter—are limited to the one galaxy? Or that other galaxies don't have their own communications networks? We could try to listen in, see if we can find the local equivalent of the Net, and tap in. We might find help. We might find friends."

"Damn," Latimer said. "She's right."

"It's certainly worth a try," Vic said. "Dev?"

There was no immediate answer.

"Dev?"

"Uh . . . sorry. Kara is absolutely right. We'll need a very large and very powerful Net of our own to do it, especially if we need to crack an alien language or computer code . . . but yes! We can do it! At worst, it'll add a few months to our schedule."

"Seems to me," Vic pointed out dryly, "that we're not in any particular hurry to get anywhere now. What do we need to get started?"

"An asteroid," Dev said. "Preferably a carbonaceous chondrite."

"We can use Gauss and Karyu as scouts to find the thing," Vic said. "Let's do it."

It took eight months to build the computer matrix that would support the new Net. Gauss, probing far in advance of the GEF, located a cool, dim, red star several hundred light years ahead, one of the billions of lonely halo suns slowly circling the two galaxies; and by good fortune aided by long range spectroscopic analysis, the star proved to be Population I—meaning that it possessed elements in its makeup heavier than the hydrogen-helium-only mix of Population IIs.

Circling that star were no planets larger than ice-bound, rocky balls the size of Luna, but myriad planetoids swarmed in a vast and dusty ring. Ninety percent, perhaps, were carbonaceous chondrites, coal-black, sooty lumps of tarry hydrocarbons that may have been the genesis rocks of life in the early universe. The DalRiss cityships made a single jump, and the red dwarf system, designated Haven, became the GEF's new center of operations.

By the time the DalRiss arrived at Haven, Shrenghal's Naga core had been induced to reproduce by fission, creating a new and separate Naga entity massing several tens of thousands of tons. The new-formed being oozed across from Shrenghal to asteroid; within a few days, it had converted some millions of tons of the trillion-ton black rock into more Naga, organizing hundreds of millions of new Naga cells in precise and closely interconnected arrays . . . duplicating, in fact, the computer system shared by Shrenghal, Shralghal, Gauss, and Karyu, but on a far vaster scale.

Dev had been the obvious choice to program the new supercomputer, which used quantum phenomena to permit massively parallel processing on a stupendous scale . . . a scale far larger than the Oki-Okasan of Luna or the quantum Series 80 system at the University of Jefferson. Almost certainly, the Haven supercomputer was the largest device of its kind ever grown, in effect an array of two-kilogram superconducting chips with an aggregate mass of roughly a quarter of a trillion tons. This monster was powered at first through a direct feed from the Karyu, but soon the planetoid's Naga had grown its own quantum power tap and was happily producing all the free energy it—or any fair-sized interplanetary civilization—could possibly use.

Gauss's science team, meanwhile, with volunteer help from both human vessels, had spent the time studying the pair of pinwheel galaxies hanging in Haven's midnight sky. Seven months into the construction, they reported the most exciting news yet. Both of the galaxies presented evidence of order arising from the chaos of stars.

Dev remembered the engineering on a stellar scale glimpsed at the core of Earth's Galaxy . . . of lines of stars set to marching in precise order at the bidding of the Web intelligence. For some millions of years, someone in these galaxies had been doing much the same, only instead of dropping stars into a black hole for unguessable purposes, they were drawing them into neatly set rings and circles, giving the two galactic cores the ancient phonograph-record effect of Saturn's rings. It was a subtle effect, and one easily lost against the stellar wilderness that existed in the spiral arms, but once you knew what to look for, the effect was visible even to the naked eye.

Another datum was drawn from a careful spectrographic analysis of both galaxies. Much of the light coming from the ordered portions circling their cores had the characteristic absorption lines of chlorophyll, an unmistakable fingerprint of Life. Once alerted to the possibility, a search turned up xenoxanthophyl, reuthenipliophyl, and ribosin, all varicolored analogues of chlorophyll that served the same purpose—transforming sunlight and various chemicals into energy. The only possible explanation was that an extraordinarily large percentage of the stars making up both galaxies were completely enclosed by bodies—habitats of some sort—that were partly transparent or translucent and were filled with plant life, enough so that the light streaming out from the parent suns was tinted with the spectra of Life.

And finally, too, the central cores of both galaxies were lightly masked by a faint, dark haze; at first, the human observers had assumed they were trying to peer through layers of dust, but it soon was apparent that the "dust" had order as precise as the circling rings of stars, and it was radiating well into the infrared—releasing more energy than it could be receiving from starlight.

"A galactic Dyson sphere," Dev said softly, pausing to watch an enlarged image of the nearer of the two galactic cores in a ViRsimulation aboard the Gauss. "Possibly an emergent K3 civilization."

"K3?" Kara asked. "What's that?"

"A twentieth-century cosmologist named Kardashev once suggested that interstellar civilizations could be divided into three classes by the scale of energy they used. A K1 civilization could make use of all of the available energy of its planet. A K2 civilization used all of the energy of its star. Since a planet only intercepts something less than one percent of its star's output, another physicist of the time, Freeman Dyson, pointed out that K2 civilizations might build shells around their home stars to capture all of the energy and put it to work."

"Dyson spheres," Vic said. "Like at the Gr'tak home system."

"I still don't know what that was, exactly," Dev said. "It might have been on the way to being a true Dyson sphere. I tend to think it was something else entirely, engineering on a scale that we simply can't imagine."

"So a K3 would use all of the available energy in its galaxy?" Kara asked.

"At the very least," Vic said, "it would be able to reshape a galaxy to its own purposes, the way we terraform worlds."

"Exactly right," Dev said. "And it also means we have a damned good chance of pulling this off. A K3 would be able to help us if anybody can."

Work continued. The Haven Net had senses . . . a delicate spread of electronic ears grown from the planetoid's surface by nanotechnic assemblers programmed by Gauss's science team. As light and delicately woven as spider silk, they formed antennae that stretched across nearly a thousand kilometers, large enough and sensitive enough to hear a hand-held three-watt radio at a range of a hundred thousand light years. If there was communications traffic on any electromagnetic wavelength in either of the nearby galaxies, they would be able to hear it.

Unspoken was the single possible flaw in the plan. I2C worked only because electrons created in a single event could be paired, then separated. Changes to the spin of one would immediately be reflected in the other, allowing binary communications instantly, across any distance.

Unfortunately, even if the galactic K3 civilizations ahead used I2C, the ships of One-GEF did not possess the appropriate electron-pair halves. They would be stuck with speed-of-light communications, and time lags measured in millennia.

Two hopes kept them working. One was that a sufficiently advanced civilization might have outposts among the halo stars of their home galaxy, and those outposts could be expected to be radiating at radio and other EM wavelengths. Perhaps an outpost could be discovered within a few hundred, even a few thousand light years, permitting the GEF to reach it in months or years instead of centuries.

The other hope had come to be known as the Clarke option, after a well-known writer from six centuries past. A sufficiently advanced technology, Clarke had written, might look like magic to primitives who encountered it. Certainly, a Cro-Magnon hunter would be terror-stricken by a glimpse of downtown Jefferson; a fifteenth-century magistrate might cry "witchcraft!" if exposed to a ViRsim or the effects of a Companion link or even a maglev flitter; Clarke himself wouldn't have been able to describe the technology of K-T drives or quantum power taps, though as an educated citizen of the century that had seen the development of quantum mechanics, he would have understood the theory behind them.

The Clarke option held that galaxy-engineering aliens would be so advanced that they possessed something better than I2C . . . and the humans would be able to take advantage of it. Privately, Dev thought that was about as likely as a dog learning to take advantage of calculus.

Still, the first option looked like a fair bet. . . .

Finally, the time came when Dev could upload himself into the new system and boot it online.

It was, Dev thought, like moving into a new house, one without a single stick of furniture, vast and echoingly empty. For a panicky few milliseconds, he floundered helplessly in a cyberspace incredibly vast, a yawning vacuum with the relative volume of a solar system compared to a man . . . a virtual universe within a universe.

The system was far larger than Dev, a single downloaded program, could possibly utilize himself. But there was that trick he'd learned originally from the DalRiss and employed to reach the Overmind during the Battle of Earth. With the help of DalRiss linked in from both Shralghal and Shrenghal, he duplicated himself, the complex pattern of electrical charges that was his downloaded mind becoming two.

And again, the two becoming four.

And again, four becoming eight.

And again.

And again.

Take a grain of rice on the first square of a chessboard. Put double the number in the second square. Double that in the third. And again. And again. Long before the sixty-fourth square is reached, the number exceeds that of all of the grains of rice on the planet.

This time, there was no crowding as the exponential progression increased the Dev-programs running now inside the Haven system. The numbers of Devs increased, doubling every few seconds, the copies spreading out in a steadily rippling flood to fill the system, activating circuits, accessing data flow, recording, communicating, listening. . . .

Haven Net's electronic ears and eyes were already focused on the two distant galaxies. Instantly, both were transformed, ablaze with radio and laser energies that crisscrossed both whirlpools of stars in an infinitely complex and branching network, perceived now as threads of golden light that filled both spirals like finely spun silk, so tightly woven that the whole took on a suffusing, background golden glow that filled both galaxies completely and bound them together. Other threads, Dev saw, dwindled off into the encircling night, reaching for other galaxies so distant that the brightest were dim smudges of light.

The massed Dev-programs continued their doubling as others downloaded into the new and swiftly growing system. Sholai and other Gr'tak were there, serving as network task dispatchers, or linking in as the basic operating system for billions of separate Dev-application programs. A bit of jargon from the early days of computers on Earth had stuck with Dev from somewhere: massively parallel processing required "supervisory daemons" to get them to work together.

The Gr'tak, with their organizational discipline as members of hierarchic Associatives, were fulfilling that role.

Linked in too were the minds of several thousand humans, the entire crews of both Gauss and Karyu, as well as the DalRiss in the two cityships. Details, though, and individual personalities, were rapidly lost as the swelling gestalt of multiple Devs passed the thirty-third generation and literally exploded into a higher, transcendent and emergent consciousness.

The Devgestalt awoke.

A grand union of well over Nakamura's Number of linked minds, it lacked both the diversity of parts and the experience of the Overmind. On the other hand, since it had been grown with a single purpose, rather than slowly accreting over many human generations, there was no loss of identity, no separation of the whole from the parts. It was aware of the individual Devs within itself; possibly, the difference lay in the presence of his supervisory daemons, who were actively coordinating the exchanges of information between each of its constituent parts. Much of the activity that had given rise to the Overmind within the human Net, the Dev-gestalt saw clearly, now, was essentially chaotic in nature and therefore unpredictable.

He—it, rather, for the gestalt was the focus of many billions of minds—possessed a focus, a single-mindedness of purpose that made it far more efficient than what it now perceived to be the rather stumbling and half-blind, semiconscious entity known as the Overmind.

And then, without warning or preamble, the Devgestalt was no longer alone. It found itself . . . mirrored was the only possible word, confronted by another gestalt intelligence as complex and as vast as itself, downloaded from the metanet glimpsed earlier as a glittering webwork connecting the galaxies. There was a shift in perspective . . .

. . . and Dev found himself looking at . . . himself.

He looked down at himself, at the simulated body. He was Dev, once more, standing on an unseen floor in the open space between the galaxies. Another Dev, identically dressed in Confederation grays, faced him.

"Surprised?" the other gestalt said. Its Voice filled time and space.

"You're . . . me?"

"After numerous iterations. Say, rather, that you are, or that you will be, a part of the group mind I represent. It is a gestalt, as you are, yourself. Actually, calling it a gestalt of gestalts might be more accurate."

The Devgestalt brushed this aside. "What are you doing here?"

"Where else would I be? The nearer of those two spiral galaxies yonder is Galprimus, the Galaxy of Man. This is our home."

"The Milky Way! But we thought. . . ." Dev stopped, transfixed by a sudden, startling realization.

"You are correct," the Voice said. "You've not traveled hundreds of millions of light years. Only about fifty thousand, in fact, if we use Galprimus as the referent. But you have traveled forward in time. Just under four billion years, to be exact."

Awareness dawned. "That other galaxy . . . "

"Is the one astronomers once called M31. Or Andromeda, after the constellation it appeared in, on Earth, back when it was first noticed. We call it Galsecundus, though its inhabitants, of course, often reverse the numeration. In your time, it was a bit over two million light years away and nothing more than a smudge in the night sky. But astronomers knew even then that it was one of the few galaxies in the sky approaching the Milky Way. We expect it to begin passing through our Galaxy in another hundred thousand years. The collision will last perhaps a million years, or a bit less. No damage will be done, of course."

"No damage . . . "

"Galaxies are mostly empty space, after all, despite their appearance. A lot of dust and gas will be stripped away, and some thousands of stars will be flung out into intergalactic space. But that's scarcely anything to worry about. Ultimately, of course, the two will continue to obey Universal Law, circling one another about their mutual center of gravity, passing through one another again and again, until they merge into a supergalaxy, numbering a trillion suns. That will be another billion years down the way, or so. The metacivilizations inhabiting both will continue as before."

"Metacivilizations?"

"There is a hierarchy in the universe. You have been suspecting as much, have you not?"

"Yes. . . ."

Experience. . . .

He sensed the touch of some tiny part of that Mind.

Experience. . . .

For the briefest of instants, Dev saw/heard/felt/tasted/smelled the complexly woven tapestry of Mind that comprised the whole of the intelligence around him. The other Dev was itself a gestalt of hundreds of billions of mind-programs, yet it constituted a submicroscopic fleck of the awesome Whole. Somehow in step now with the Mind behind the apparition, Dev felt himself opened to a new download . . . of wonder. . . .

A vast and cavernous Universe yawned beneath his trembling gaze. Dev alone, any human alone, would have been driven mad in that instant, but the gestalt of a hundred billion selves, reinforced by the minds of the others within the tiny splinters of steel that were the human ships, by the DalRiss, by the Gr'tak daemons . . . was shaken but held firm.

As if from a height, Dev peered into the warp and woof of that infinitely complex tapestry. Mankind, he saw with genuine shock, represented only a few threads in the pattern . . . important threads, to be sure, but one only of millions of species, some so bizarre, with such alien viewpoints and thoughts and goals and dreams, that they were literally indecipherable save as a confused blur of clashing colors, tastes, and sounds.

"The Dev part of you thought you were less than human," the Voice said in the Devgestalt's mind. "The Kara part of you grieved for comrades no longer organic. All of you see the Web as implacable foe. You suffer from a considerable nearsightedness, the result of sharply restricted points of view. As you see, there is considerably more to the universe than what can be sensed directly."

As the Overmind once had looked into Dev and shown him what he was, now Dev sensed the structure of a being as far beyond the Overmind as the Overmind was beyond the original Dev Cameron.

Hierarchies indeed. Centuries before Dev's time, writers, philosophers, even scientists had entertained the fanciful notion that atoms were solar systems made of more atoms that were themselves yet smaller solar systems in an infinite regression into the Small, while Earth's solar system was a single atom in some larger universe, the first step into an infinite regression into the Large. That view had proven almost quaintly insufficient; for one thing, planets existed as solid particles, not as a kind of fuzz of quantum probability somewhere in the vicinity of a sun. Still, it had pointed the way for a similar series of nested regressions within the real universe. The Devgestalt felt his mind whirling away before the vista of universes within universes within universes.

And the minds!

He saw there, part of the entity's very structure, another dozen threads that he recognized as the Web. Clearly, somehow, Web and Humanity had found a way to work together, to become part of the same—only then did the Gr'tak word occur to him with explosive perfection—Associative.

He saw the Gr'tak, and the DalRiss, established now on myriad worlds where life had been shaped to an unimaginable perfection of symbiotic harmony. He saw Daren's Communes—each infested with the parasite-symbionts that made them what they were. He saw others that he recognized but for whom he would never have claimed the trait of intelligence. Three from Earth itself caught his mind's eye: dolphins, mountain gorillas, and elephants, all three long extinct in the twenty-sixth century, yet somehow here, a part of what made the Galactic Mind what it was. How . . . ?

But there was no time to dwell on individual parts of that panoply of intelligence. He saw other minds, eldritch minds, minds so strange he could barely comprehend them, many so strange they were totally beyond his ken.

And he sensed others, heartwarmingly familiar. He sensed—he thought he sensed—others like himself, downloads inhabiting virtual worlds, or enjoying a strange, symbiotic existence within the Net.

The tapestry of Mind in the two galaxies numbered many, many trillions. Astonishingly, the downloaded personalities outnumbered the organics by a factor of hundreds of millions to one, inhabiting, for the most part, whole virtual universes; and all, by virtue of being part of the Grand Associative, were part of the Galactic Mind.

"Someone once suggested that the evolution of intelligence was the way the universe learned about itself the Voice said. "That was truer than anyone of that age realized. We exist as multiple layers of emergent consciousness. Cells joined to shape brains, and consciousness. Billions of brains joined, in superconsciousness. And beyond that . . ."

Dev saw. There could be no end, literally. Superconsciousnesses like the Overmind, but larger and more organized, joined a hundred billion others like itself across a galaxy, giving rise to a new transcendent hierarchy of intelligence.

An intelligence fit for a galaxy. . . .

And there were hundreds of billions of galaxies scattered across the universe. More, quantum theory demanded an infinity of universes, and these, too, were within the reach of Mind.

Senses reeling, the Devgestalt pulled back from that whirling, ever-deepening vista of Mind pervading a universe . . . and beyond, to a universe of universes.

My God in heaven. . . . Dev's thought was reverent. Almost worshipful. The sheer, perfect wonder of it all. . . .

"Not quite," the entity said, answering the unvoiced thought, "Not God. There are quite a few things beyond our scope at present, if only because the curvature of the universe limits direct observation of all space and all time. Complete omniscience will come with time, another few tens of billion of years, perhaps. I expect that by then we'll have evolved into something more . . . elegant than what you sense here.

"You will want us to return you to your own place and time. . . ."

"You . . . can do that?"

     "Of course. Even in your epoch, you have already learned the truism that time and space are interchangeable. You may remain if you wish, but . . ." Abruptly, the other Dev grinned, a frighteningly human expression. "Remember that this is the second time I've taken part in this conversation. "

Dev was thunderstruck. Until that moment, he'd assumed that the other Dev was a copy of himself, created on the spur of the moment to facilitate conversation. Now he realized that he was literally talking to himself . . . across a gulf of four thousand million years.

The intimation of his own survival, in any form, down through such vistas of time, left him reeling.

"Wait!" The attainment of all the GEF had been working for had left him in a daze. It took agonizingly long milliseconds, but somehow the Devgestalt pulled itself together. "Wait! If you're me . . . you must know we came here to find out how to defeat the Web. Or at least, to learn what mistakes to avoid. I . . . I sensed the Web as a part of the Galactic Associative. What happened? What happened to the Web? How did we beat it?"

The entity was silent for a long moment, and Dev had the impression it was considering whether or not to tell him.

But surely that basic decision had already been made? Four billion years ago, the struggle between Web and human must have been resolved, and this fantastic intelligence surrounding and filling the Haven asteroid must know how it had happened.

On the other hand, a terrible fear was growing in the back of Dev's mind. The Web was as much a part of the Galactic Associate as Humanity was. Besides, Mind on such a colossal scale could not possibly care what happened to primitives—any more than a human might care what happened to one particular amoeba in a stagnant pond.

"You're quite wrong there," the Voice said, again addressing unspoken thoughts. "The Overmind had more pressing concerns than the problems of the, to it, insignificant cells that constituted its being. An Associative of Overminds, however, is complex enough to be concerned with each constituent cell within its body, no matter where it is in space, no matter where in time."

"You don't want to create a paradox by helping us. . . ."

"Not at all. There is no paradox, when each decision made branches to new infinities. The Associative's richness and vitality lies in its diversity. That diversity includes myriad alternate realities.

"In fact, the Web of your epoch is a primitive, near-mindless thing, conscious only of its own existence. Its immediate reaction to encounters with other intelligences is to eliminate them as possible competitors. Its directives are simple: utilize all available resources to perpetuate Self, and protect Self by eliminating all rivals, a strategy that is decidedly contrary to our imperative of diversity and communication, In your future, the Web will learn the advantages of symbiotic cooperation, but it will require outside help to achieve that understanding. In essence, it needs to be reprogrammed."

"But . . . how . . . ?"

"The organisms you call Naga were created by the Web, eons before your own time."

"That's right. We learned they were sent out like scouts, to begin converting worlds to the Web's use."

"But the Web no longer recognizes the Naga as Self. However, the Naga are still the key to communications with the Web, as they have been the key to communicating with the other species you've encountered. The Web did not understand that even machine organisms can evolve, given the pressures of natural selection and the possibility of mutation through radiation, self-programming, and age. Sometime, in the remote past, a key segment of coded communications protocol that was part of every Naga cell was lost, possibly because the Naga themselves didn't remember what it was for and discarded it as inefficient. Program a Naga fragment with the missing code, and with the information you wish to convey to the Web. Allow it to be assimilated. You'll get your message across. . . ."

Dev was about to ask for the missing code but sensed the being was not going to help to that extent. Perhaps there were rules to the cosmic order that prohibited too glaring an intercession across the eons. It didn't matter, in any case, for he'd already seen how the critical piece of information could be won. There were millions of inert but intact Web devices adrift both near Earth and at Nova Aquila. A Naga fragment could easily absorb and pattern the program activating a Web machine, isolate the communications protocols, compare them with its own point by point, and determine what was different.

Dev felt mildly annoyed with himself at that; he should have seen it as the solution all along. . . .

There was not the least sensation of motion. One instant, Haven, the two DalRiss craft, and the two Confederation vessels were adrift between the galaxies. The next, they were once more at Nova Aquila, the Stargate whirling in the distance and, nearby, the Imperial squadron of Admiral Hideshi. The other Confederation ships were visible in the distance, fleeing at high-boost.

They'd been returned to the place they'd departed from, and within minutes of the time they'd left. Only then did Dev realize he'd forgotten to ask what they could do about the Empire. In the same instant, he knew what the answer would have been. If the Web was a part of the Galactic Mind four billion years hence, what did that say about the essential unity of Man? On a cosmic scale, differences in cultures, in perceptions, in language, in detail of body or dress or thought, all were lost before the simple perception that Mind was all that mattered.

The Imperial warships had positioned themselves near the end of the Nova Aquila Stargate where One-GEF had vanished some minutes before, hunting dogs waiting for the rabbit to reemerge from the hole.

Within the Haven Mind was incalculable power. Power to easily break computer security codes, hunt down frequencies, brush aside access blocks. The gestalt could penetrate the Imperial squadron's computers within milliseconds, take them over, and do whatever was needed to cripple or destroy the ships. He remembered the race to destroy the Hoshiryu, falling from the skies over Singapore, and realized that the same task, with the same result, could be accomplished now without effort, in the blink of an eye.

"What will we do?" Kara asked.

Dev smiled. "We call them up," he said, "and we talk."


Epilogue

For now, at least, the truce was holding.

The appearance in the Imperial squadron's rear of the Haven Planetoid, accompanied by two DalRiss city ships, a ryu-class carrier, and the Gauss, along with five squadrons of Confederation warflyers, had given Admiral Hideshi pause. A brief demonstration on Dev's part, crashing the weapons and fire-control AIs aboard the Soraryu, had turned pause into an indefinite stay of execution . . . and a truce. It wasn't, necessarily, the end of the Imperial-Confederation war. It might, for all any of them knew, be only the beginning. But for the moment, both sides were talking, communicating, and while they were talking, they weren't killing one another.

It was a start.

It was a start, too, when a number of Web kickers were reactivated through a link-up with the Naga core of the Haven Planetoid. A few seconds of analysis provided the missing code string in the Naga communications protocol; the strange entities really were organic computers, with as literal and as straightforward an understanding of the universe as any of that breed. Quite possibly, they could have provided the answer all along, if anyone had been able to ask the proper questions.

Soon, the Haven Planetoid would depart for the Galactic Core. The Devgestalt would encounter the Web, use the code sequence, and allow itself to be assimilated by the Web.

"I don't want you to go," Katya told him. They were meeting a final time in the virtual simulation of Cascadia, Dev and Katya, Vic, Kara, Daren and Taki. An extended, if somewhat unorthodox family. "None of us do."

"I'm not leaving, not really," Dev replied. "There are enough copies of myself in the Net now, that you'll still have me around no matter what happens at the Core."

"Those are copies. . . ."

"I'm a copy," Dev reminded her. "The original Dev died a long time ago. Remember? Besides, if there's no difference between a copy and the original, down to the quantum scale, they are the same."

"He knows he survives in the future," Kara said. "We all do, though I'm not sure I see how."

"You know," Vic said, "there's a religion growing up in some parts of the Confederation. I think in the Empire as well. It holds that the Overmind will somehow absorb everyone when they die, make them part of itself. And that it will eventually move throughout time, taking to itself the minds, the souls, if you will, of everyone who has ever lived or ever will live. A rational basis for a belief in God."

"I never believed in God," Daren said thoughtfully. "But if there's no difference between the copy and the idea it was taken from . . ."

"I think we've glimpsed a tiny, tiny shred of one of the great, driving truths of human existence," Dev told them. "It hinges on the old idea that death need not be an end, but a kind of graduation. I don't know if we've really seen the answer to that. My survival as a download doesn't guarantee the same for everyone. But it's comforting to know we might have touched the answer to a very, very old and human question."

"A lot of people are turning to downloads as a way to beat death," Taki pointed out. "And we saw in the Galactic Associative that the downloads are going to outnumber the organics some day. Maybe the new religion has something to it."

"I don't hold much with religions," Katya said. "In the long run, they're human institutions for dealing with human problems. But it's going to be fun to see if there's a reality behind this one."

"By the way," Dev said, looking at Kara. "I understand the ranks of the downloaded lost a couple the other day. How are they?"

She grinned. "Will Daniels is back on active duty. Ran is still recovering, but they tell me he's going to be okay. It was your patterning technique that did it, though. Thanks. . . ."

With a potentially infinite number of duplications possible, the techs working with Ran Ferris and Willis Daniels and a number of other RDTS victims had been able to try numerous techniques for reinstalling the mental software that were downloaded minds in the wetware-hardware of the patients' brains. In fact, copies of both men remained on the Net; there was talk now that, just as everyone had a Companion, everyone might soon have a downloaded copy of himself existing on the Net, a kind of alter ego to conduct research, extend human experience . . . and even serve as a backup copy in the case of the original's death.

Dev had already been exploring numerous possibilities there, working with both AIs and human, DalRiss, and Gr'tak experts in designing the shape of the new Net.

A Net that, one day, would evolve into the Associative he'd met in the distant future.

The research had been intriguing to Dev, in particular. Cloned bodies—or even new generations of hubots—offered the hope that one day he would be able to reinstall himself in a flesh-and-blood body. When he did so, though, it would be in a world so transformed by the power and the scope of Net consciousness that it would, likely, be unrecognizable to anyone alive now. Dev was more than willing to concede that he might not mind remaining immortal after all. . . .

"When are you going?" Katya asked. "To the Core, I mean."

"As fast as we can arrange it, Mums," Kara replied. "Those gokking machines came too damned close to frying Earth. We're going to have to do something about them fast . . . before they try again."

"Oh, I don't know about that, Kara," Dev said, letting his image settle back in the warm comfort of the electronic world about him. "In fact, we have all the time in the universe."
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   "Where is everybody?"
 
   That, of course, was the essence of the well-known Fermi Paradox. In a galaxy over twelve billion years old, there'd been ample time for intelligence to evolve, to develop appropriate technologies, and to spread out across that galaxy in wave upon wave of interstellar colonization, not once, but hundreds, even thousands of time. And yet there was no sign that such colonization had taken place—no Dyson spheres, no star-mining, no taming of the stellar wilderness of the sky.
 
   Only once humans actually made contact with extraterrestrial species did they begin finding answers.
 
   Unfortunately, those answers were not at all what they'd expected.
 
   —The Alien Experience
 
   Dr. Jonathan Bledsoe
 
   C.E. 2554
 
    
 
   Socho Tadeuz Vaughn coaxed his Mark XC Gyrfalcon into a gentle left roll, ignoring the firestorm of laser and particle beam fire slashing silently up from the planet's surface. A savage explosion flared nova-brilliant above and to his right. Damn! They were using Hellbrands!
 
   This couldn't go on for much longer.
 
   "Green Flight, Green Leader," he called. "Put 'em down on the deck! We're gonna get fried up here in the wide, bright blue!"
 
   Calls of "Copy!" and "Acknowledged!" rippled back as the warflyer flight accelerated hard, pushing toward the planet. They were ten thousand kilometers out; the planet, a patchwork of orange desert, brown vegetation, and violet seas wreathed in sweeping arcs of cloud, hung directly ahead, slowly growing to fill the sky as they approached. Nuke-tipped missiles arced toward them from the surface; Imperial warstriders on the ground swept the sky above them with radar and lidar, targeting the incoming NewAms and locking on.
 
   Twenty-four New American fliers stooped to the attack, Bravo Squadron, the vanguard of a full regimental planetary strike.
 
   The 104th Regiment—the Black Griffins—numbered 144 machines in all, a strike wing organized into two groups of three squadrons apiece, all under the command of Colonel Rudolph Hays Griffin. Vaughn was the skipper of Green Flight, eight XCs, one third of Bravo Squadron which was commanded by Lieutenant Doreen Vanderkamp. And right now they were the sharp, pointy end of a planetary invasion… always a damned dicey proposition.
 
   The target world continued to grow to fill Vaughn's forward view. The official name of the place was Hofu—"Abundance" in Nihongo—but recently the Spanish-speaking locals had renamed the place Abundancia.
 
   To tell the truth, no matter which language you used the place didn't look all that abundant. It was desert, mostly, with a completely alien biochemistry running the metabolism of the scraggly brown vegetation. With too much CO2 in the atmosphere for humans to breathe the stuff unaided, the Empire had begun terraforming the place ten years back. It might be a garden world worthy of the name Hofu in another couple of centuries.
 
   Assuming, of course, that the huge climate nanoconverters scattered across the southern continent weren't reduced to molten slag by this little dust-up today. Vaughn sincerely hoped that Headquarters knew what the gok it was doing.
 
   "Hey, Skipper?" Vaughn called. "At the briefing? They didn't say anything about there being this many of the bastards!"
 
   "Just stay tight!" Lieutenant Vanderkamp replied. She sounded scared. Well… that applied to all of them as they dropped toward atmosphere. "We're hitting atmosphere in less than a minute!"
 
   "Can the chatter, people!" Colonel Rudy Griffin, the regimental CO, added from somewhere astern. "Focus on the objective!"
 
   Kuso in a bottle, Vaughn thought, but he didn't give it voice. When the gold braid was up tight about an op, it was time to shut the gok up and do what you were told.
 
   As it happened, the objective was Asunción, Abundancia's capital city, located on the east coast at the mouth of the Rio Marrón just below the Cataratas del Cielo. Abundancia had been colonized by a South American consortium nearly a century ago. Since then, local protests over Japanese monopolies on transport and trade had steadily escalated into open rebellion, and the rebellion had begun spreading to other worlds along the nearby starlanes. After some initial skirmishing and a victory over Impie-allied militias, the Abundancia rebels had asked for help from New America, which had won its own independence from Imperial Japan only a couple of decades before.
 
   Socho Vaughn didn't like the idea of throwing in with the 'Bundy rebels. Intervention out here was practically begging for an all-out war with the Empire. The New American Confederation had managed to secure an uneasy truce with the Tenno Kyuden, the Palace of Heaven atop Earth's Singapore Space Elevator, but sooner or later the Imperial government was going to get really pissed, and he suspected that the New Americans weren't going to survive the inevitable clash.
 
   Of course, no one cared what an old warstrider jockey thought; the Black Griffins had been ordered to stage an orbit-to-ground drop in Asunción, and that was most decidedly that. The Hoshikumiai, the Japanese Empire's Star Union proxies out here, reportedly were on the planet in force, with at least two planetary defense battalions located in and around the capital. The Star Union striders weren't as tough as Imperial troops, not by a hell of a long hivel shot, but there were a lot of them. The one advantage the Confederation had going for it in this fight was that the Union didn't have Naga-symbiotic technology… at least not yet.
 
   If and when that changed, things were going to get bad.
 
   Vaughn's warstrider shuddered as he plunged into atmosphere, compressing the air ahead into a hot, violent shockwave and bleeding off heat and velocity in a long, sharp contrail roiling out astern. His warstrider recognized the changing environment and shifted its shape, morphing into an egg-smooth teardrop shape streaking from the sky. Over half of the mass of the Mark XCs—the "Naga-Nineties"—was made up of xenomaterial matrix, computronium derived from the Naga aliens once called Xenophobes. It had taken decades and a major interstellar war before humans discovered that the Nagas were artificial life forms based on highly advanced alien nanotechnology. Computronioum was matter arranged to most efficiently serve as computer hardware; Naga fragments could think… but not in any way even remotely comprehensible to humans.
 
   But the stuff could be programmed, and fragments of it could interact on that basis with people, forming large parts of their machines, and even living—in small amounts—inside human brains as symbiotic partners. Vaughn's symbiote reported that his warstrider was in atmospheric re-entry mode, and rapidly decelerating.
 
   Not that he'd needed a play-by-play. He felt the sluggish drag of over four Gs… and the orange, white, and violet disk of the planet of the planet was opened now to fill half the sky.
 
   Light flared across Heaven, another Hellbrand fusion missile. Green Eight's emergency transponder went off… and then the warning chirp dissolved into static.
 
   "Doug!" Pat Newburg yelled. "Kuso!…"
 
   Still decelerating, the rest of the flight punched through the planet's cloud deck, entering a brilliant world of orange and red and violet. Abundancia's sun was a type K3.5, an orange star eighty light years from Earth with three-quarters of the mass and just one quarter of the luminosity of Sol. The planet circled its primary in 157 days, with a semi-major axis of just over half an AU. Thunderclouds piled high into the sky, illuminated by the sun in brilliant reds and golds, while the sky itself took on a deep purple hue.
 
   They were right smack on-target. The Falls of Heaven stretched out ahead and below, a three-kilometer horseshoe-shaped cliff wreathed in mist and rainbows.
 
   "I'm picking up a bunch of planetary defense batteries down there," Krysta McIntyre, Green Five, reported. "They're painting us!"
 
   "Heavy jamming on the RF freaks," Sergeant Kokoro Wheeler, Blue One, said. "The General Staff guessed right for a change."
 
   She was referring to the order—controversial among the warstrider officers and personnel—passed down from Confederation Military Command for this mission. Warstriders commonly were run remotely, with personnel using teleoperation to control the combat machines from a distance. With an electronic link between the pilot's cerebral implants and the machine's Naga-computronium body, the pilot couldn't even tell whether he was inside the machine, or thousands of kilometers away.
 
   The presence of heavy and sophisticated electronic warefare countermeasures, however, meant that warstrider pilots had to physically occupy their machines' cockpits. Jam-proof electronics such as quantum signal processing could handle simple voice in close-range, tight-beamed ship-to-ship communications, but simply wasn't up to the far deeper requirements of full-spectrum nested-signal processing. Until the EW boys could come up with quantum-coupled teleoperational links, unjammable and undetectable, it looked like warstrider combat would have to its primitive roots, with enhanced humans wearing computronium combat armor.
 
   And so Vaughn and the other warstriders of the Black Griffins were physically present in their vehicles as they dropped through red-orange clouds toward the city. Volleys of laser and particle-beam fire, mingled with swarms missiles and high-velocity cannon rounds, swept toward them. Vaughn could see smoke from a number of fires, and large swaths of destruction down there. The Hoshikumiai militia had surrounded Asunción and been pounding it from a dozen semimobile fortresses. Confederation warships were continuing to bombard the area around the city… but this fight would not be settled from orbit. Troops had to go down there, boots on the ground, and drag the damned Hoshis out into the open for a final accounting.
 
   Vaughn's warstrider was changing shape again, losing the streamlined re-entry shape and growing wings. The air down here was thick and turbulent, and the wings had to keep adjusting their breadth, cant, and angle to compensate. The machine's diamagnetics grappled with the planet's magnetic field, sharply decelerating the craft.
 
   Particle beams flared from a pair of fortresses atop the Catarata Cliffs, locking on to one of the flight's fliers. "I'm hit!" Sergeant Chiu called. "This is Red Three! I'm hit! I'm hit!…"
 
   "Chewy! Roll left!" Vanderkamp called… but then Chiu's warstrider fragmented, spraying across the sky in a cloud of superheated fragments.
 
   With only short-ranged, tight-beamed communications operable at the moment, the assault wave couldn't call in a planetary bombardment from orbit… but the Confederation ships up there were watching events unfold, both at optical wavelengths and with cloud-penetrating radar. Seconds after Red Three was blasted from the sky, straight-line contrail streaks snapped down from space at a sharp angle, and first one… then three more cliff-top fortresses were engulfed in white spheres of expanding plasma. The Connie heavy cruisers Constitution, Revolution, and Independence were using their heavy spinal-mount railguns to slam crowbars—the popular term for inert kinetic-kill warheads—into the planetary fortresses at a few percent of the speed of light. Visible shockwaves rolled out from each strike point, as the fireballs boiled skyward. In seconds, the characteristic mushroom-shaped cloud spread out above each target. Other KK rounds streaked down, finding additional fortresses and concentrations of Hoshi troops.
 
   How can anything live through that kind of bombardment? Vaughn wondered… but he dismissed the thought almost as soon as he was conscious of it. Soldiers throughout history had watched bombardments from off-shore or off-world weapons of various technological levels and thought that the coming landings would be easy. Sheer wishful thinking, that. Of course there would be survivors—far too many of them. There always were.…
 
   The flight continued its descent. Wings extended, flattening out their glide. Diamagnetic drives further slowed the fall, as individual craft weaved in and out to throw off tracking AIs on the ground.
 
   With their mastery of nanomorphic technology—on-the-fly shape-shifting—warstriders were the ultimate in combat flexibility, combining the ideas of individual combat armor with space fighters, aircraft, and walking tanks. Vaughn guided his machine toward the edge of the burning city, and his strider began unfolding, morphing into the XC's standard walking shape. The sky allowed room for maneuver and speed, but it was also a dangerous place for combat craft; on the ground, a strider could take advantage of natural cover, camouflage itself nearly to invisibility, and lose itself in ground clutter in ways impossible for airborne fliers.
 
   He fired his braking rockets, bursts of N-He64 meta, a high-energy exotic fuel with the specific impulse of a gas-core nuclear engine, and rode the last few meters to the ground on the jets' ryu no shippo—the dragon's tail.
 
   With a savage, teeth-rattling jolt, he was down.
 
   His legs finished unfolding, levering the strider's hull into the sky, pivoting. In ground combat mode, the Ninety measured just over five meters long and four high, forward-leaning on two massive legs, with arms mounting heavy particle cannons. Naga hull-matrix rolled to either side, exposing the high-velocity rapid-fire gun set onto its dorsal hull.
 
   He'd come down in the courtyard of a wrecked manufactory, a sprawling collection of ruined buildings and reactor towers. A dozen fixed-hull striders were in the process of taking down a building somewhat more intact than the others. They were smaller than Vaughn's Ninety, little more than heavy power-armor encasing the soldier within. One carried a standard—a square black banner hung from a mast extending over his power pack, bearing a clan mon—the mitsu uroko, the three triangular dragon scales of clan Hojo.
 
   Vaughn was startled by that. The Griffins were supposed to be up against local militia—meaning troops from Abundancia and elsewhere loyal to the Empire, but not themselves Nihongo. Was that armored figure with his dragon-scale flag in fact a member of Clan Hojo, and therefore ethnically Japanese? Or was it some Latino wannabe who'd appropriated the banner somehow—maybe someone who didn't even know what an Imperial mon was?
 
   But Vaughn couldn't take the time to think about it. The Hojo warstrider and several of his friends were already turning their weapons against Vaughn and the other Griffins who'd touched down nearby. Lasers hissed and sparkled against his outer hull matrix, and indicators giving readouts through his implants warned of skyrocketing temperatures on his outer armor.
 
   With a thought, Vaughn swung his left particle cannon left and triggered it, targeting the militia officer with the mon banner. The bolt of tightly-wrapped protons rode an artificial lightning bolt to its target, slamming into the Hoshi soldier's plastron in a savage eruption of molten metal and steam, as the charge earthed itself to ground in coruscating bursts of electricity. Vaughn was already pivoting farther left as the enemy warstrider, what was left of it, collapsed to the charred and broken pavement. A second Hoshi warstrider fired at him, then ducked behind the corner of a wrecked building. Vaughn depressed the muzzle of his railgun autocannon, then triggered a long burst of steel-jacketed depleted uranium slugs, the weapon's magnetic field cycling the rounds out in a devastating stream, twelve per second. The deplur rounds struck the corner,  slamming through stubborn fabricrete. Chunks of rock flew in every direction, and the three-meter warstrider crouched behind the wall, suddenly exposed, took a full second's worth of high-velocity autofire to its right arm and torso. The damaged strider turned, bringing a heavy laser to bear on Vaughn's machine… but an avalanche caught the enemy in a thunderous storm of falling rubble and dust as the building's fabricrete façade slammed down onto the street.
 
   Dust and smoke swirled heavy in the air, cutting vision to a range of a few meters, no more. As the dust boiled through the air, laser beams became visible, pencil-thin streaks of light illuminated by the drifting particles. The dust also served to attenuate the beams, cutting their effectiveness at the target. Vaughn guided his strider forward, wading through a fusillade of coherent light pulses and beams, his black armor drinking them and dispersing their energy.
 
   Another warning shrilled within his mind—nano-D. Microscopic nanotechnic disassemblers were mingled with the dust clouds, and as they came into contact with his hull matrix they began, with simple-minded obsession, to take it apart, atom by atom. His warstrider, however, had already detected the threat and released a defensive NCM aerosol. The cloud surrounded Vaughn's machine, submicroscopic nanotechnic countermeasures programmed to hunt down nano-disassemblers and destroy them. His armor was already flowing in places, sending fresh naga-matrix to the damaged areas, patching holes and regrowing the power feeds and control lines. The fiercest part of any modern battle took place at physical scales far too small for human vision to detect, and at speeds incomprehensible to organic brains.
 
   Vaughn continued to blast away at the Hoshi warstriders, which were scattering now beneath the Griffin onslaught. Two more went down in a flurry of explosions and grounding bolts of electricity.
 
   More Black Griffins were coming in, moment by moment. A savage crash and a shower of fragments from overhead grabbed Vaughn's attention and he looked up. Sergeant Mike Hallman had dropped out of a violet sky and clipped another building coming down, ripping a gash down the facade. He landed in the street with a shriek of N-He64 fueled rockets, spilling clouds of smoke and swirling dust.
 
   "Welcome to hell, Mike!" Vaughn called.
 
   Autocannon shells slammed into his external armor, knocking off black chunks. "You were keeping it hot for me, I can tell!" he called back. His Naga-armor was already healing itself, but the enemy fire was intensifying.
 
   Hallman and Vaughn were close… doshi. The Nihongo term, meaning "comrades," was one of a number of words that had spread to common English usage thanks to centuries of Imperial dominance. They'd humped it through basic together on New America, then gone into warstrider specialist training together on Madison. They'd been through more battles together than Vaughn could remember… not to mention more drinking bouts and lost weekends, more wild groundside liberties, more brothel visits, and more pub brawls. He was a good man to have at your back—the best—no matter whether the opposition was a pack of kuso-faced yoppie brawlers from a rival unit, or a pack of Imperial warstriders in all-out combat mode.
 
   As the Hoshi striders scattered, Vaughn managed to get all of the surviving members of his flight lined up and moving in the right direction. The idea was to push the Hoshis south and out of the city. Any enemy combat machines still in the city proper could be handled by the local rebels. The Black Griffins would help form a perimeter around the city, and clear out the Hoshikumiai semimobile fortresses on the nearby heights. Once that chore was complete, the Confederation Navy could begin bringing down supplies, equipment, and men.
 
   Of course, much would depend on the reaction of Imperial forces. If they decided to send combat units to Abundancia to reinforce their Hosikumiai allies, the Confederation would have a nasty decision on its hands… whether to abandon the rebel forces here, or fight it out and risk a wider war with Imperial Japan. The Confederation had a significant technological advantage right now in their use of Naga symbionts and living-nanotechnic computronium. The Japanese, more conservative, more fastidious in their willingness to merge with alien artificial-biologicals, hadn't embraced the new tech, at least not in anything like large-scale.
 
   What they did have in their favor, however, though, were numbers. The Japanese Empire could draw on the resources of hundreds of worlds scattered across a sphere almost two hundred light years wide. The Confederation numbered just twenty-five systems within a region forty light years wide set within the Imperial periphery. If the Japanese decided to respond with an all-out assault on Connie holdings, New America's technological advantage likely would count for very little.
 
   Hallman strode up alongside Vaughn. "Where are the bastards?"
 
   Vaughn gestured with his strider's left arm. "They scattered off that way. Toward the cliffs. And the mobiles."
 
   "Kuso. They'd make it a whole lot easier on themselves if they just gokking surrendered right now."
 
   "Mike… one of them was carrying a mon."
 
   "Kuso! What clan?"
 
   "Hojo."
 
   "So we're facing Imperials here?"
 
   "I don't gokking know, Mike. Maybe they just want us to think we are."
 
   "But you don't think so, huh?"
 
   "No. I don't. We'll know more when we develop some G2… but for now I think we have to assume there may be some Japanese impies serving in an advisory capacity, y'know? Or maybe they're mercs hired by the yaris." The slang term was drawn from roiyarisuto, and meant loyalists—colonists fighting to remain under Japanese rule.
 
   "Shit. The bunditos didn't say anything about fucking yaris."
 
   "No. You think New America would have sent us in if they'd known it was a civil war?"
 
   "I don't know. Probably not. Okay, flight leader. What's the plan?"
 
   "We find bad guys—yaris, hoshis, or impies, it doesn't fucking matter… and then we kill them."
 
   "Sounds like a plan, Sosh."
 
   Socho was sergeant major, the highest enlisted rank in the Japanese armed forces. Inevitably, the New Americans had bastardized it even as they'd accepted it for their own military. Hallman was a gunso, a sergeant.
 
   A heavy mass-driver round slammed in among the buildings to the north, and Vaughn felt the ground lurch beneath his strider's feet. A building collapsed with a roar.
 
   "Let's get out of here, man," Hallman said.
 
   They spread out to avoid presenting too tempting a target, and began moving through rubble-clogged streets. Although the larger buildings provided a measure of cover, moving armor through city streets was flat-out tempting the deities of war. Warstriders in the streets were funneled together by the surrounding walls, and the buildings provided excellent cover for ambushers.
 
   In fact, warstriders were the modern incarnation of three ancient combat modes—tanks, close-support aircraft, and individual infantrymen in battle armor. Theoretically, they possessed the strengths of each—the heavy firepower and sheer, brute strength of tanks; the flight and high-speed maneuverability of strike aircraft; and the ability to maneuver and seek cover of soldiers.
 
   Unfortunately, and so far a Vaughn was concerned, they also had the weaknesses of each. If you put enough armor on a tank to shrug off most of what might hit it, you got something like those semimobiles up on the cliff-tops over there—large, slow targets. If you took to the air, you instantly became a target for every enemy particle gun, laser, and railgun in the battle zone, and at high speed you would miss a lot of what there was to see… like enemy troop concentrations.
 
   And no matter how good the technology, armored soldiers never had enough armor, or good enough communications, or enough firepower, or unit coordination, or a way to peer through the fog of battle. Further up the street, a Griffin warstrider staggered as an antimatter round vaporized its upper torso with a flash and a thin spray of red mist. As the smoke dispersed, the machine took a couple of steps back, auto correcting itself, then collapsed to the ground in a tangle of metallic limbs like a string-cut puppet.
 
   Vaughn's implant picked up the strider's ID: Gocho Krysta McIntyre. Damn. It didn't look like here was enough left to bury.…
 
   "Where the hell did that come from?" Lance Corporal Jason Kiel called.
 
   Vaughn was already analyzing the trajectory, captured by his strider's radar. "Up there," he said, painting an icon on the flight's battle map. "On those cliffs."
 
   They were emerging now from the built-up portion of the city periphery, entering the belt of parkland and habitat domes surrounding Abundancia. From here, as they moved clear of the taller buildings, the Catarata Cliffs were visible some twenty kilometers off, rising against the high-stacked billows of orange clouds, golden in the early-morning light. The water of the falls tumbled into space above mist and a spectacular rainbow, its thunder muted by distance. From the cliff's edge on the near shore, a semimobile brooded.
 
   Semimobile fortresses were just that… massive fortifications that could be moved at need, but slowly. They were tanks taken to the extreme, mounting dozens of heavy weapons and with armor meters thick, but their diamagnetics could just barely lift them from the ground, and it took nearly their entire power output to move at a man's slow walking pace.
 
   But once positioned, they had the firepower of a major planetary fortress. These commanded the city of Abundancia from their overlooks.
 
   The orbiting Confederation cruisers had been picking off the semis one by one, but that was tricky work. Heavy shielding tended to deflect incoming kinetic-kill rounds and particle beams which might take out a large swath of the city with a ricochet. "Forward shields up, people," Vaughn ordered, and the four other surviving warstriders of Green Flight began spreading out as they advanced, putting a hundred meters between each machine. High-velocity gatling fire swept down on them from the heights. Under that onslaught, the NewAm striders were changing form again, morphing into low-slung, organic-looking shapes with the bulk of their Naga-mass piled up forward in a shield. KK projectiles slammed into Vaughn's strider, staggering him, but he kept moving. Those shields weren't enough to shrug off antimatter rounds, and the larger high-velocity kinetic rounds could pound a warstrider to fragments in fairly short order. But they did do a good job of dispersing the heat from laser and particle beam fire, and they protected the soldier on board from small-caliber stuff and high-velocity shrapnel.
 
   A string of hivel rounds slammed into a church off to the right, bringing down the steeple in a showering cascade of debris. Vaughn's external mikes picked up the shrill screams of civilians. Ah… shit!
 
   "You!" he called, his voice booming across the church compound. "Are you okay?'
 
   Faces peered from a mangled, open doorway. Women and children…
 
   "¡Esconderse!" he yelled. Vaughn had downloaded Spanish into his implant as soon as he'd learned he was being deployed to Abudancia. "¿Tiene las iglesia un sótano?"
 
   "¡No hay un sotano!" someone yelled back. Shit. No basement in the church. An explosion ripped through the street behind the structure, showering the surrounding area with debris.
 
   Vaughn felt an agony of paralyzed indecision. What the hell could he do with all of those civilians? Should he tell them to stay put… to make a run for the rear?…
 
   ¡Refugiarse!" Vaughn called. "¡Mantanerse abajo!"
 
   Telling them to take cover and stay down might help… but what would help a hell of a lot more was to stop the shelling. He considered telling them to get out of the church and move to the rear… but discarded the idea. The life expectancy of a human caught in the open in this kind of firefight was measured in seconds. They would be cut down almost immediately.
 
   "Vaughn! This is Vanderkamp!"
 
   "Yes, Ma'am!"
 
   "You think you can suppress that nearest fortress? We're getting clobbered down here!"
 
   Vaughn considered the implant display painting itself inside his mind. The nearest semimobile fortress was over twenty kilometers away and at the top of a thousand-meter cliff. Getting up there without getting killed would be… challenging.
 
   "Yes, Ma'am!" He hesitated. "Bravo is down to six effectives, sir! Can we have some help?"
 
   "You'll have back-up. But get your asses up that cliff now before I have to come over there and kick them up!"
 
   "Yes, sir."
 
   Asshole…
 
   "C'mon, people!" Vaughn called. "Time to get ourselves airborne!"
 
   And he broke into a run.
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   Japan, a tiny island nation with few resources and too many people, seemed an unlikely candidate as a significant world power, but these limitations served in the long run to make the Kogane Jidai, her Golden Age, all but inevitable. Where the earliest advocates of space exploitation fell by the wayside—the Soviet Union, the United States, and the People's Republic of China all collapsing in political turmoil, corruption, economic chaos, and governmental myopia—the Empire of Japan managed to hang on, and eventually to prosper. By the late 21st Century, she had grabbed the high ground of space, and she never let go.
 
   —Man and His Works
 
   Dr. Karl Gunther Fielding
 
   C.E. 2488
 
    
 
   Chujo Yoichi Hojo kneeled on the tatami in his office, relaxed, tranquil, allowing the sights and sounds of battle wash through him. The sensation, channeled through his cerebral implants, was… stimulating, even cathartic, and served as a kind of meditation. The appearance of Confederation rebels in this sector had been unexpected… but was not in the least unwelcome.
 
   The images were coming in from optical scanners mounted on the upper deck of Yosai Ichi—of Castle One—positioned atop the stunning cliffs overlooking the rebel city. Telephoto enhancements showed the near edge of the city, alive with erupting geysers of black earth and the bright flashes of explosions as Ichi and the other mobile fortresses continued to hammer the place with hivel kinetic-kill rounds, particle beams, and plasma fire. The AI flagged movement, and he ordered the cameras to zoom in for a closer look. Yes… as he'd expected, the newly arrived rebel warstriders were deploying for an attack.
 
   "Colonel Tamaguchi!" he snapped over the mind link with his subordinates. "You see?"
 
   "We see them, Lord General. We will sweep them from the sky!"
 
   "Allow them to get close, Colonel," Hojo replied. "Keep them from landing on the fortress itself, but permit them to approach. I intend to destroy them with our special reserves."
 
   "As you wish, Lord General."
 
   Hojo wondered if he heard disapproval in the Colonel's mental voice… but decided that he had not. Tamaguchi was an excellent chief of staff and a good soldier. He would not permit emotion to ruffle a link with his superiors.
 
   Light flare in the sky, a second sun flaring close to the zenith, then fading. Those two rebel cruisers had been launching heavy KK rounds at the fortresses from orbit and managed to destroy two of them. One ship was passing over the horizon now, however, and the other would not be overhead for another thirty minutes. Smaller projectiles launched by other ships in the enemy fleet—destroyers and frigates—were easily handled by counter fire from the fortresses. Another projectile streaked in from the west, a line of white fire. Yosai Ichi's planetary defense batteries tracked it and fired… and, again, a new sun shone briefly in the sky.
 
   If the enemy warstriders were fighting in close to the yosai, the next cruiser to pass overhead would hold its fire for fear of hitting rebel troops.
 
   And it would let him unveil… something special.
 
   "Tai-i Yamatami is here to see you, Lord General," the voice of his electronic secretary announced.
 
   "Very well. Have him come in."
 
   The shoji doors at the far end of the room slid open, and a man in a black Imperial special forces uniform entered and formally bowed. "Tai-i Yamatami, Lord General. Reporting as you commanded."
 
   Hojo nodded his response, and gestured for Yamatami to kneel on one of the tatami mats on the floor. The room, as tradition demanded, was spartan, almost bare—a return to the classical kanso, the aesthetic simplicity of earlier ages. Hojo's private quarters within the fortress were far more luxurious, but he preferred to display the traditional values of Shinto and bushido to his subordinates, a means of focus, a memory of origins and purpose, a lack of distractions.
 
   "The enemy approaches," Hojo said, inviting the army captain to link in through the implant display. "When he reaches the fortress, he will either plant explosive devices or attempt to gain entrance… probably the latter. The Nekomata will stop them."
 
   Yamatami bowed deeply. "As you command, Lord General."
 
   Hojo had to work to overcome the distaste he felt. Even after several years with the Nekomata project, the basic idea was… unpleasant. Through his implant link, he could feel the alien crawling in Yamatami's brain… or he imagined he could.
 
   "Your unit is ready?"
 
   "We are, Lord General. We await only your order."
 
   "You have it."
 
   Yamatami bowed once more, rose, and left the bare room.
 
   Hojo returned his full attention to the battle unfolding outside. Much depended on the success of his plan, not least of which was the name and honor of his family. Clan Hojo once had been a powerful offshoot of the Ise family, and related by marriage to the Imagawa Clan. In the 15th Century, a member of the Ise family had taken the name Hojo after the earlier line of Kamakura Shogunate regents, and in the 16th Century their power had rivaled that of the immortal Tokugawas. All power and high station were transitory, however, and the clan fell at the Siege of Odawara. Hojo had remained a fairly common family name throughout the centuries that followed, but no longer were they intimates of shoguns, emperors, or the halls of power.
 
   The family had regained some measure of power with the rise of the Empire in the late 21st Century, however, primarily within the military sphere. After today, however, the ancient clan would attain true immortality, and all would know the prominence of the dragonscale mon, Imperial and rebel alike. Hojo had managed to get hold of Naga fragments, and with them he would transform the Imperial warstrider regiments.
 
   For almost a century, the alien Naga had been completely misunderstood. Found inhabiting a number of worlds across the human sphere, they'd been called Xenophobes, with the assumption that their merciless onslaughts against human cities and their apparent unwillingness to communicate indicated that they feared all life other than their own.
 
   In fact, the Naga—while technically alive under the best definitions for that state available—were an artificial life form created by a machine intelligence at the Galactic Core, a poorly understood network mind called the Web. The Web had designed the Naga many tens of millions of years in the past to prepare new worlds for assimilation. Rebel forces had managed to make direct mind-to-mind contact with the Naga several years before, and the alliance had resulted in a true interspecies symbiosis, with humans merging with aliens to create… something new. The Naga appeared to be nothing more or less than nanotechnic lifeforms, their fluid bodies composed of individual cells of nanoscale size operating as minute, massively parallel computers joined into networks of staggering complexity. Such material, organized for maximum efficiency in data processing, colloquially was known as computronium.
 
   So-called Naga-chunks of computronium broken from the main bodies could merge with human nervous systems, link with human cerebral implant technology, and boost human neural responses and functioning to unimaginable heights. There were rumors that one of the humans who'd discovered this, a rebel named Dev Cameron, had used his symbiosis to transcend corporality… to become a kind of high-tech god.…
 
   Most civilized people—meaning those of Japanese ancestry, of course—were both conservative and fastidious, especially when it came to allowing outside contamination—osen—to come into contact with their bodies. General Hojo, however, knew that sacrifice could be necessary to achieve victory. The one reason the rebel forces had survived as long as they had, he was convinced, was their willingness to merge with the living alien computronium. Imperial intelligence had been quite clear on this point; rebel troops with Naga-infected implants possessed an advantage on the battlefield that simply could not be measured.
 
   And only when Japanese mechanized warriors learned to overcome their inhibitions and fully embrace the alien technology would they have a chance against the gaijin.
 
   It was a matter of military necessity. And, more, one of survival.
 
   * * *
 
   Vaughn fired his warstrider's main jets, a sharp, jolting burst that got him moving fast enough that his diamagnetics could react smoothly with the planet's magnetic field. His strider made the transition from walker to ascraft smoothly, unfolding itself as it left the ground, growing wings and taking on a sleeker, more streamlined shape. Swerving from side to side to throw off enemy targeting AIs, his Gyrfalcon shrieked as it plowed through the heavy air. The other five Black Griffins followed, an echelon formation rising as it emerged from the constriction of the cities outlaying streets. White fire slashed down from the cliff tops ahead… but not as thick, not as deadly as Vaughn had been expecting.
 
   Corporal Laris Palmer, Green Four, loosed a trio of missiles. They swooped high, then veered toward the enemy fortress… then vanished in a swift one-two-three as enemy counter-missile fire burned them down.
 
   "Hold your fire, Green Four!" Vaughn snapped. "Put your PDLs on auto, but can the offensive stuff!"
 
   Point Defense Lasers were generally automatic in any case. Human reflexes simply weren't fast enough to target something as small, fast, and maneuverable as an incoming missile at close range and knock it down.
 
   The squadron descended once more, dropping to NOE flight—nape of the Earth—and moving so quickly that they kicked up towering clouds of red-gold dust. If they didn't see us before… Vaughn thought, but then his full concentration was engaged by something else, something new appearing along the main deck parapets of the grounded fortress.
 
   The mobile fortress was massive, over half a kilometer on a side and almost two hundred meters high, with towers twice that in height at each corner mounting dozens of high-energy weapons. The idea behind them was to create a strongpoint, either for the defense of a planet, or as a firebase that could be placed as a part of a siege, as here. Massing hundreds of thousands of tons in a one-G field, it couldn't move fast… but its power tap generators could induce diamagnetic fields strong enough to lift it clear of the surface and slowly drag it from one position to another—hence the term semimobile fortress. The things were big enough to engage capital ships in orbit. Their key weakness, strangely enough, was their vulnerability to individual troops in armored suits, like warstriders, troops who could get in so close that the fort's weapons couldn't be turned on them. Their main defense against close assault was to maintain their own on-board defensive garrisons of armored personnel.
 
   Which was exactly what he could see now as his sensors picked up and highlighted movement along the structure's upper deck. Warstriders were emerging there from below. Several carried banners with the Hojo mon.
 
   "I don't recognize those striders, Sosh," Hallman called. "What the hell are those things?"
 
   "Warbook says they're an unknown design," Wheeler reported. "Something we haven't seen before.…"
 
   "Kuso!" Newburg added. "More bad news! Those things are hull-morphing!"
 
   By zooming in on the image of one of the enemy striders, Vaughn could see a portion of the machine's black armor deforming, like clay, could see it flowing from the aft portion of the war machine to the front, thickening the forward hull. Long-barreled weapons emerged from the black material… probably railguns. They looked a lot like Gyrfalcons, in fact… but with more heavy weapons. They might be Taifus… but not with that living Naga-matrix.
 
   Green Flight, what was left of it, was well into the open now, skimming a couple of meters above the ground in broad, sweeping turns as the land began to rise. Vaughn led them into a wide patch of woods, thick with the fuzzy orange growths that filled the ecological niche occupied by trees back on Earth. The canopy gave a precious few moments of welcome cover, but then the striders emerged on the other side, twisting into sharp, almost vertical climbs to race up the sheer face of the cliff.
 
   The good news was that the enemy couldn't hit them here, at least not with the heavy weapons of the fort. The Hoshikumiai warstriders, however, were launching themselves from the parapets and going ascraft. As they banked and turned, maneuvering to attack the rebel forces, they had Green Flight pinned against the face of the cliff.
 
   Three missiles slammed into Newberg's strider, the detonations flashing in a rapid-fire triplet each as brilliant as the sun and strewing flaming wreckage up and out across the rocks.
 
   "Damn it!" Palmer cried. "Why didn't his PDLs work?"
 
   "Too close!" Vaughn replied. "They're too close! C'mon… we need to mix it up with these people. Break on my mark… three… two… one… break!"
 
   The four surviving Gyrfalcons of Green Flight arced back and away from the cliff, passing through the flight of Japanese ascraft-mode striders behind them. Vaughn's strider AI handled the flight controls; no human brain could react quickly enough to fly the warcraft that close to a cliff and anticipate enemy flier movements and weapon releases. The pilot could only shape general commands through the machine interface, a series of unvoiced mental nudges to go there or shoot that.
 
   An enemy war flier filled his forward view, a flattened wedge shape with a rough and uneven surface so black it made human eyes water when they tried to track it. At a range of scant meters, Vaughn and his AI together triggered both of the strider's charged particle weapons, sending a searing bolt of protons along a magnetic beam to slam into the Hojo craft's belly.
 
   His shot, he decided, must have holed the enemy machine's meta tanks. The exotic fuel was stable only at extremely low cryogenic temperatures, and any breach of the heavily shielded containment fields resulted in the instant release of energy—a very great deal of energy. The air-space craft disintegrated in white flame and a heavy thump of concussion; Vaughn flew through the fireball, twisting up hard to avoid crashing headlong into the cliff.
 
   "Scratch one Echo!" Vaughn shouted, using the alphabetic shorthand for an enemy combat machine.
 
   His Gyrfalcon was already lining up on a second Hojo ascraft. Kill it! he thought… and his strider shuddered with the insistent slam-slam-slam of his high-velocity KK cannon as it sent a stream of depleted uranium slugs ripping through Hoshi armor. The enemy craft was in a steep climb, going vertical, and pieces of wing and computronium armor began streaming off behind it in a glittering contrail. Seconds later, g-forces ripped the ascraft to pieces. "That's two!"
 
   The battle lasted only seconds… a long time in combat. Wheeler shot down one, while Hallman took out two in rapid-fire succession. Lance Corporal Kiel got one… but then a pair of Hojo striders dropped onto his tail, boxing him in, slashing at his machine with laser and particle gun fire. Kiel twisted hard to the left, trying to escape, and slammed into the cliff.
 
   It was now four against… how many? Six, Vaughn thought. There'd been twelve Hoshi striders at the beginning and the Griffins had taken down six. The survivors were scattering, though… and a moment later thirteen more Black Griffins descended from the sky… the rest of the squadron.
 
   "About time you shitheads put in an appearance!" Vaughn yelled, but it was pure adrenaline charging the words, not anger or fear. Vaughn was riding on pure yokie battle lust now. The Nihongo phrase was sento yokubo, shortened by New American military slang to yokie… the wild, hot insanity of combat.
 
   "The bastards had us pinned down, Tad!" Sergeant Benton Pardoe told him. "They scragged Dalton.…"
 
   "Can the chatter!" Vanderkamp ordered. "Get down on the top deck of that fortress now!…"
 
   Vaughn arced down out of the sky above the mobile fortress, his warstrider morphing from ascraft mode to walker. Legs extending, wings folding, he hit with a solid, brain-rattling jar. A Hojo strider dropped from the sky twenty meters away and Vaughn pivoted, tracking the machine, then fired a burst of deplur slugs, the recoil of that much mass accelerated at high speed knocking him back a step. Other Hoshi ascraft continued to circle overhead, like ungainly, delta-winged buzzards.
 
   "Blue Squadron!" Vanderkamp bellowed over the tactical channel. "Keep those ascraft off the rest of us! Green and Red… find the barn door!"
 
   "Let's see if we can pick up some intel," Vaughn suggested. "Koko! On your right!"
 
   An enemy ascraft had just dropped to the upper deck of the fortress, morphing from ascraft flier to legged strider and unfolding an impressive array of energy weapons as wings shifted into arms lined with hardpoints. Wheeler spun her strider and opened up at almost point-blank range with her autocannon. Vaughn took three long steps to get a clear shot at the enemy past Wheeler's machine, then triggered both particle guns in a searing display of electrical pyrotechnics.
 
   "Careful!" Vaughn warned. "Don't hole the meta tank!…"
 
   The enemy craft collapsed in a twisted tangle of black wreckage, the fuselage partly smashed and with greasy black smoke pouring from drive unit. A portion of the armor—Naga computronium—oozed like black tar.
 
   "Cover me!" Vaughn snapped. He strode purposefully ahead, reaching the smoking wreckage and crouching above it. With an effort of will, through his implant he extruded an interface tentacle… a bright silver tendril uncoiling from his machine and dipping into the wreck's ooze.
 
   The tendril was a part of his strider's own computronium matrix, and could pull data from another system like soda through a straw. It was bad news—very bad news—that the Hoshi were using Naga-enhanced warstriders now, but the Confederation had been expecting this development for some time now, and taken the technical steps necessary to take advantage of it when the time came.
 
   And the time, it seemed, was now.…
 
   "What've you got, Vaughn!" Vanderkamp demanded.
 
   "Not sure yet, Lieutenant." Data was dancing through his implant, displaying itself as cascades of numbers flitting through his brain too quicksilver-fast to translate. He glimpsed file names… code books… language translators. He couldn't read any of them because they were encrypted, but G2 would be able to use the big codebreaker AIs back at headquarters to crack them.
 
   He hoped. The Confederation had paid a painfully high price for this intel already… and the dance wasn't over yet.
 
   "Looks like we found the barn door," Hallman called from fifty meters away. "Barn door" was slang for the large hatchway or hangar entrance on planetary defense bases, carrier spacecraft, and other large structures that were used for the launch and recovery of ascraft or troops.
 
   "Burn through it!" Vanderkamp ordered.
 
   "Lieutenant," Vaughn called, "I think we have what we came for." He retracted the data siphon, its substance merging smoothly with the Naga matrix of his strider's armor. Unreadable data continued to sing through his mind. "We can get off this thing and let the big guys in orbit take it out."
 
   "You zap that shit back up to orbit, Vaughn," Vanderkamp told him, "and then get into close-assault line. Do not tell me how to run my squadron, whack it?"
 
   Whack it, from the Nihongo wakarimase, was asking him if he understood.
 
   "I whack it, Lieutenant."
 
   "Good. Get your ass in gear, Mister."
 
   Vaughn grew an antenna on the upper portion of his warstrider's hull, searching for one of the Confederation's orbital assets. He found it—the frigate Andrews, which had a direct laser line-of-sight to the cruiser Independence. Enemy jamming might prevent teleoperating warstriders on the ground from orbit, but a burst transmission at optical frequencies would be all but impossible to block.
 
   He waited until the receipt ping came back down the line from the Indie, then folded up his antenna and moved toward the cluster of rebel striders on the fortress main entrance.
 
   Hallman and Jackowicz, a sergeant from Red Flight, were unfolding a nano-D collar. When open, the ring stretched some three meters in diameter, attached to any smooth surface, and was charged with nano-disassemblers—trillions of sub-micron-sized nanobots programmed to take things apart, molecule by molecule.
 
   "Clear!" Jackowicz called, and he transmitted the initiate command. Smoke rose from the ring, and seconds later a three-meter disk of hardened plasteel armor dropped away into the dark interior of the fortress. Vaughn heard the sharp clang as it struck the deck far below.
 
   "Bombs away!" Hallman shouted, dropping a grenade down the yawning hole. The darkness below lit up in a stark flash, and the fortress shell slammed against the strider footpads.
 
   "Okay," Vanderkamp said. "Carter! Pardoe! Hallman! Go-go-go!"
 
   The first three warstriders in line entered the pit, disappearing from view. Vaughn could hear the crisp sizzle of high-energy lasers, however, and the sharper crack of charged particle beams. More striders moved to the opening, dropping in one after another. Vaughn took a last look up at clouds and sky, noted that the enemy ascraft appeared to be retreating, and jumped in.
 
   Firing a brief burst from his meta thrusters, he touched down on the fort's hangar deck some twenty meters beneath the still-smoking hole. The place was pitch black save for a bit of illumination filtering down through the smoke and he switched to IR for a better view. More striders were dropping into the pit, now, and he moved quickly to get out from under. A flash from a far wall and a burst of light marked the discharge of a Hoshi warrior's CP beam; the return fire from the assault force tore a gaping hole in the wall and obliterated the enemy sniper.
 
   A dozen Imperial warstriders hung from a rack nearby, empty and without life. "That could be a Taifu," Vaughn said, indicating the nearest empty strider. "But it's been modified to hell and gone."
 
   "The one next to it is a Hariken two-seater," Hallman said.
 
   "Take 'em out!" Vanderkamp ordered. "I don't want the bastards teleopping them while we're down here! Vaughn! Talmand! Look for a data jack! Try that console over there!"
 
   "Yes, Lieutenant!"
 
   The console, Vaughn noted, was probably part of the fortress's strider deployment system, a means of linking through to warstriders while they were deployed outside. Several men in black uniforms lay sprawled in front of it, killed by the grenade blasts when the striders had broken in.
 
   Moving to the console, Vaughn extended a data probe, letting the Naga matrix configure the tip to mate with the console receptor. Again, data flowed, and Vaughn recorded it all. And within the data was an unencrypted tactical update.
 
   Enemy reinforcements were on the way.
 
   * * *
 
   Tai-i Shunichi Yamatami downloaded the tactical update, then barked out his orders. "Flights One and Three… attack the main hangar! Flight Four, move to the hangar galleries and take up firing positions! Move!"
 
   Flight Two was outside the fortress, hard-pressed, its numbers dwindled now to four… no, three. "Socho Ishiba!" he called. "Break off and retreat! You can do no more out there."
 
   "But Ta'i—"
 
   "Inside! Now!"
 
   "Hai, ryoshu!"
 
   Yamatami strode down the broad and echoing corridor toward the fortress's main hangar, along with the other striders from Flight One. A thought through his implants opened the main doorway, and he screamed the command to advance.
 
   Laser and particle beam fire snapped and hissed through the air, burning into Suga and Takaichi the moment they tried to move through the open door and forcing them back from the doorway. The assault force wavered in the face of devastating fire.
 
   "Front shields!" Yamatami called, and the massive Taifu Mod 2 warstriders reshaped themselves, their Naga matrix flowing to reinforce their forward quarters. He felt the… the crawling in his skull, and grimaced.
 
   Shunichi Yamatami still didn't like the idea of Naga symbiosis, and doubted that he would ever get used to it. Having an alien life form, even an artifical one created millions of years ago by a galactic super-intelligence, growing inside his brain and body like some kind of parasite seemed like a denial of his own humanity… a terrifying descent into the barbarism, the animalism of non-Japanese peoples.
 
   Chujo Hojo had spent a long time convincing Yamatami of the absolute need to accept the symbionts. The Confederation's rabble of a military was poorly organized, poorly coordinated, poorly supplied, and drastically outnumbered… but they possessed a startling military advantage over the forces of Dai Nihon in the form of the Naga symbionts. The Naga themselves didn't seem to care which side they helped; they were so alien in their view of the cosmos that the political divisions within Humankind were to them completely incomprehensible.
 
   The tough part had been getting Japanese warriors like Yamatami to accept the things inside their own bodies. The very thought still made him feel somewhat ill.
 
   But if accepting the black ooze meant defeating the gaijin rebellion once and for all…
 
   "Forward!" Yamatami yelled, and he launched himself at the door.
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   "Here they come!" Vanderkamp yelled. "Pour it on, people!"
 
   The doorway was a choke point, an opening so narrow that only a single Japanese warstrider could enter it at a time. By concentrating their fire, the New American forces could pin the first strider in line in a web of white fire and savage explosions, tearing into its forward armor with high-energy beams and hivel KK rounds in a devastating crossfire.
 
   The enemy Taifu war machines possessed a curiously organic look to them, stalking forward on articulated, digitigrade legs that gave them the look of ungainly, tailless tyrannosaurs. Their bodies, originally flattened egg-shapes, had taken on the form of immense black mushrooms as they shifted the majority of their Naga computronium forward to act as shielding. That armor was tough; it rapidly dissipated heat, and could flow into any craters blasted out of the matrix and heal them in an instant. But hit it often enough, hard enough, and quickly enough and head-sized chunks began flying off or vaporizing in bursts of greasy smoke.
 
   For their part, the enemy war striders could only continue to try crowding through that choke point. If they could get enough combat machines inside the main hangar and shooting back, they would be able to overwhelm the Confederation assault group with sheer weight of numbers.
 
   Unless…
 
   Vaughn turned his optical sensors onto the railed walkway halfway up the hangar's walls, mentally tagging doors and access hatchways, and trying to gauge the strength of the catwalk's steel supports. Well… the worst that could happen was that it would collapse under his weight.
 
   He jumped, firing his meta thrusters, sailing in a long, flat arc that brought him into a scrambling collision with the railing. He extended tentacles to grapple with the structure, hauling himself upright as the walk creaked alarmingly beneath his massive feet.
 
   "Vaughn!" Vanderkamp yelled. "What the hell are you doing?"
 
   "Just getting a different perspective, Lieutenant," he replied. From up here, he had a good line of sight on the door where the Hoshi striders were trying to force their way through. More important, the enemy machines were facing Vanderkamp and Hallman and the rest of his squadron, which meant he had a clear shot past the armored mushroom caps protecting their prows. Locking on to the lead target, he triggered his particle cannons, sending sheets of artificial lightning slashing into the Hoshi war machine below.
 
   The lead machine staggered back, colliding with one of its fellows. Vaughn opened up then with a stream of high-velocity deplur slugs, and the enemy strider's Naga armor matrix began to shred. It spun, elevating its prow, searching for Vaughn… and exposed its right side to a fusillade of deadly fire from Hallman and Talmud, firing side by side.
 
   The fire pierced the enemy strider's power plant, and the machine exploded in a white blast of savage noise and flame. 
 
   Warstrider combat had never been intended for the confines of manmade structures, the inside of a building however large. The surrounding walls, solid steel and ferroplas, were becoming heavily cratered and pocked, with massive scorch and burn marks.
 
   "Heads up, everyone," Vaughn called. "I'm going to nano-D!"
 
   "Negative, Green One!" Vanderkamp shot back. "The space is too enclosed!"
 
   "Best place to use it, lieutenant!" And he opened fire.
 
   "Damn it, Vaughn, that's against SOD!"
 
   SOD—Standard Operational Doctrine—was holy writ for warstrider squadrons, the basic rules of engagement. Other than for a few specific exceptions, the use of nano-disassembler weaponry was prohibited inside closed-in spaces like the interiors of buildings or spacecraft. There was too great a chance that the higher concentrations of nano-disassemblers would score own-goals against friendlies… or eat the deck out from beneath their feet.
 
   "Get the hell out!" Vaughn yelled. "We have what we came for.…"
 
   Extending his strider's ordnance launcher, he selected the  nano-D load-out, targeted the confused mass of Hoshi machines struggling in the doorway below, and triggered a long, rolling burst. Each shell detonated meters from the targets, firing like miniature shotguns while in flight. Each released a high-velocity cloud of micro-disassembler robots, a swarm of sub-micron-sized machines programmed to break down the molecular bonds of whatever they hit, reducing its material to a thin haze of gas and a lot of heat.
 
   The only defense was counter-nano, even tinier robots programmed to seek out nano-D and break it down. "Popping counter-N!" Hallman shouted. Gas launchers mounted on the exterior of the Confederation warstriders began firing off clouds of counter-nano, enveloping the rebel machines in a gray cloud of smoke. The Hoshi striders were firing counter-N as well, but several of the machines had already begun to dissolve in the highly corrosive cloud from Vaughn's fire. The lead Hoshi strider collapsed on the floor, large black chunks breaking from its body, its outlines softening. Its cockpit opened suddenly, blossoming like a flower… and the pilot struggled to get free.
 
   The man was shrieking, his legs deforming.…
 
   Vaughn forced himself to concentrate on the other enemy striders, to ignore the thrashing, dying pilot. Sometimes—not often, but sometimes—modern combat became horribly, nightmarishly personal. You didn't think, normally, about there being people inside the war machines you were engaging, didn't think about what happened to flesh and blood and human nervous systems when they were exposed to the raw savagery of advanced weaponry.
 
   The pilot was still trying to crawl to safety, but his legs were almost gone, now, bright red streaks on the flooring. Somebody shot the terribly wounded man and he stopped moving; Vaughn thought the shot had come from one of the Hoshi machines, but wasn't sure.
 
   Two more Japanese striders collapsed, their hulls dissolving, and the others began pulling back. Vaughn sent a stream of deplur slugs through the doorway after them. "Lieutenant!" he shouted. "I respectfully suggest we get the gok out of here!"
 
   For  moment, he thought  was going to balk, but then she sounded the squadron recall, a bright tone transmitted through each pilot's implant. "Fall back!" she ordered. "All striders, fall back!"
 
   But before they could move, six more Japanese striders began spilling out onto the catwalk across the hangar from Vaughn's position. From their vantage points overlooking the hangar floor, they began spraying the rebel machines below with heavy fire. Vaughn targeted the ferroplas supports beneath the other catwalk, hammering at them with particle cannon fire. The enemy returned his fire, and he felt the shock as depleted uranium slugs hammered into his strider's hull.
 
   From the floor below, Talmand opened up on the newly emerged enemy, pounding at one of the machines overhead with her particle-beam cannon, chewing through the safety railing on the catwalk, and holing the walk itself in several places. The Hoshikumiai strider, a bulky two-seater Hariken, twisted aside from Talmand's volley, collided with a smaller Arashikaze, trying to bring its weapons to bear, and then the catwalk gave way beneath its ponderous feet, sending all six warstriders tumbling noisily five meters to the floor below.
 
   The clash and clang of falling heavy combat machines thundered through the hangar. The other Black Griffins were on the way out, firing their meta thrusters one after the other to boost their jumps up through the hole in the roof.
 
   Vaughn pushed through the guardrail on his own section of catwalk, snapping it, then dropped to the floor using a burst from his meta thrusters to control his fall. He landed, flexing his legs to absorb the shock, then positioned himself beneath the broad, circular opening overhead leading to the outside world. More Hoshi striders were spilling into the huge compartment, now. Several of his comrades were firing down through the opening, now, trying to hold back the flood.
 
   Vanderkamp was the only friendly strider left on the floor. Vaughn joined her, turning to open up on the advancing Hoshi machines. He selected a string of M-720 high explosive missiles—conventional warheads, not nukes—and sent three of them twisting through the close space of the compartment and into the doorway twenty meters distant.
 
   "Tad, you need to get out now!" Hallman shouted from overhead, and Vaughn triggered his thrusters as he flexed and jumped, going airborne as enemy fire snapped and hissed past him. Vanderkamp followed an instant later, as the other Griffins grabbed hold of the ascending striders and dragged them up through the hole.
 
   The missiles were detonating below, savage thumps that felt like slams through the fortress's upper deck. Smoke billowed from the opening at their feet.
 
   "Put more missiles down there!" Vanderkamp ordered, and several of the waiting machines began firing conventional warheads in rapid-fire bursts. A Hellbrand, Vaughn thought, would go a long way toward ending the mobile fort's career… but that might make the E&E—Escape and Evasion—a bit of a problem.
 
   "Random dispersion." Vanderkamp ordered. "Stay low, stay fast, and rendezvous at Point Alfa. Now kick it!"
 
   Vaughn moved to the edge of the fortress deck, taking in the magnificent Abundancian panorama, towering waterfalls, the sprawl of the city, the golden clouds piled high in a violet sky. Other warstriders were visible—lots of them, rebel machines deploying across the plains between the city and the cliffs.
 
   He plunged off the fortress, morphing his warstrider into its ascraft configuration and kicking on the main jets.
 
   Behind him, the fortress exploded in flame and fountaining pillars of smoke and debris.
 
   * * *
 
   "My God, people," Hallman bellowed, waving his drink, "we kicked some major Dai Nihon ass today!"
 
   They were in El Tambor Roto, a club, bar, and restaurant located on La Calle de Las Vertudes near the center of the city sprawl. Much of the establishment was actually underground, which meant it had been spared the worst of the bombardment from the Japanese mobile fortresses… but floor-to-ceiling viewalls inside displayed an aerial view of the Cataratas Cliffs, looking down into a sea of mist complete with a deeply red-shifted rainbow.
 
   Two days had passed since the wild battle at the mobile fortress, and the Black Griffins had earned a bit of down-time. The Japanese had pulled out, unable or unwilling to face the Confederation reinforcements that continued to stream down from orbit. The surviving mobile forts had been pulled back. The latest reports said they were under attack from orbit nearly fifty kilometers to the west.
 
   The city of Asunción was safe… at least for the moment.
 
   "We did okay," Laris Palmer said. She laughed. "Maybe that's why the scuttlebutt about them making us into officers!"
 
   "Gok it!" Vaughn said with considerable, alcohol-lubricated feeling. "I don't want to be an officer!"
 
   "It would mean more pay," Talmand said, looking into her drink as if to find answers there. "More prestige. What's not to like?" She didn't sound happy about it, however.
 
   "It puts us up there on the same level with Red One, for one thing," Hallman said. Red One was the squadron designation for Doreen Vanderkamp. "I don't think Tad likes that!"
 
   " 'S hysterical," Jackowicz said. He frowned, considered his words, then tried again. "I mean historical. Ever since ancient Rome, flight ossifers've been ossifers.…"
 
   Seven of them had had rendezvoused at the Tambor Roto that evening, all of them members of the Black Griffins—the survivors of Green flight, Vaughn, Talmand, Hallman, and Palmer, plus three from Red: Pardoe, Jackowicz, and Falcone. The manager of the place had greeted them effusively and grandly declared that their meals were en la casa—on the house. It seemed that the Griffins were heroes so far as the locals were concerned.
 
   Vaughn wasn't entirely sure they were going to make it as far as the free food, however. They'd started the drinking a couple of hours earlier at a different bar up the street, and since arriving here had been burning through the Tambor's hard stuff at a prodigious rate.
 
   "Jacko," Vaughn said carefully, considering Jackowicz's statement, "I really don't think the ancient Romans had flight officers."
 
   "Well, if they had, they all would've been ossi… off-i-cers. Am I right?"
 
   "And why do we have to do what the ancient Romans did?" Corporal Don Falcone said.
 
   "Well, when in Rome…" Pardoe began.
 
   Vaughn shook his head. "Uh-uh. We're not in Rome." He blinked, replaying the conversation, or at least as much as he could remember of it. He was having a little trouble keeping up. Damn, what did the locals put in these drinks? They called the stuff tequila, but to make it they fermented the juice of a local plant, a spiky, brown, scraggly looking thing with a carbon chemistry similar to Earth's, but which had never been within eighty light years of Mexico or the agave azul. The stuff had a kick like a Newbraskan gruffalo.
 
   "So what happens," Vaughn asked, "if they go to officer pilots, huh?"
 
   "One of two things," Hallman replied. "Either they make us into officers…"
 
   "Unacceptible," Pardoe put in.
 
   "…or they make us non-strider infantry with a battlefield life expectancy of roughly three minutes."
 
   "Y'know," Vaughn said slowly, "I don't think I like that."
 
   "Not a whole lot of good choices, there," Falcone said.
 
   "Man, I don't want to be an officer!" Hallman said.
 
   "Copy that," Vaughn said. "Some of us prefer to work for a living.…"
 
   In practice, and despite what the military propaganda said, the Confederation military was far from a unified whole. Different member worlds had different traditions, and different ways of organizing their armed forces. The Navy, always traditionalist in the extreme, still used officers exclusively to crew their air/space fighters. The army often—but not in every case—tended toward the more modern approach, which was to use enlisted personnel in their war striders, with an officer, usually a chu-i, or senior lieutenant, commanding each squadron. The old designation of officers as people who'd received advanced education—college or a military academy—had begun breaking down a couple of centuries earlier, as more and more people began picking up complex technical training through direct cerebral download rather than classwork. 
 
   The Black Griffins had been made up of enlisted personnel since its inception ten years before, and the system had worked well. Now, according to scuttlebutt, the Griffin's parent unit, the 451st Aerospace Warstrider Brigade, was going to be switching to the older officer-and-a-gentleman nonsense. Vaughn had to admit that that the extra credits would be nice; officers received almost five times the pay of enlisted personnel. But the extra spit-and-polish, the added responsibility, the additional politics that wormed its way into everything officers did… it just wasn't worth it.
 
   Of course, no one had bothered to ask the personnel who'd be directly affected by the decision what they thought.
 
   "Choices," Jackowicz said with solemn dignity. "We need more gokking choices."
 
   "Well, we don't have to worry about it now," Talmand pointed out. "They wouldn't make a change like that while we're in the middle of a deployment, right? They'll wait until we're pulled back to New America."
 
   "Makes sense," Hallman said. He absently fingered the silver gunso rank device on his collar. "Officers, huh?"
 
   "Ah, look at the bright side," Vaughn said. "If they do make us officers, we'll be able to kick Vanderkamp's ass."
 
   Talmand giggled. "You're just still pissed that she reamed you a new one."
 
   " 'Ignoring accepted tactical doctrine,' " Vaughn recited, leaning back in the chair and closing his eyes. " 'Disobedience to lawful orders during combat.' "
 
   "Ah, she won't be able to make that one stick," Hallman said.
 
   "Maybe not," Vaughn said, "but you gotta believe that I'm on Red One's shit list."
 
   Doreen Vanderkamp was an OCD micromanager with a long history of making the troops under her command miserable. She could be sarcastic, mean, and petty, individually or all at once, and scuttlebutt had it that she'd twice been reprimanded for the Black Griffins' low morale.
 
   But there wasn't much that could be done, at least from the enlisted perspective. The wing CO, Major Holcomb, didn't like interfering in squadron affairs, and generally let the troops sort out their problems themselves. Trying to go over Vanderkamp's head would just get the complaint bumped back to her desk… and land the complainer in some very hot water indeed.
 
   The manager of the Tambor herself and a couple of her human assistants brought their meals, rather than leaving it to the robotic servers. "Por los heroés," she said grandly, setting a plate of enchiladas in front of Palmer. "Y con mil gracias.…"
 
   But Vaughn wasn't feeling much like a hero. He kept remembering that bunch of civilians trapped in the church… and his paralyzed uncertainty about what to do. That whole incident had taken only seconds, but had felt like an eternity.
 
   He never did find out what had happened to those people. When he got back to the church, after the fighting was over, the church had been reduced to rubble. Had the civilians escaped, or had they been trapped inside? There was no way of knowing, though Vaughn feared they'd stayed put as he'd told them… and been buried.
 
   Damn, damn, damn…
 
   "¡Que lo paséis bien!" the manager exclaimed after their meals had been served, and she led her coterie off.
 
   "You know," Vaughn said with a quietly intense deliberation, "I really hate this war."
 
   He started eating. Like the tequila, his camarones Mexicanos had never been within light years of Mexico. The shrimp weren't shrimp at all, but a kind of mobile, segmented fungus native to Abundancia.
 
   "Who doesn't? It sucks." Talmand said. She took a bite of her own food. "Ooh. That's good."
 
   "Yeah," Hallman added. "The one hope we had of coming out on top in this thing got shit-canned at the Catarata Cliffs."
 
   Vaughn sagged a bit inside. For two days, no one in the squadron had been talking about that. It was as though the Hojo striders with Naga symbiosis were taboo, a matter strictly off-limits even for speculation.
 
   "I wasn't talking about that, actually," he said. "I'd just like to know… well… what the hell are we fighting for, anyway?"
 
   "Freedom, of course," Falcone said. He raised his glass. "Liberté, egalité, fraternité…"
 
   "Freedom from Dai Nihon," Pardoe added. "Down with Imperial Japan!"
 
   "So," Vaughn asked, "does it even matter to the Abunduncias whether their planet is part of the Confederation, or Dai Nihon?"
 
   "Heresy!" Palmer exclaimed, laughing.
 
   "Careful there, Buddy," Hallman said. "You don't want the BMOs to hear talk like that." The Battalion Morale Officers seemed to be everywhere lately, poking into what the troops were saying, what they were thinking.
 
   "You don't want Vanderkamp to hear you talk like that," Pardoe added.
 
   "Well gok 'em," Vaughn said. "Gok 'em all." He downed his glass of ersatz tequila, felt the harsh desert burn in his throat, shuddered once, and slammed the glass back on the table. "Gok 'em," he added once more, quietly, but with deadly emphasis.
 
   Vaughn tended to stay away from politics, especially in squadron bull sessions. Just discussing politics generally ended up as a lose-lose proposition, so far as he was concerned.
 
   He knew the military civics lectures well enough. The Confederation was a constitutional republic founded on principles arising from the former United States of America—in particular the Constitution, the Bill of Rights, and the Declaration of Independence. He knew that, and even believed it.
 
   Unfortunately, though, it was also ruled by a very human government—by twenty-five distinct planetary governments, in fact, though Jefferson, the capital city of New America maintained a minor precedence. Like any human instrument, the Confederation was prone to corruption and to political malfeasance, to influence peddling, bribery, venality, greed, and good old-fashioned institutional stupidity.
 
   And the stupidity was key, here. The Confederation had blundered into this most recent war with the Empire like a drunken man falling into a hole. What had started as border raids had rapidly escalated to full-blown warfare with the Hoshikumiai, the Empire's Star Union allies.
 
   Abundancia had requested Confederation assistance and Jefferson had responded by sending a strike force and the Black Griffins. Unfortunately, the rebels were still completely outnumbered and in most ways outclassed by the far more powerful forces of Dai Nihon—Imperial Japan.
 
   And now, apparently, those forces had weighed in with the Star Union, and the Confederation now found itself locked in a struggle with a military force that outnumbered it ten to one. Worse still by far, the one advantage the rebels had possessed—the Naga symbiotes—was now being enjoyed by the Japanese as well. Not good.…
 
   "Maybe," Talmand suggested, "the intel we brought back from that fortress will turn out to be important. Maybe it will win the war."
 
   Hallman snorted. "Yeah, right."
 
   "Doesn't work that way, Koko," Vaughn told her. "Intelligence picks up a bit here, a whisper there… and maybe by the time G2 finishes piecing the whole thing together it's still relevant. Maybe."
 
   "So what did we learn?" Corporal Linda Meir asked. "What was in the data? Anybody hear?"
 
   "Nah," Hallman shrugged. "It wouldn't have been anything vital, that's for sure. They'd have any really important data firewalled six ways from Sunday, sequestered, and hidden away off-site, so evil characters like us can't sneak in, stick a probe in the Naga matrix, and slurp up the data."
 
   "Roger that," Palmer said.
 
   Jackowicz, Vaughn noticed, was at the point of nodding off. "Someone grab Jacko, there," he said, "or he's going to land face-down in his food."
 
   Hallman and Talmand moved Jackowic's plate and gently lowered his head to the table.
 
   "And now," Vaughn added, "if the rest of us can keep from falling face-down when the Empire comes after us.…"
 
   * * *
 
   "Has Jade Moon been compromised?" Hojo demanded. When there was no immediate reply, he slammed his fist down on the table. "Well? Has it?"
 
   Chu-i Isoru Tanaka's normally bland face twisted in what might have been discomfort… or even fear. "It… is very difficult to say," he replied. "We're still checking to see what files they might have accessed."
 
   "Either they had access to Jade Moon or they did not. Which is it?"
 
   Tanaka's discomfort grew. "They… yes, Lord. When they tapped in to the network in the hangar bay, they might have downloaded the briefing log that included the Jade Moon profile."
 
   "Baka…"
 
   "But there was nothing critical in that file, Lord! Nothing that would mean anything whatsoever to the gaijin!"
 
   "Indeed. And you have such keen insight into the enemy's plans, and such perfect understanding of their military intelligence that you can guarantee this to the High Command? To the Emperor?"
 
   Tanaka opened his mouth… then snapped it shut. "No, Lord," he said after a moment.
 
   "I will not have the enemy underestimated, Chu-i. And I will not risk our operation with overconfidence. "
 
   "Yes, Lord Chujo." Tamaka hesitated. "Lord, my life is yours.…"
 
   "Nonsense. I do not expect you to take your own life. What I expect is a clear and honest report. Understand?"
 
   "Wakarimase." Tanaka bowed, indicating both his understanding and his acceptance of Hojo's will.
 
   "Good," Hojo said, nodding his response. "We will assume that the enemy does know of Jade Moon… and prepare our forces accordingly. It would be disastrous if they made contact with even one of the star gods before we did."
 
   "Hai, Chujosama!"
 
   "You are dismissed."
 
   Tanaka saluted, turned crisply, and strode from the room. Hojo watched him go… and thought about the gods.…
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   "Once a technic civilization leaves the turmoil and boisterous confrontation of youth, however, it can be expected to enter a period of extreme stability and longevity. Cosmic events like cometary impacts or nearby gamma ray bursts no longer pose existential threats. Such civilizations would become essentially eternal, with lifetimes measured in gigayears.
 
   We estimate that since intelligence first appeared within the Galaxy, the number of such super-intelligent species has been steadily increasing, and that that number today may exceed eight to ten billion.
 
   —Alien Stargods Within Our Galaxy
 
   Dr. Akira Nakatani
 
   C.E. 2549
 
    
 
   "Ladies… gentlemen… as you were."
 
   The craggy features of Colonel Rudolph Hays Griffin scowled out at them from within a mental window open in Vaughn's mind. Physically, Griffin was somewhere up in orbit; his command post was on board the Confederation heavy cruiser Independence, but the entire regiment was jacked-in for this briefing, which had been called for 0900 hours on the third day after Cataratas.
 
   "During the battle on the mobile fortress," Griffin went on, "some of our personnel were able to secure certain records. Our analyses of those records now suggests that this intelligence could be of unparalleled importance."
 
   So Koko was right, Vaughn thought. Maybe the intel wasn't going to stop the war, but Griffin sounded convinced that whatever Green Flight had brought back, it had been good stuff. The interesting part was that scuttlebutt had been flying for a couple of days now, suggesting that G2 had picked up something vital.
 
   And now it sounded as though they were about to find out what it was. Vaughn could sense a ripple of excitement around him, and through his implants. The Black Griffins currently were in the ad hoc squadron ready room that had been set up for them in a relatively undamaged hotel in Asuncion.
 
   "Twenty years ago," Griffin said, "we untangled the Web. We had thought at the time that the Web represented a single, somewhat monolithic SAI. We now recognize that this belief was… simplistic. The actual situation is very much more complicated than that. More complicated, and a great deal more deadly."
 
   As Vaughn listened to Griffin talk, he felt a rising sense of alarm… a sense that swiftly burgeoned into fear. The Web had been… how best to put it? A kind of extended, galactic brain. Extraordinarily large and far-flung, extraordinarily powerful, and utterly beyond the ken of Humankind. The best guess about what it was physically was that it was a collection of super-AI nodes, or SAIs, possibly Jupiter-sized planets of pure computronium linked with one another through K-T space into a single, titanic computer network. Some thousands of ancient civilizations had made the transition, eons before, from organic life to AI, to artificial intelligence, and eventually linked with one another to create a single meta-intelligence that dominated the Galaxy.
 
   Smart money said that humans would go that route as well on another few thousands or millions of years; cerebral implant technology and the ability to jack their nervous systems directly into their machines strongly suggested as much. Until then, however, any merely organic intelligence like humans would be far outclassed by beings billions of years older.
 
   "Everyone knows," Griffin continued, "that we scored a significant victory—at least a kind of victory—over the Web twenty years ago. We'd learned of the Web's existence… and that the Web was responsible for creating the Naga. We learned that the Naga were a kind of terraforming device—a Web-forming device, actually, a kind of high-tech advance scout seeded across multiple star systems in order to prepare worlds for absorption into the Web commonality. A digitized human soldier named Dev Cameron managed to upload a kind of computer virus into the Web matrix. The virus permitted human AIs to communicate with the Web, at least after a fashion… and eventually to convince them to leave human civilization alone.…"
 
   The ploy, Vaughn knew, had worked. At least, everyone assumed it had worked; the Web had made no hostile moves against any of Humankind's worlds, at any rate, for the past two decades. But the situation still was very much one of waiting for a second shoe to drop. The current truce was unlikely to hold forever.
 
   "Unfortunately," Griffin went on, as though reading Vaughn's mind, "we don't know how long this state of affairs will last. The problem is that humans aren't really in direct contact with the Web. Our xenosophontologists believe that the Web SAI—their super-artificial intelligence—has no interest in humans or their affairs whatsoever. Any communication between the two took place at a very low, possibly purely automatic, non-conscious level of awareness. The Web is no more aware of us than we normally are of Demodex mites."
 
   Vaughn had to look that one up, pulling down a library entry through his cerebral implant. The reference was to a tiny arachnid, Demodex follicilorum, a mite just a few tenths of a millimeter long, too small to be seen with the unaided eye, that lived inside the pores and hair follicles of people's faces and was sometimes called an "eyebrow mite." They were harmless in most cases… and for the most part humans never even realized the squirming little creatures were there.
 
   Vaughn wondered if Griffin was being deliberately insulting with the comparison, though. Rudy Griffin had gone farther down the cyborg path than most of those in the squadron—all the way to CL-3, with Naga implants designed and programmed to enhance his organic intelligence to super-bright levels. A lot of his body was implant technology as well, allowing him to reshape his arms and legs as needed… almost as though he himself were a Naga-enhanced warstrider. The strider pilots joked a lot, in a grim sort of way, about the obsolescence of humans and how cyborgs like Griffin were going to replace them all… and Griffin had been known to join in the fun during off-duty get-togethers.
 
   But he didn't sound like he was joking now, and scuttlebutt had it that the Web truly was… not a SAI, a super-AI intelligence, but a hyperintelligence, a being so powerful mentally that it literally couldn't notice things as small and as slow and as evolutionarily primitive as humans. Even super-brights like Griffin were simply below any hyperintelligent being's cognitional radar.
 
   "The xenosoph people," Griffin went on, "believe that the Web is… or was a composite, massively parallel AI mind, one made up of some billions of separate nodes scattered across our Galaxy. Their best estimates suggest that there might be nine or ten billion of these. That sounds like an awful lot, yeah… but the volume of our Galaxy, calculated as a cylinder 100,000 light years across and averaging about ten thousand light years thick, turns out to be something like seven point eight trillion cubic light years. If ten billion computational nodes are evenly distributed through that volume, we could expect the nearest of them to be, oh, say about four thousand light years away."
 
   Well… that didn't sound so bad. At this point in history, Humankind had explored a volume of space only a couple of hundred light years across, with colonies extending to a bit over half that distance out. Then Vaughn realized that what Griffin was talking about were averages. The nearest node might be closer… much closer, or it might be much more distant. If the distribution of nodes was truly random, there would be one every seven to eight thousand light years. The location of any one, and how close it was to Sol, would essentially be set by pure chance.
 
   How close, he wondered, was the closest to Earth?
 
   "These nodes," Griffin went on, "would be extremely powerful AIs… computers the size of planets… or even whole star systems. They might be matrioshka brains—Dyson swarms of pure computronium arranged in multiple shells. Or they might be other types of megastructure… things we can't even imagine yet. We believe that they maintain communication with one another by way of artificially generated microscopic wormholes through K-T space, and that this was how the Web could emerge from the network as a conscious mind. Quite apart from the Web… each individual node would house its own emergent AI mind… an extraordinarily powerful intellect some millions or even billions of times faster and more powerful than any merely organic mind.
 
   "We could imagine these… these beings as literal gods… except that no god in any human religion or mythology ever had even a fraction of the scope and reach and sheer power that we're talking about here.
 
   "Now… as big and powerful and scary as all of that is," Griffin went on, "if we were just up against the Web, we might not have a whole lot to be concerned about. The Web is so far beyond human levels of cognition and awareness that we literally don't share anything at all in common. The only reason we clashed with them twenty years ago was the fact that they are so advanced. They literally didn't notice us when they started webaforming planets in which we were interested… any more than we might notice an anthill when we step on it."
 
   So… from face mites to ants. That seemed to be a small improvement.
 
   "But several months ago, we began to get reports from the DalRiss that the situation is changing. The Web appears to be fragmenting, at least out toward our part of space. And some of those fragments are going SAIco."
 
   The room, Vaughn realized, had just grown very quiet. SAIcos were hypothetical… or at least they never had been directly observed by humans. The alien species known as the DalRiss had reported the existence of so-called Mad Minds, of SAI hyperintellects that had attempted transcendence to a higher cognitive state—and failed. Humans, though, so far as was known, had never encountered one directly.
 
   The DalRiss, bisomatic symbiotic entities that had pursued bioengineering to a degree humans could only marvel at, were Humankind's window on Galactic civilization. They'd been spacefarers in their living starships at least since before the dawn of human history, and had been aware of the Web for thousands of years. If they were claiming that the Web was coming apart, they had to be taken seriously.
 
   And if some of those fragments were SAIco… that was very, very bad news indeed.
 
   "While Cameron's actions blocked Web interference in human activities or within human-occupied star systems," Griffin went on, "we believe that the loss of system protocols over very large parts of the Galaxy may have resulted in numerous, local attempts to achieve Transcendence again. We estimate that the original Web—a galactic AI consisting of some billions of individual processing nodes—at a technological level of t:6.0 on the W/M Scale," Griffin told them, "possibly t:6.5. With the collapse of the Web's galactic mind… or with individual nodes suddenly cut off from the Web, those fragments would find themselves at a much lower cognition level… possibly t:4.0, perhaps even lower. Those shrunken minds, naturally, would feel they were missing something, would feel pinched and crippled, and a lot of them would try to bootstrap themselves back up the singularity ladder.
 
   "And, inevitably, some of those attempts would fail."
 
   Vaughn let out a low, quiet whistle as he tried to come to grips with Griffin's blunt assessment.
 
   The idea of the Technological Singularity had been well understood for over five centuries now, long-expected, much-discussed, never realized. As the pace of scientific and technological advancement quickened, people felt more and more out of touch with what was happening around them. At some point, technological advance became asymptotic—a vertical line on the steadily rising graph of change over time.
 
   For centuries, now, visionaries, futurists, and cultural observers had argued over what that might actually mean. All agreed that the change, when it occurred, would completely transform what it meant to be human… even what it meant to be alive. Human immortality, the digital upload of human minds, the merging of organic and artificial intelligence… all were possibilities, and the various religious groups that were centered on the Singularist theme anticipated the coming Transcendence with a degree of anticipation not seen since the Rapturist theologies of the 19th and 20th centuries.
 
   Based on what the DalRiss had reported, however, things were more complex than that. Xenosophontologists now understood that technic civilizations evolved through not one, but many successive singularities, each one emerging at far greater heights of technology than had gone before. They had created the Wiseman/Miller technological scale to measure relative tech advancement.
 
   On the logarithmic W/M scale, dolphins and other beings without any technology at all were rated as oT: 0.0, with the lower-case "o" standing for "organic." Humans at their current state of development were—with some argument—classified as o/cp: 0.84, where the "cp" stood for "cybernetic prostheses" and referred to both cybernetic implants and the use of Naga symbionts living inside the human brain.
 
   Eventually, many advancing organic species created AI mentalities, and many went on to merge with those minds in various ways. The first technological singularity experienced by an evolving species was generally encountered when joint AI and organic minds reached o/a: 1.0, though the DalRiss reported that some species made the singularity jump without either AI enhancements or prosthetics. By the time a species reached their second singularity, there generally was no simple way to distinguish between artificial and organic mentalities; such minds were classified as "t," for "transcendant."
 
   An intelligence with a t:6.0 level mind was, in very rough terms, ten times more powerful than a t:5.0 mind… and a hundred times more powerful than one at t:4.0. How would it feel, Vaughn wondered, to have the scope and speed and depth of your thoughts suddenly slashed a hundred-fold or more? Yeah… if it happened to him, he'd want to get some of what he'd lost back as well.
 
   But according to the DalRiss who'd reported on what they knew of other cultures, attempts to instigate a forced singularity ended in failure more often than not. Usually, a failed jump to a higher cognitive level was a non-event. The AI remained at its former mental state, unable to bootstrap itself to a more highly evolved level and achieve a personal singularity. But sometimes…
 
   An artificial mind that failed to achieve singularity might lose a part of itself, might become unstable… a Mad Mind.
 
   A SAIco.
 
   "So the situation now," Griffin said in their minds, "is extremely uncertain. The DalRiss believe that a number of former nodes comprising the Web have lost contact with the primary intelligence. Several have tried to initiate a new singularity, probably in hopes of reconnecting with whatever is left of the Web. A few are… damaged. And dangerous. "
 
   "Dangerous how, Sir?" Hallman asked.
 
   "Shut it, Hallman," Lieutenant Vanderkamp growled over the link.
 
   "No… that's okay, Lieutenant," Griffin said. "Good question. Some may be paranoid, and lashing out at anything they perceive to be a threat. Some may—with a certain amount of justification, I suppose—blame us for what happened to the Web. They could be seeking retaliation. For most of them, though… their thought processes, attitudes, and personal filters are impossible for humans to understand even at the best of times. Their emotions—ha! Assuming they even have emotions as we understand the word—they would be utterly beyond our ability to grasp them. They might lash out at other cultures or technologies… and if we were on the receiving end we would never know what hit us. Like I said, even these… these fragments of the Web are more powerful, are smarter than any god ever worshipped by human humans. They're gods, very powerful gods. Some of them have been trying to bootstrap themselves back up to super-godhood over the past twenty years… and some of them have gone crazy trying it. Hell, I would imagine that after Cameron finished with the Web, even the sane ones were pissed.…"
 
   He let that sink in. How, Vaughn wondered, do you go about fighting a god?
 
   "The intelligence you brought back from the Imperial mobile fortress the other day," Griffin continued, "mentions something the Japanese are calling Operation Hisui Tsuki… Jade Moon. It seems that one of their scouts has found… something, something well out beyond the edge of human-explored space. It appears to be a kind of matrioshka brain.…"
 
   The concept took its name from the multiply nested Russian dolls carved from wood and painted like a succession of figures—family members, or politicians, or characters from fables. For xenosophontologists, a matrioshka brain was a Dyson swarm of objects surrounding a star or, possibly, something smaller—a brown dwarf, a Jovian planet ignited to radiate like a small star, or even a black hole. If the swarm consisted of asteroid-sized modules of computronium using lasers or radio to mutually communicate, they could create a computer network of staggering size and power. The nested-doll concept came into play with the distribution of a number of the computronium modules as shells surrounding the central object. The innermost shell would absorb heat and radiation directly from the star or other body, use it to power its part of the network, and radiate waste heat. The second shell would absorb this secondary radiation, use it, and emit radiation of its own… and so on up and up and up until only a trickle of waste heat emerged from the outermost shell.
 
   These shells would not be solid, of course; such a design would be inherently unstable and would eventually slide off-center and collide with the central object. They would be, rather, clouds of separate modules, either in independent orbits or, more likely, they would consist of clouds of statites—stationary satellites—suspended motionless above the star, balanced between gravity and radiation pressure on vast light sails.
 
   An image appeared inside a download window within Vaughn's mind, and in the mind of each other person in the briefing. He could see a starfield… and a tightly packed globular star cluster circled by multiple rings of blackness.
 
   No… not a globular cluster. At least… not a natural one. Several hundred deep red stars glowed in tightly packed splendor, but as chains, loops, and whorls of obviously artificial design. As he watched, Vaughn could see movement in there, with sun chasing sun along those precisely engineered courses.
 
   Japanese kanji appeared on the view at the lower right—readouts of distance, temperature, azimuth and elevation, velocity, magnetic flux, and other data. The cluster was less than one astronomical unit distant.
 
   "What the hell are we looking at?" Talmand asked.
 
   "Keep watching," Griffin said.
 
   The view panned right, taking in several nearby stars, red dwarf suns close enough to cast glimmers of a somber ruby glow across those dark clouds… just enough to show that there was something there, something very dark, quite indistinct… and looking slightly fuzzy against the vista of background stars. One red dwarf was clearly beyond the cluster and its attendant clouds, and as Vaughn stared at it the perspective of what he was seeing snapped into focus.
 
   A typical red dwarf star is small… perhaps an eighth up to half the mass of Earth's sun, and measuring between eight percent and sixty percent of Sol's radius. Assuming the nearby red dwarfs were in that range… the close-packed ruby stars of the patently artificial cluster were considerably smaller, smaller even than a brown dwarf… perhaps the size of Jupiter or a little larger.
 
   Jupiter didn't burn like a star, however.
 
   Nor, for that matter, did gas giants follow one another in densely engineered orbits. Vaughn didn't know how the trick was being done—the orbits, the tiny size of the suns—but he knew he was looking at some extremely advanced technology.
 
   One of the red dwarfs, positioned well off to one side of the cluster, was connected to the very center of the cluster by a dazzling thread of white light. The thread appeared to be bathing something at the center of the artificial cluster, creating a pulsing, lambent glare. The star, somehow, was feeding its own energy into the cluster.
 
   "These images were returned by the Nihongo explorer Shinsei five weeks ago," Griffin told them. "The location is in the general direction of the constellation Ophiuchus… about two thousand light years out. We think this is a matrioshka hypernode… and that it's the closest Web node to Sol. We're still trying to understand what we're looking at here… but we think that the cluster is made of fusing packets of hydrogen—Jupiter-sized artificial stars. Each of those smaller stars is the center of a micro-Dyson sphere, essentially a planetary matrioshka brain. We've counted nearly three thousand of them in there. The intellect within the cluster must be incredibly powerful."
 
   After experiencing one impossible revelation after another, Vaughn felt as though his brain was going to explode. Humans, he thought, had no business peering into the doings of the gods.…
 
   But what if?…
 
   "Colonel… question?" Vaughn asked.
 
   "Shoot."
 
   "Sir, if this thing is a computronium node… a piece of the Web… is it one of these Mad Minds you mentioned?"
 
   "We don't know, Sergeant Major," Griffin replied. "Not for certain. But if you keep watching, you'll see something that might begin to answer your question. Something… disquieting, I'm afraid."
 
   The camera angle capturing the image in their heads panned again, centering on one of the other, nearer red dwarf stars. The view blurred… steadied… then zoomed in sharply. The star, they could now see, was ringed by glittering black and silver objects that looked like dust but which must be titanic machines or devices of some kind in orbit around the sun. There were millions of them, reduced to fuzzy rings by distance.
 
   And as they watched, the rings on the nearest star began rotating latitudinally, the plane of their orbit shifting until it took on the aspect of a titanic bullseye—a glowing red central target surrounded by a darker ring.
 
   "If I didn't know better," Falcone said quietly, "I'd swear that thing was being pointed at us!"
 
   Vaughn noticed that the numerals alongside the words "magnetic flux" were suddenly increasing… increasing fast. Incredibly powerful magnetic fields were reaching out from the star to the Nihongo spacecraft.
 
   "As a matter of fact—" Giffin began…
 
   And then the scene flared and went black. A babble of excited murmurs ran through the watching troops. "Christ!" Sergeant Wheeler said.
 
   "The Nihongo ship was destroyed by what appears to be a deliberately directed stream of plasma from that star."
 
   "If the ship recording those images was destroyed," Vanderkamp said, "how did we get them?"
 
   "The Shinsei had established a lasercom link with another ship ten light hours away," Griffin replied. "That other ship recorded the Shinsei's transmissions, and was able to escape into K-T space before the locals could reach her."
 
   "Gok, those bastards are starlifting," Falcone said, his mental voice incredulous. "Starlifting…"
 
   Starlifting was another of those hypotheticals, something described by the DalRiss but never encountered yet by humans. It involved using various advanced technologies to remove mass from a star—a very great deal of mass, which would then then be separated into its constituent elements and used in mega-engineering projects like Dyson spheres or matrioshka brains. The most common element, hydrogen, might be diverted into Jupiter-sized lumps and turned into microstars; if you happened to know the trick of elemental transmutation, you could squeeze the extracted matter into any element on the periodic table.
 
   According to DalRiss sources, starlifting could also be used to reduce the mass of very large suns—the O and B supergiants that burned so hot and fast that they used up their stores of fuel in a mere few hundred million years. Reduce a giant down to red dwarf size, and you had a star that would burn happily for trillions of years. The Web intelligences, it seemed, preferred to take the long view.
 
   Smaller stars were more efficient, too. Naturally burning suns used only a few percent of their mass as nuclear fuel. Artificially reducing a giant to sub-dwarf size ensured that much more of the fuel would be burned, and that would extend the star's lifetime even more.
 
   The intelligence now occupying the Ophiuchan hypernode evidently was so comfortable manipulating stars that they could use them as weapons. Those dusty looking rings, Vaughn thought, were probably devices designed to somehow squeeze the star's magnetic field—or generate a much more powerful field of their own. Squeeze the star hard enough, right down to its core, and a slender jet of white-hot plasma, probably running some tens of millions of degrees, would shoot out of the star with terrifying accuracy. They were using the system to feed something at the heart of the hypernode… probably a small black hole, Vaughn thought, if the local gravitational metrics were anything to judge by.
 
   And at need they could flip the jet around and turn it into a weapon powerful enough to turn a planet into a cinder… and instantly vaporize a Dai Nihon starship.
 
   And the Japanese were sending an expedition out there to try to talk to these beings, who might or might not be SAIco.
 
   "New America," Griffin said slowly, "wants us to get an expeditionary force out there… and fast. If we can beat the Japanese and get there first, well and good. If they get there first… well, we have to see if we can kick them out. Either way, it is imperative that they not be allowed to form an alliance with highly advanced aliens.
 
   "One way or another, Confederation Military Command wants us to make contact with these aliens, not the Japanese. That… or at least make certain that the Japanese don't manage to do so. The fact that the aliens shot first and didn't even bother talking about it suggests that we won't have to worry about Japanese first-contact. The Ophiuchan hypernode intelligence might be SAIco. It might just not be interested in talking with pre-Singularity knuckle-draggers.
 
   "But we don't know. So the 451st is going to go in and find out.…"
 
   Vaughn closed his eyes. Great. Just gokking great.…
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   "Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic."
 
   Arthur C. Clarke
 
   Profiles of the Future, C.E. 1973 revision
 
    
 
   The long-ranged Confederation heavy cruiser Constitution slipped along the hyperdimensional interface between normal fourspace and the deeper reality of the quantum sea, an eerily blue-lit non-space called the Kamisamano Taiyo, the "Ocean of God." Less poetically, it was the K-T Plenum, the space outside of space that allowed starships to seemingly violate the physics dictating that absolutely nothing could travel faster than light. 
 
   Vaughn knew little of the physics describing K-T space, and, frankly, cared less. The Constitution was nearing the end of her nine-week transit. In another ten hours they would emerge at their destination… and what might happen then was anyone's guess.
 
   He was laying in his bunk in the Connie's aft troop compartment, with Kokoro Wheeler nestled close under his arm. He'd paid off his three bunkmates to be elsewhere tonight so that he and Koko would have some privacy. The compartment's overhead and one bulkhead had been set to show the shifting blue currents of the godsea—a computer simulation, actually, of energies that could not be directly apprehended by human senses. The moving light had a restful, almost hypnotic effect.
 
   "What I want to know," Wheeler said, her voice barely above a sexy whisper, "is what happened to the Overmind. Maybe that could stand up to one of these renegade nodes."
 
   Vaughn looked at her sharply. "How do you know about the Overmind?"
 
   She laughed. "I might ask you the same thing."
 
   Knowledge of the Overmind was still classified. Vaughn knew about it, though, because he'd been a clerk in the Intelligence Division at ConMilCom in New America synchorbit before transferring first to the infantry, then to warstriders. His security clearance level back then had been yellow-two—high enough that he'd once seen briefing material on the emergent AI within the Sol System Net.
 
   As classified military information went, the Overmind was not that well-kept a secret. Hell, he'd been a lowly itto hei at the time, a private first-class. He'd had the classified clearance only because he was working with personnel files. If a yellow-two clerk could see that stuff, plenty of other enlisted personnel could as well.
 
   "It was my job," he told Wheeler. "I had the clearance. A posting for a briefing came through my head one morning, and it was… intriguing enough that I dug up some more intel on it. Not much… but enough to put the pieces together. How did you find out?"
 
   She laughed. "Strictly scuttlebutt. I had a girlfriend in C-Corp HQ. She told me about it, and some of what I heard I was able to confirm from other sources. It's not really much of a secret, is it?"
 
   "Not really, I suppose. But the government would rather that sort of thing not get out, y'know?"
 
   "Why not? We keep hearing about emergent AIs and how they're going to take over the next step in human evolution… the tech singularity, and all of that. I never understood why they tried keeping it under wraps."
 
   "Well… that's the military for you." He thought a moment. "Actually, it's not the military so much as the government."
 
   "Which government?"
 
   "Any government. They don't want it known that super-intelligent minds might pop up out of the internet whenever Nakamura's Number is reached."
 
   "Because… why? Panic in the streets?"
 
   "Something like that. Some people would be terrified and flee… or riot and loot. Some would think it was God and try to worship it. Some would try to package it and sell it. Some might decide that it was time to kick out the old government in favor of… whatever it was. With enough disorder, the economy might collapse. Maybe civilization as well."
 
   "So what's Nakamura's Number?"
 
   "Basic AI theory. It's not so much a number as it is a measure of the complexity of an electronic information system. At a point very roughly equivalent to the complexity of a human brain, systems might wake up, achieving at least a form of consciousness and self-awareness."
 
   "Like the Net on Earth?"
 
   "Sort of." Vaughn frowned into the blue light. "Consciousness is a… a spectrum, a range of values, not just a matter of you have it or you don't. Any system—organic or artificial—with enough integrated complexity has at least a modicum of what we call consciousness. By that definition, earthworms are conscious, at least after a fashion. Not self-aware, perhaps… but they're more than data processing machines. They're aware of what they interact with around them. Dogs are conscious, way more so than worms. They're not really self-aware—if they see their reflection in a mirror they usually think it's another dog, not themselves. But they experience a broad range of positive or negative emotions, can anticipate the future, at least after a fashion, and they'll perform complex tasks for the promise of a reward. Some apes show genuine self-awareness, though. Put a spot of paint on their faces and let them see themselves in a mirror. They know at once that there's something on their own face."
 
   "What does any of that have to do with the Net waking up? Or… what did you call it? Nakamura's Number?"
 
   "Relating conscious thought to the complexity of an information-processing system has always been pretty dicey. The old Internet—and before that, the global telephone network—were more complex than a human brain, at least in terms of the number of transistors six hundred years ago—late 20th century. Complex… but not well integrated.
 
   "Actually, some sophonotologists today think the old Internet was aware, but laying low. We don't have any evidence of that, however. We developed the first genuine AIs in the mid-21st century, with networks that were very roughly as complex as the human brain. A neuroscientist named Christof Koch had already predicted a number—designated as phi—representing both a system's complexity and its level of integration."
 
   "The golden ratio?"
 
   "Uh-uh. Different phi. A couple of centuries later, Nakamura was able to predict that the Net in his day was—in theory, at least—conscious and self-aware. Since the Japanese were running things by that time, Koch's phi became known as Nakamura's number."
 
   "Was it?"
 
   "Was what?"
 
   "Was the Net aware?"
 
   Vaughn shrugged. "It still didn't show any sign that it was any of those things… not until Cameron felt it waking up and taking an interest during the Web crisis twenty years ago. The Sol System had been under extreme threat—a titanic space fleet deployed by the Web. The Net woke up and dealt with it… with some guidance from Cameron."
 
   "But then it disappeared, right?"
 
   "Well… let's just say that it didn't interact with humans any more… at least not that we know of. It might have had better things to do."
 
   "So… if we're facing a new threat— mad minds from the Web—maybe the Overmind will wake up again and protect us."
 
   Vaughn chuckled at that. "How very… Arthurian. In our time of greatest need, he rises from sleep and leads his knights forth." He shook his head. "Maybe, but I really don't think we can count on it. For one thing, the Overmind must be restricted to the Solar System. It has a body—all of the servers and nodes and networks inside the Solar System. Presumably it can't just wander off from the computer network that spawned it."
 
   "I hadn't thought of that."
 
   "I imagine ConMilCom is thinking about how they might use the Overmind to communicate with any Web nodes we encounter… but I'm afraid I don't see how we could use it as a weapon."
 
   "In other words, it'll protect the Sol System," Wheeler said, "but can't leave its home network."
 
   "Exactly. At least that's what the sophontologists think. Hey!" She'd just nibbled on his ear. "You want to talk, or you want to play?"
 
   "Both." They snuggled deeply for a few moments. Kokoro Wheeler and Vaughn had been jacking in together for about six months, now. She was, he thought, superb recreation… but lately she'd become something more. Vaughn wasn't sure how he felt about that. Sexual relations between soldiers were not… discouraged, exactly, but they weren't encouraged either. Fraternization between officers and enlisted personnel was discouraged because of the perceived differences in levels of power and free will… but both he and Wheeler were noncoms and flight leaders, and the issue was irrelevant.
 
   But there was the danger that he or Koko might be killed in combat, and he was increasingly concerned about that.
 
   What would he do without her?…
 
   "I wonder…" Wheeler said after a long and delicious interlude, "what do the Japanese think about the Overmind?"
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "Well, they control the Sol System, right? The Overmind is right in their back yard. They must have known what happened during the Web attack. They must be trying to communicate with it."
 
   "Hadn't thought about that, but I guess so. They need Dev Cameron, or someone like him."
 
   The Overmind had been an emergent AI, an accident, though apparently only the legendary Dev Cameron in his ascended, digital form had been able to interact with it. It had brought the first phase of the civil war between Dai Nihon and the Confederation to an abrupt and rather unsatisfactory end… a truce that did little to resolve the differences between the two.
 
   The truce had held—more or less—for twenty years, until the disagreement over the status of Abundancia and several other colony worlds had led to the fighting breaking out once more.
 
   "Dev Cameron was… unique," Vaughn continued after a moment's thought. "He was a human who'd… well… 'ascended' is as good a word as any. Somehow he was digitized and managed to enter the Net. We're not sure how he did it, but chances are good it had to do with his symbiotic relationship with a bit of Naga living inside his brain."
 
   "Ah. And the Japanese are fussy about things like that."
 
   "Exactly. Osen, they call it. Contamination."
 
   "And since Cameron was a westerner, an American, he was able to sense the Overmind, while the Japanese could not."
 
   "Uh-huh."
 
   "So what happens now that the Japanese have overcome their inhibitions and brainjacked with the Naga?"
 
   He pulled her closer. "We hope to hell we can get to the hypernode in Ophiucus before they do," he told her. "And that we can find a way to talk to them without having them squirt star plasma at us."
 
   "And if we can't?"
 
   "Then we work on our star-tans," he said, "just as quickly as we can." Then he kissed her and pulled her closer still.
 
   * * *
 
   Chujo Yoichi Hojo stood on the bridge of the dragon-battleship Hoshiryu, as blue currents of simulated light whipped and curled toward his face from the point of perspective directly ahead of the ship. The forward bridge gallery was an enormous open space, the simulated window a viewall two stories tall. Taisa Shinzo Shiozaki climbed the steps to the gallery stage, gave a deferential bow, and saluted. "Daimyo Hojosama…"
 
   "Yes, Taisasan." The rank was that of first-rank captain; Shiozaki was Hoshiryu's commanding officer.
 
   "We are twenty-five minutes from breakout, Lord."
 
   "Very well. You may take the ship to battle stations."
 
   "Hai, Daimyo Hojosama!" Again, he bowed. Shiozaki was a conservative naval officer of Dai Nihon, absolutely formal and correct in all matters of protocol. He was also, however, a brilliant tactician and a creative and inventive ship commander… which was why Hojo had specifically requested him as his flag captain.
 
   A warning chime sounded as Shiozaki transmitted a thought through his cerebral implant. Throughout the enormous battleship, men would be manning their stations.
 
   Somewhere out there in all of that blue light, three other carrier-battleships, Ryujo, Hiryu, and Unryu, plus six cruisers and a dozen destroyers, would likewise be preparing for breakout. Communication through the godsea Void was difficult to the point of impossibility, however, so no attempt was being made to coordinate the entire squadron from the flagship.
 
   Those captains, too, had been personally selected by Hojo. He trusted them completely to do what was necessary… and according to schedule.
 
   "I know it is difficult to anticipate exactly where we will emerge from the godsea," Hojo began.
 
   "Yes, sir. But we can be confident of dropping out of the Kamisamano Taiyo within ten astronomical units of the objective. The Shinsei was able to extensively map the gravitational matrix of the local space during her approach and transmit the data before she was destroyed. Even across two thousand light years, our trajectory should be accurate to within an astronomical unit or so."
 
   Hojo nodded his understanding. Navigation from within the blue-litten Ocean of God was always problematical since the K-T plenum was essentially outside of normal space. There were ways, in principle, to detect nearby gravitational sources, but steering from point A to point B was mostly a matter of knowing exactly the distance between them… and timing the passage with obsessive precision. The longer the voyage, the greater the uncertainty at the end. Typical K-T jumps within the Shichiju—the realm of human colonized space—were generally on the order of a few tens of light years, no more. The Ophiuchan hypernode was 2,107.4 light years from Sol, and so the chance for error creeping in was correspondingly larger.
 
   Human ships had traveled farther… much farther. Some made the voyage to the Galactic Core, some 26,000 light years from Earth… but the actual target there had been a volume of space thousands of light years across… not an area measured in light minutes.
 
   The precision necessary for this piece of celestial navigation was unprecedented. Under normal circumstances, the fleet might have jumped to a way point some light years short of the objective... but they still weren't sure how good the hypernode's detection technologies might be. Better by far to jump directly to the objective. The only thing that made it possible was the fact that Shinsei had already blazed a metaphorical trail, and transmitted her precious data to Imperial Navy HQ.
 
   "Your navigators," Hojo said, "have been briefed on the need for an immediate corrective jump."
 
   It was not a question. Everything depended on the fleet's ability to make a second jump from wherever they emerged to a specific location in space. A location much closer to the objective.
 
   "Yes, sir." Again, the bow. "Our primary capacitors will have been drained when we emerge from the K-T plenum, of course… but the secondaries are fully charged, and will enable us to make a second jump as soon as we have secured the necessary navigational data."
 
   "Good." He considered the tactics of the problem. "Of course, according to classical naval strategy, if we emerge ten AUs from the objective we will have eighty minutes or so before the enemy becomes aware of us… plenty of time." One astronomical unit was a bit over eight minutes, so slow was the crawl of light through normal space. "But… we're not certain yet of the aliens' capabilities. We are facing the threat of true Clarketech here. We need to anticipate all possibilities."
 
   " 'Clarketech,' my Lord?"
 
   "Maho no tekunoroji," Hojo said, using the Nihongo term. "Clarke was a pre-spaceflight futurist who said that any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic. The matrioshka aliens may have ways of being alerted to our presence long before the light front from our emergence reaches them."
 
   Shiozaki gave a puzzled scowl, and shook his head. "How would that even be possible, my Lord?"
 
   "If we knew that, Taisosan, it wouldn't be magic, now, would it? But… local space might be seeded with billions of small satellites—perhaps even nanosatellites smaller than grains of dust. If these could transmit a warning faster than light, the matrioshka intelligence could be aware of our arrival within seconds."
 
   "Ah. I see…"
 
   "Or… the matrioshka intelligence might have a way of peering through the dimensions at surrounding space, and see approaching vessels in real time, without a speed-of-light delay. Who can say?"
 
   "But then, Lord… they might be watching us now, while we're here in the godsea! How could we even hope to surprise them?"
 
   "Gambaru," Hojo said with a small shrug. "Gambaru, Taisosan." The word meant, roughly, doing your very best no matter what difficulties or obstacles you faced.
 
   "Yes, sir."
 
   "Don't look so unhappy, Shiozaki! We try to anticipate what the matrioshka intelligence might do… but we also take comfort in the fact that it took them some time to realize the Shinsei was there and spying on them. Over ten minutes! Frankly, that performance does not suggest superhuman technologies… or magic."
 
   Shiozaki looked relieved. "I am delighted to hear that, Lord."
 
   "However, we will take no chances… or, rather, we shall take as few chances as is possible. It will be imperative to make that second jump just as soon as we have the necessary navigational data. Understood?"
 
   "Hai, Chusosama!"
 
   "Good."
 
   Shiozaki checked an internal clock. "Five minutes, Lord."
 
   Hojo nodded, continuing to stare out into the blue currents ahead. He was under no illusions about the possibility of defeating the matrioshka hypernode in combat. No human technology could hope to stand against Clarketech.
 
   But if he could just get them to talk.…
 
   The last few minutes trickled away, and the Hoshiryu dropped out of the K-T plenum. Starlight blazed ahead… and Hojo stared into wonder.…
 
   * * *
 
   The following morning, Vaughn and Wheeler were on the Connie's mess deck, eating breakfast. The compartment's viewalls were set to show the high central Cambrian Plains of American Dream, an Earthlike world circling 38 Geminorum C. Some sort of herd animal, gray and green-striped, grazed in the foreground. A sister planet, pale white in a deep blue sky, hung suspended three-quarters of the way above the far horizon.
 
   "The new striderjacks seem to be working out okay," Vaughn said.
 
   "I hope so," Wheeler replied around a mouthful of fabbed chonpatty. "Simming isn't the same as striding, though."
 
   "Point."
 
   It was an old complaint. As good as direct link combat simulations were, they fell short of the raw emotion, confusion, and utter chaos of a real op. The new crop of jackers had been pulled from Connie's reserve jacker pool immediately after the Battle of the Catarata Cliffs and rushed into advanced training. Vaughn had helped put Green Flight's nubes through their paces, and knew they were good.
 
   The question was how they would perform when the yokie lust hit their blood.
 
   "That's okay," Vaughn said with a shrug. "It's all just one huge computer simulation anyway."
 
   "What is?"
 
   "The universe. Reality…"
 
   "Oh. That again."
 
   "I just keep wondering when someone is going to switch off the lights."
 
   Vaughn had long been fascinated by the whole idea of the universe-as-computer. It had started with a keen interest in the so-called Anthropic Principle, which noted that the universe appeared to be very precisely tuned to allow the evolution of life and Mind. Change any of a handful of physical constants by the tiniest degree—the strength of gravity, the strength of the forces within an atomic nucleus, the size of the cosmological constant, and a few others—and stars wouldn't have formed, or all matter would have collapsed into black holes in the first instant of existence, and humans wouldn't be around 13.8 billion years later to argue about it.
 
   Of course, if the universe was finely tuned, that presupposed a Tuner, a Creator. Vaughn no longer believed in God, but there was an odd satisfaction in the thought that what humans thought of as Reality was in fact a digital simulation on a vast, cosmic computer in some higher dimension or universe.
 
   Maybe Reality was the result of a bunch of drunken undergrads running history sims and tinkering with the variables. It would explain so much.…
 
   Vaughn was far from being an expert. He was a striderjack, not a cosmologist or physicist or even a programmer. But he was interested in the idea… especially in regards to how it suggested that life might not be as meaningless or as random or as empty as it would be if it was dictated by sheer chance.
 
   Those civilians trapped in the church on Abundancia…
 
   No one else shared his minor obsession, not even Koko. That was okay, though. He just wanted to know what would happen when those damned undergrads finished messing around with the supra-universal university's supercomputer. That was the long-running joke, anyway.
 
   But that reminded him of something else. "I wonder how much longer?" Vaughn said, half aloud.
 
   "What… until they switch off the power?"
 
   Vaughn chuckled. "No. Actually, I was wondering when we're going to drop out of K-T space. The trip is dragging on forever."
 
   It had been more of a rhetorical question than anything else—he could easily have pulled the information down from the ship's Net—but Wheeler beat him to it.
 
   "One hour, twelve minutes to go," she told him.
 
   "Good. This was one hell of a long jump. I'll be glad to see the end of it."
 
   "Me too. Of course, once we come out we get to find out what's waiting for us."
 
   "You mean the Japanese?"
 
   "That's one. A SAIco with giant squirt-suns for weapons is another."
 
   " 'Squirt-suns?' " Vaughn smiled at the silliness.
 
   "What else would you call them?"
 
   "Terrifying."
 
   "Well, yeah. But you have to admit that squeezing the plasma off a star to vaporize an enemy ship has all the finesse of setting off a nuclear warhead to slap a mosquito."
 
   "True." Vaughn considered for a moment the idea of casually nuking mosquitoes. "My guess is that they really don't care. They may give no thought to their actions at all."
 
   "You mean… they don't think about frying inquisitive starships?"
 
   "I mean… they don't think at all. Not on that level of consciousness."
 
   She shook her head. "I can't believe that, Tad! If you're unconscious you can't build starships. Or Dyson nodes. Hell, matrioshka brains are all about building smarter and smarter minds, right?"
 
   "Are they?" Vaughn grinned. "Ant hills… termite mounds… bee hives.… All very complex structures that show cunning ingenuity. In termite mounds the internal temperature can be regulated to within less than a degree even in mid-afternoon on the African savanna. Social insect hives are sometimes referred to as 'hive minds,' but no one seriously contends that they're self-aware or conscious."
 
   "You think the Dyson node was made by social insects?"
 
   "Not insects, necessarily, no. I'm just saying that there might be other forms of intelligence… really different kinds of intelligence, and they might not have the same degree of consciousness—whatever that is—that we do."
 
   "Well… I would say that consciousness is just the ability to receive sensory impressions from the outside world, right?"
 
   Vaughn shrugged. "Most sophontologists say it includes the ability to reason, judge, hypothesize, plan… internal stuff. Some add that consciousness means the being is able to observe and report on itself, what's called internal monitoring. There's also what they call phenomonological consciousness… which is kind of hard to put into words. It means… what does it feel like to be a given entity? If it feels pleasure, or pain… what do those sensations feel like, not to the sophontologist, but to the entity?"
 
   "I think you're splitting hairs now."
 
   "Mind specialists have been wrestling with the concept since… I don't know. The twentieth century at least. Maybe before. They agree that what you perceive as—say—a spicy taste might not be spicy at all to me. I might taste sour instead."
 
   "You do not!" She laughed, a wicked look in her eyes. "At least you didn't last night!"
 
   Vaughn gave an exaggeratedly disgusted pretend-grimace and threw his hands in the air. "Why do I even try? Look—"
 
   "Now hear this, now hear this," a voice said over their implants inside their heads. "All warstrider pilots report to your squad bays and jack in for combat operations."
 
   "To be continued," Wheeler said, laughing as she stood up. "Maybe G2 can tell us whether the matrioshka critters are conscious… or just the builders of a big, unconscious ant hill!"
 
   "I think the big question," Vaughn replied, picking up the remnants of breakfast and stuffing it in his mouth, "is what they'll do if we try to kick their ant hill over.…"
 
   * * *
 
   The Dai Nihon fleet had emerged dead on target, ten astronomical units from the cluster of stars and strangely dwarfed sub-stars that made up the Ophiuchan hypernode. At that distance, the hypernode had been so dim that it was invisible to the naked eye save as an extremely faint, reddish smudge, but optical magnification had revealed the true scope and spread of the object.…
 
   The cluster—2,994 perfect red jewels in a tightly bound setting—gleamed against blackness. With increasing magnification, each red jewel revealed tightly organized loops, whorls, and orbital arcs of black dust; each ruby sub-sun was orbited by millions—perhaps billions—of structures. The entire cluster spanned at least three million kilometers—twice the diameter of Earth's sun.
 
   Outside the volume of the cluster proper, six normal red dwarfs hung in a rough circle a bit more than a quarter of an AU from the central cluster—about forty million kilometers. One was feeding an intensely brilliant thread of white light into the center of the ruby cluster.
 
   For long minutes, Hojo had stared at the cluster, marveling at the technology—sheerest magic!—that must have been used to create its artificial perfection. Then the final navigational calculations were completed, and the Hoshiryu slipped again into the K-T plenum… but only for a vanishingly small instant.
 
   When the ship emerged, it was half an AU from the outer shells of the cluster, and well within the circle of red dwarfs.
 
   Perfect!…
 
   The question now was whether the masters of the hypernode could fire at the fleet without hitting their own swarms of orbital structures.…
 
   Hojo's eyes widened at the sheer scope and scale of what lay before the Japanese fleet. Half the sky was blotted out by a black nebula shot through with the gleams and partially shrouded inward glows of ruby stars. From seventy-five million kilometers out, those stars were brilliant pinpoints of red light, the structures surrounding them bands and streaks of black and silver glitter, while the structures deeper in merged into black thunderheads illuminated from within.
 
   Well outside the cluster nebula, six red dwarf suns hung in jewel-like splendor. Hojo noted that the closest, fifty million kilometers away, had begun rolling over, its axis of rotation shifting to fall into line with the Japanese ships. Was that a prelude to attack? Or simple caution on the part of the matrioshka intelligence? 
 
   At this point, Hojo's orders became somewhat less than helpful. He was supposed to make contact with the controlling intelligence of this cluster if possible, and to deny contact to the rebel fleet. There was no sign of enemy ships at the moment, though Hojo was certain they would be here soon. His focus, then, was on establishing contact with this… this monster.…
 
   But where did you even begin when your target was a collection of trillions of orbital structures gathered through a volume of space a million and a half kilometers across, circling three thousand brightly burning artificial suns?
 
   A standard interrogatory message had been prepared, of course—an invitation to communicate translated into the language used by the Naga with humans. Since the Web had created the Naga in the first place, there should be no problems with misinterpretation.
 
   "Something approaches, Lord General," Shiozaki said. "Something big.…"
 
   Hojo turned his attention to a pinpoint on the viewall highlighted by a red triangle. "What is it?"
 
   "Purpose unknown, Lord," Shiozaki replied. "But it appears to be primarily carbon with traces of other elements… almost certainly arranged as pure computronium. Roughly two hundred meters wide… mass 1.45 times ten to the eight tons… closing at seven kilometers per second.…"
 
   "A Naga," Hojo said. "It's an enormous fragment of Naga!…"
 
   The thing was incredibly dense, 145 million tons squeezed down into a shapeless mass less than half Hoshiryu's length. He felt a familiar crawling sensation in his gut. Despite his work on the Nekomata project, the thought of osen, of contamination by such alien horrors was simply too much to accept. The massive object approaching the Japanese fleet was an irregular and writhing black and greasy mass of amoebic formlessness that seemed to Hojo to be the very epitome of foulness, of disease, of black horror.…
 
   "Fire!" he snapped. "Kill it… now!… Before it hits us!"
 
   Hoshiryu's primary particle cannon loosed a bolt of high-energy lightning, and a moment later, the other ships of the fleet were joining in… Ryujo, Hiryu, and Unryu, destroyers and cruisers in a searing volley of destruction.
 
   Over five million kilometers distant, the red dwarf sun had finished aligning itself with the Japanese squadron.
 
   Magnetic fields surged, and white fire reached out.…
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   "Starmining technology would offer extremely long-lived technic civilizations a means of holding back the encroaching Galactic night and vastly expanding their expected lifespans. Where a type-G star like our sun remains on the main sequence for some ten billion years, a lower-mass red dwarf has a lifespan exceeding ten trillion years. The largest type-O supergiants burn through their full lifespan in a mere few hundred thousand years. Such a star might contain the mass of well over 100 typical red dwarfs, each with an expected lifespan equivalent to twelve million giants.
 
   "Starmining civilizations might, then, be expected to parcel out the mass of rare, giant, short-lived suns to create large numbers of low-mass stars, misers hoarding their reserves of hydrogen fuel far, far into the impenetrable cosmic dark of a remote futurity."
 
   Dr. Wataru Miyazawa
 
   Deep Time
 
   C.E. 2420
 
    
 
   "Heads up, striderjacks," Lieutenant Vanderkamp's voice called through the cerebral links of the squadron's waiting jackers. "Emergence from K-T space in two minutes. Launch will be immediately after we drop into normal space."
 
   Vaughn hung in his safety harness, cramped and in total darkness… but the feed coming through from the Connie showed him the writhing currents of the godsea as if he were hurtling naked through space, no starship, no warstrider, hell, not even a human body. He was an incorporeal viewpoint, the image filling his mind flowing in from Connie's computer network.
 
   "Hey, Lieutenant," someone in the squadron called. Vaughn thought it was Hallman. "Are we sure the Empire didn't beat us in?"
 
   "No, we're not," Vanderkamp replied. She sounded terse… a bit distracted. "There was no sign of Imperial ships from ten AU out… but it's tough seeing something as small as a starship—even one of their monster ryus—at that range. And if we happened to arrive within eighty minutes of them, we could be playing light tag."
 
   Light tag was navy slang for getting a false impression of the peacefulness of an objective area… because the light carrying news of a battle hadn't yet reached the observer. The American flotilla had emerged at the edge of the cluster space, seen nothing, and jumped once more. They would be emerging practically on top of the hypernode itself.
 
   Vaughn wondered if that were a good idea. The hypernode's matrioshka intelligence impressed him as an entity that you might not wish to startle. It had proven that it could react violently and with little provocation… no matter if it were conscious or not.
 
   He also understood that moving up on the hypernode through normal space, giving the matrioshka intelligence a chance to observe them—and possibly aim a small star at them—was not necessarily a good option either. Gok… there were no good options.
 
   At least jumping headlong directly into the alien's inner defensive zone had the benefits of surprise and decisiveness.
 
   "All warstriders," a different voice called. "This is Admiral Carson. We're emerging in thirty seconds. Once you drop, weapons are not, repeat not free. We want to see what the situation is before we shoot the place up. Squadron leaders acknowledge."
 
   Vaughn heard Vanderkamp's reply, loud over the more subdued background chatter of other squadrons checking in. "Bravo Squadron, ready for drop."
 
   Vaughn chewed on Carson's order for a moment, though they'd said much the same in the final briefing the day before. Carson was the overall commander of the New American expeditionary force, the honcho calling the shots… but it was always a knuckle-whitener when the men on the line had to go into a hostile situation with orders not to fire… or to fire only if fired upon. Too often the rules of engagement were rules that got you killed.
 
   The seconds trickled away.…
 
   "Good luck, striders," Colonel Griffin's voice said. "Give the caps the space they need."
 
   The warstrider ascraft would be leading the way in, providing a sort of flying wedge to clear the path ahead of the main fleet—the "caps," or capital ships. There were twelve of these—the three carrier-battleships, four cruisers, and five destroyers.
 
   "Three…" Griffin's voice said, "and two… and one…"
 
   Light exploded around him, the blue of the godsea swallowed whole by a flood of liquid ruby red. To one side, a brilliant red sub-star gleamed surrounded by planes and rings and swooping whorls of black dust and glitter. Elsewhere, filling half the sky, were thousands of other sub-stars.
 
   Damn it, what were those things? Not brown dwarfs. They were radiating at much higher temperatures, as high as or higher than a red dwarf, a proper main sequence star. Vaughn's data feed told him the surface temperature of that nearest microstar was around 3,400 Kelvin—-about right for a star of spectral type M2V, though it only possessed the mass of Jupiter or a little more, and was far too small to initiate nuclear fusion on its core.
 
   Then the sky to one side lit up in a blinding surge of energy, a narrow beam far hotter than any of the nearby cluster stars.
 
   And at the same instant, Griffin's voice screamed "Now! Drop!"
 
   Vaughn's Gyrfalcon dropped into flame-blasted emptiness.
 
   He engaged his strider's primary drive, accelerating hard. Impressions, fleeting and violent, flooded his mind. He'd only just dropped into the volume of space outside the Constitution, and already he was close to cognitive overload.
 
   Cerebral implant technology allowed the human brain to function at a far higher level of efficiency than those without technic prostheses. Unmodified brains, it was well known, relentlessly filtered incoming information; as much as ninety percent of all available sensory data never rose above the level of the unconscious mind. Implants provided additional processing power, faster speed, and large amounts of RAM storage, which helped the brain handle a larger input.
 
   But it was still possible for the brain to overload as incoming impressions began piling up more and more quickly. Vaughn boosted his implant clock speed, in effect shifting his reaction time down to a fraction of normal. The panorama of light and movement around him slowed… or seemed to.
 
   He knew he would pay for it later.…
 
   The Constitution had emerged two million kilometers from one of the microstars, a ruby-red sphere of fusing hydrogen perhaps 100,000 kilometers across, a little larger than the diameter of Jupiter. The problem was that Jupiter-sized planets weren't massive enough to trigger nuclear fusion. Even a brown dwarf with a diameter ten times greater wasn't up to that task. Evidently, some extremely advanced technology was being used to boost the microstar's output of heat and light, though what that technology might be was a complete mystery.
 
   Closer at hand, a vast, sweeping arc of artificial objects hung in a partial ring around the microstar. A second ring orbited closer in. Vaughn enlarged a portion of what he was seeing, pulling in data on mass, vector, and size.
 
   Those rings comprised what was popularly known as Jenkins swarms… rings or belts of habitats in orbits—some at angles to one another. The outer ring, he saw, consisted of statites, structures that likely were pure computronium suspended on nearly invisible tethers from enormous, black sails. Those sails, evidently, each a hundred kilometers across, used the relentless pressure of the sub-star's radiation to hold the relatively minute statite aloft without needing to be in orbit. Each statite was interconnected with as many as a hundred other statites with networks of tight, invisible laser beams operating at near-infrared frequencies, and might well represent the system's enormous artificial intelligence… or a part of it. There were, Vaughn thought, millions of statites in that one partial ring alone, which arced more than halfway around the miniature star, plus billions… no trillions more surrounding the microstars of the hypernode.
 
   The ring beyond, almost halfway deeper in toward the microstar, was composed of far more massive objects than lumps of computronium. The largest were hollow cylinders wider than they were deep. Each was the mass of a fair-sized planetoid pulled into a tube a thousand kilometers across and five hundred deep. With a sharp, inner shock, Vaughn realized that the interior of that squat cylinder was brightly illuminated, and that the surface had the appearance of a map… broad sweeps of land and sea beneath the white smear of clouds.
 
   "What the hell is that?" Hallman exclaimed, looking at the same enlargement through the Griffins' shared data link.
 
   "I think," Vaughn said slowly, "that it's a Bishop ring."
 
   He'd downloaded an article about them years before, but the structures had always been strictly theory and speculation, not fact. Like the so-called ringworld first proposed by an American science fiction author in the late twentieth century, the Bishop ring was a titanic megastructure, an artificial habitat that rotated to provide out-is-down artificial gravity on the interior surface. The thing was so big that it could hold a population numbering in the hundreds of millions; the interior surface would total around three million square kilometers, which gave it the same rough area as the nation of Argentina back on Earth. As those clouds attested, the rotation also served to hold an atmosphere inside pressed up against the circular landscape, even though the tube was open to the vacuum of space. A retention wall circled both ends of the tube two hundred kilometers high, keeping the air from spilling out.
 
   "My God," Hallman said, awed. "These guys think big, don't they?"
 
   "And then some," Vaughn agreed. "Ah! Watch it!"
 
   Another glaring burst of plasma light flashed in the distance. "It's okay!" Griffin called. "They're not shooting at us!"
 
   "How the hell can you tell?" Vanderkamp asked.
 
   "What the hell are they shooting at?" Wheeler asked.
 
   "Who else?" Vaughn replied, "It's the gokking Japanese."
 
   The entire hypernode occupied a volume roughly one and a half million kilometers across, and was composed of about three thousand Jupiter-sized microsuns. Smaller structures—statite sails, Bishop rings, and myriad smaller structures that might be manufactories or shipyards or smaller habitats—surrounded each microsun in swarms and arcs and rings and belts, massed so thickly that light could not penetrate the cloud. Unseen by the naked eye, but visible to infrared sensors, a fantastically complex web of IR laser beams reached across the entire cluster, connecting statite to statite by the tens, by the hundreds of thousands. From instant to instant, myriad beams would wink off, but other connections would flash on. Vaughn watched a computer-generated representation of the network in his display, and was reminded forcefully of an image he'd once seen of a neural net within a living human brain.
 
   The Japanese Jade Moon fleet appeared to have entered the outermost layers of the habitat swarm nearly half a million kilometers around the curve of the hypernode swarm from the point where the New American flotilla had just emerged. It was difficult to see what was happening that far off, so thick were the intervening clouds of orbital and statite structures.
 
   But the hypernode appeared to be trying to get the range with one of its "squirt-suns," to use Koko Wheeler's delightful phrase. Japanese strategy—and Vaughn had to admit that it was smart—seemed to involve getting their dragon ships as close to large hypernode structures as they could manage. Perhaps the hypernode's defenders wouldn't be able to get a clear shot without damaging their own habitat cloud.
 
   But they certainly were trying in any case. One of the full-sized red dwarf stars, millions of kilometers beyond the Japanese fleet, had been rolled into position to fire grazing shots tangential to the hypernode sphere, apparently trying to pick off the Dai Nihon fleet. The rebel ships were close enough to the line of fire that it had seemed like they were under direct attack… and they yet might be. Under a surge of magnetic energy from its orbiting ring, the red dwarf loosed another searing bolt of plasma fire, and a statite sail 30,000 kilometers away from the rebel ships writhed and crumpled in the blast. Inexorably, the computronium structure hanging below the sail began to fall in toward the center of the hypernode, though so slowly it would be long minutes before any movement was detectable.
 
   "The bastards are pretty desperate if they're willing to risk an own goal," Vanderkamp said. Own goal was military slang for hitting your own forces or structures, so-called "friendly fire."
 
   "They might not care," Griffin replied.
 
   "Sure," Hallman added. "Lots more orbital habs where that came from!"
 
   The squadron was dropping in formation through the outer layer of statite sails. Black sails, titanic stretched out against the stars, hovered everywhere, dwindling away into the distance in all directions. The sheer scale of the engineering was daunting.
 
   Behind the Black Griffins, the rebel flotilla was entering the shell of statites as well. "Easy does it," Admiral Carson's voice warned. "No one fire. I don't think they've even noticed us."
 
   "They must have noticed us, sir," Griffin said. "They obviously spotted the Japanese fleet."
 
   "Maybe the Japanese came in shooting," Carson replied. "Or they just happened to blunder in at a sensitive point."
 
   "Has anyone noticed something really strange?" Wheeler asked.
 
   "What's that, Sergeant?" Griffin replied.
 
   "All those habitats up ahead. All together… millions and millions of times the total surface area of the Earth."
 
   "What about it?" Vanderkamp asked.
 
   "I thought this hypernode thing was supposed to be some kind of super-AI. A machine."
 
   "So?…"
 
   "So who's living in all of those orbital habs?"
 
   "That, Sergeant, is a very good question," the admiral relied. "And I think it's one to which I'd like to know the answer."
 
   "The folks who built this thing?" Griffin asked.
 
   "Maybe. Or the ones who are running it. Maybe this hypernode isn't an AI machine after all the way we thought. Maybe the organics are in control.…"
 
   In the distance, partially veiled by the thickly strewn Jenkins swarms, the Japanese fleet appeared to be withdrawing. Several massive warships—ryu-class battlecarriers, judging from the mass—had been destroyed, and as they fled clear of the outer shell of statite sails, the red dwarf sun loosed another bolt, catching a dragonship like a moth in the tight-focused blast of a blowtorch. The ship was vaporized, transformed in an instant to an expanding cloud of white-hot vapor. The survivors, however, continued to accelerate outbound and, one by one, they began winking out as they made the transition over to K-T space.
 
   "Okay, then," Vanderkamp said, her voice tight, "let's see if the bastards notice us now, damn it.…"
 
   * * *
 
   Hojo was shaking as the Hoshiryu slipped into the K-T plenum, safe at last from the fury of fire and destruction behind them.
 
   "What damage, Shiozaki?" he demanded.
 
   "Minor damage only, Lord," Hoshiryu's captain replied. "We were quite… lucky.…"
 
   Lucky, yes. Both Hiryu and Unryu had been vaporized in the sharp, short fight, along with two heavy cruisers and three destroyers. The Japanese fleet had been mangled by the alien intelligence in a battle lasting only moments.
 
   At least, though, Hojo had the considerable relief of knowing that he'd fulfilled his orders, at least in so far as the aliens had permitted it. If the materioshka intelligence had been attacking the Japanese fleet, it would attack the rebel flotilla as well. There would be no communication between the two, other than that of nuclear missiles, high energy lasers, and particle beams.
 
   "Orders, Lord General?"
 
   "We will withdraw to a safe distance," Hojo replied. He drew a deep, slow breath, steadying himself. He would not show fear to his subordinates. "Make it… fifty astronomical units. We will effect repairs, we shall dispatch a courier vessel to report back to headquarters and request reinforcements… and then… and then we shall return."
 
   "Return, Lord?"
 
   "To make certain that the rebels have been destroyed, of course."
 
   "Ah. Hai, Chujosama."
 
   And Hojo watched the rippling currents of the godsea as he thought about a civilization so technically advanced that it could reshape stars. Such a technology… such arrogance… one allowing them to extend the expected lifespan of a star by a billionfold, to rip heavy elements from a stellar core, or casually use a magnetically enslaved sun as a weapon…
 
   Humans, he thought, fallible, weak, and squabbling as they were, had no business dealing with such beings.
 
   The Jade Moon fleet would make certain that the rebels had no further dealings with the matrioshka intelligence, and then leave the aliens to their inscrutable and incomprehensible evolution of Mind.
 
   * * *
 
   The Black Griffins continued their descent into the cluster of artificially reworked stars. Behind them moved the New American capital ships, sinking into the red-lit murk, seeking safety within the depths of the alien cloud itself.  Vaughn checked the readouts for the eight ascraft of his flight—Talmand, Hallman, Palmer, and himself, plus the four nubie replacements: Lederer, Abykayev, Wojtowicz, and Martinez. All of the warstriders in Green Flight were reporting optimum readiness, full power draw, and weapons ready.
 
   Ready for what? he wondered. It was eerie, looking at those black loops and whorls of what looked like dust… and realizing that they were either the myriad components of a colossal computer, or enormous habitats supporting some billions or even trillions of life forms… and yet the whole cluster looked like something natural, a star cluster imbedded in thick swirls of dust.
 
   The human mind, he thought, wasn't equipped to comprehend the cosmic scale. The cluster, he reminded himself, only occupied roughly the volume of a normal star. Three thousand micro-stars, sullenly glowing, imbedded within the dust clouds in shrouded pockets of ruby light… it was impossible just looking at them to tell that they were the artificially ignited fragments of deliberately broken suns, planet-sized, not the size of stars.
 
   What kind of Mind casually disassembled stars to create such beauty?…
 
   The others in the squadron must have felt that sense of throat-gripping awe as well. The normal banter was absent as they descended deeper into the cloud.
 
   And then ahead, within the nebula's depths, something like a coal-black asteroid, irregular and misshapen, rose to meet them.
 
   "What the hell is that?" Hallman asked.
 
   "Careful, people," Vanderkamp ordered. "Keep those fingers off the trigger.…"
 
   "Looks like… it's Naga material," Wheeler said. "Computronium, in a carbon matrix."
 
   "There must be more to it than that," Sergeant Jocelyn Lederer said. "Like engines?" 
 
   "Mag-impulse," Jackowicz reported. "Working off the magnetic fields within the cluster… probably with artificial monopoles. Pretty elegant stuff…"
 
   "So is that thing up ahead a ship?" Corporal Ramon asked. He was another of the squadron's nubies, a replacement for their losses at Catarata. "Or a weapon? Or something else?"
 
   "I'd vote something else," Pardoe said. "It's too slow to be an ascraft."
 
   "I don't know, Pard," Hallman said. "My scans show it as locked on to the Indie."
 
   "Kuso!"
 
   "I'm picking up two more of those things," Talmand reported. "Targeting both the Revolution and the Constitution."
 
   "Lieutenant?" Vaughn transmitted. "What do we do?"
 
   There was a long and nerve-wracking silence. "Wait one."
 
   Obviously, she was conferring with the Connie's C3, the Combat Command Center. Vaughn's hands were sweating, and he could feel the pounding of his heart. Damn it… we've got to do something!…
 
   "Okay, people," Vanderkamp said at last. "This is the word from Cee-three. Green Flight, you've got the lead. Maneuver in front of the one headed for the Connie. Red and Blue Flights provide back-up support."
 
   "Maneuver in front and do what?" Palmer cried.
 
   "Match vector… then decelerate. Slowly. See if that makes them stop."
 
   "Oh, that makes so gokking much sense…" Falcone said.
 
   "What about the other—" Martinez began.
 
   "The other caps will do the same with their own ascraft squadrons," Vanderkamp snapped back. "Now can the commentary and do it!"
 
   "Green Flight," Vaughn said. "With me… break left in three… two… one… mark!"
 
   The eight Green Flight air-space craft accelerated hard for several seconds, then decelerated even harder, smoothly matching the course and speed of the black, relatively slow-moving mountain ahead. At a steady seven point four kilometers per second, it was closing with the Constitution at an almost stately pace. Depending on the Connie's speed and maneuvering, it would reach the Confederation vessel in about ten more minutes.
 
   As they dropped into position, the mass loomed half a kilometer distant, its surface utterly black, but shining in places with by the red starlight. Vaughn had thought at first that the object was of a black so absolute that it drank every photon of incident light. At this close range, however, he could see the surface shifting and morphing as if with its own, radically alien life, and changes to the surface texture and shape managed to reflect, now and again, an oily, reddish sheen.
 
   "Okay…" Hallman called out into an uncomfortable silence. Now what?"
 
   "Reduce speed," Vaughn ordered. "See if that thing will match us."
 
   "Sure," Lederer added. "They wouldn't dare run us down!"
 
   But as the eight ascraft slowed from 7400 meters per second to 7300 meters per second, the black mountain began closing at 100 mps. .. relentless and unswerving.
 
   "Okay!" Vaughn shouted. "Boost it! Boost it! Match velocities!"
 
   "Well that worked well," Palmer said.
 
   Vaughn bit off a sharp curse. Their maneuver had had exactly zero impact on the alien mass.
 
   "Okay," he said after a moment more. "There's still one thing we can try."
 
   "We can blast that thing with Hellrands!" Wheeler said.
 
   "No!" Vaughn replied. "No. That's a last resort. Everybody else… hang back."
 
   "Vaughn!" Vanderkamp called. "What are you doing?"
 
   "Stopping a flying mountain," Vaughn replied. "Stand by.…"
 
   He slowed his ascraft's velocity, and again the oncoming naga fragment closed… fifty meters per second… twenty meters per second… five…
 
   The fragment completely blocked half of the entire sky, now. It was also, Vaughn noticed, morphing in shape from something typical of a natural planetoid—roughly potato shaped—to something more like a bowl. It was flattening out along its line of travel, the edges curving forward, the center forming a depression directly in front of him. As Vaughn's ascraft moved forward relative to the thing's motion, he had the feeling that it was about to swallow him whole.
 
   "Vaughn!" Vanderkamp called. "Hold position!"
 
   For a moment, fear warred with the hot, out-of-control yokie insanity pounding now through his veins.
 
   "No! Wait!" he called. "It's okay! Let me do this.…"
 
   There was, he was surprised to note, a thin trickle of cold rationality mingled with the ragged emotions of combat. He had his own Naga implant, a few grams of alien computronium inside his skull, linked in to his cerebral implant. Most New American warstrider jackers did. Normally, he wasn't aware of it. Communication with the material was on an almost unconscious level, and had more to do with processing incoming data than it did with communicating with alien machines.
 
   But he could feel something now… a drawing… a calling, and it seemed to be emanating from the black mountain ahead.
 
   Gently, he eased his Gyrfalcon forward, reshaping its prow into a mushroom shape, a shield to cushion the shock. Both mountain and Gyrfalcon were moving now together, hurtling toward the Constitution at 7.5 kilometers per second. Vaughn was jockeying his ascraft's controls through his link, however, gently, gently adjusting his velocity relative to the Naga fragment so that it was overtaking him by a meter a second… half a meter per second… ten centimeters per second…
 
   Warstrider touched Naga… a kiss.
 
   With his shield up against the soft and somewhat yielding surface of the black fragment, Vaughn applied forward thrust, pushing against the mountain… pushing hard.…
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   The inward struggle now was fear against that cold rationality. Somehow, the sento yokubo chaos and shrill, clamoring urgency had somehow evaporated. The fear rose, gibbering, as the mountain began to fold in over him, wrapping him in an inky, pitch-black embrace.
 
   "Bravo Squadron, Bravo Squadron!" he called. "Do you copy?"
 
   There was no response, and Vaughn realized in that instant that he was now utterly and completely alone, that he was buried inside the hurtling black mountain of computronium and cut off from the warstriders outside.
 
   And in the next moment, he felt the walls of his trapped warstrider yielding… then dissolving as the Naga material began passing through his hull matrix and filling the ascraft's interior. Oily black liquid poured into his cockpit… was passing through the material of his flight suit.
 
   He screamed, thrashing as the material, flooding his suit, began entering his body.…
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   "The machines are gaining ground on us; day by day we are becoming more subservient to them.… (T)hat the time will come when the machines will hold the real supremacy over the world and its inhabitants is what no person of a truly philosophic mind can for a moment question."
 
   "Darwin Among the Machines"
 
   Samuel Butler
 
   C.E. 1863
 
    
 
   "My God!" Wheeler cried. "It swallowed him!…"
 
   "Fire!" Vanderkamp shouted. "All units, commence fire!"
 
   Colonel Rudy Griffin watched in horror as the neatly formulated plan to peacefully insert the squadron into the alien AI nebula dissolved into chaos. No plan of battle survives contact with the enemy ran von Moltke's famed aphorism… and evidently that held for attempts to avoid combat as well.
 
   "Belay that fire order!" Griffin called through the squadron channel, but it was already too late. Half a dozen warstriders blasted away with high-energy particle guns and kinetic-impact cannon; the other squadrons facing the other two Naga fragments opened fire as well. Several of the ascraft held their fire… but then a cloud of silver spheres emerged from some hundreds of the nearest statite structures, swarming toward the human fleet.
 
   "Sir!" Vanderkamp yelled. "We're under attack!"
 
   "All units, commence fire," Griffin said, countermanding his own order. "Defend yourselves! Try not to damage the sails or the orbital habs!"
 
   Maybe, if they kept the collateral damage to a minimum, they would have some room for negotiation. Please, God…
 
   He checked the nearest of the red dwarf stars, a scant five million kilometers distant. It had already been maneuvered so that its axis of rotation was aligned with the rebel ships dropping into the micro-star nebula. At that distance, it would take between 16 and 17 seconds for light bearing news of the outbreak of fighting to reach it. The jets that would be fired from the red dwarf didn't move at the speed of light, but they came close; call it forty-five seconds to a minute before the Confederation ships could expect a response.…
 
   Retaliation, he thought, would only be delayed by distance and the slow crawl of light. The aliens had already demonstrated that they were willing to sacrifice some of their infrastructure—the statite sails—in order to hit attackers.
 
   "Damn it, Rudy," Admiral James Carson said. The two men were floating side by side in the microgravity of Constitution's Command Control Center, watching the sudden flare-up of fighting unfolding within a three-D holographic display. "This wasn't supposed to happen!"
 
   "I know, Admiral. Look… we have maybe half a minute before they start sniping at us with stars. We need to go deeper."
 
   "Deeper? What the hell—"
 
   "Deeper into the nebula, sir! Where they can't use their starmining technology against our warships!"
 
   Carson's eyes widened. "Not without hitting their own structures. Good thought!" He began snapping off mental orders, and the tiny Confederation fleet began accelerating, dropping deeper through the outer shells of the immense matrioshka cloud.
 
   Griffin remained focused on his ascraft fighters, as the fighting spread. Attempts to hammer through the black Naga matrix of the fragments had so far failed—the semi-liquid stuff seemed to drink energy and absorb projectiles without limit. But the fragments had stopped their advance, at least for the moment.
 
   The oncoming spheres, however, presented a new and deadly threat. There were simply too many of the things to engage each in turn, and it was obvious that the human defenses were going to be overwhelmed by sheer weight of numbers in very short order.
 
   More and more of the 104th Regiment's warstriders were engaging the spheres, now. The things didn't appear to have shielding or other protection, and a single kinetic-kill slug was enough to explode one in a dazzling flash of light and hot plasma. Analyses of the radiation loosed by a sphere when it exploded told Griffin what he really didn't want to hear: the detonations carried the 511 keV gamma ray signature of annihilating positrons—the rest mass of an electron multiplied by the speed of light squared. Those spheres carried small amounts of antimatter as warhead payloads.
 
   According to spectrographic scans of the debris clouds, most of their mass consisted of carbon- and silicon-based computronium, with traces of other elements. That might mean they were also intended for communication… though at the moment they seemed more interested in reaching the fleet's capital ships.
 
   Swallowing Sergeant Major Vaughn's warstrider whole certainly did not look like an attempt to be conversational.
 
   "Objects are coming into PD range, sir," a fire-control technician reported.
 
   "Open fire!" Carson told her. "Keep those things away from the fleet!"
 
   Each of the capital ships bristled with point defense weapons—both lasers and high-velocity gatling cannon. Within moments, space ahead of the fleet lit up with hundreds of rapidly strobing pulses of dazzling light and hard radiation as the alien spheres flared and vanished in bursts of hot plasma.
 
   Then an intensely hot plasma jet struck the carrier-battleship Revolution, the bolt fired almost forty seconds earlier from the nearest captive red dwarf. Griffin swore. He'd actually forgotten about that threat, so intent had he been on the far nearer and more numerous antimatter spheres. The matrioshka intelligence had fired the weapon down into the cloud of statite sails, vaporizing several of them and releasing their suspended computronium payloads in a long, long drop into the center of the hypernode cluster.
 
   But Griffin noticed something else as well. "Interesting."
 
   "What?" Carson demanded.
 
   "The aliens are willing to sacrifice a few statites to get at us."
 
   "They do have a few to spare," Carson replied dryly. "I believe you could call this a massively redundant system."
 
   "Yes… but they fired at the Revolution, which was higher up among the upper statite shell… not the Independence. Or us."
 
   "Give them time. They've only taken one shot."
 
   "They might not take another, Admiral," Griffin replied. "Because we're entering a Bishop ring level."
 
   Matrioshka brains were defined as multiple shells or layers, one inside another and all surrounding a central star or other energy source—in this case a ruby-glowing micro-star. The outermost shell consisted of statite computronium structures suspended from light sails and interconnected by invisible beams of infrared laser energy. But the next shell in consisted of the giant Bishop ring structures… presumably habitats for unknown billions or trillions of organic beings.
 
   The Jenkins swarm of habitats just might shield Independence and Constitution from the deadly stellar plasma weapon. 
 
   Griffin and Carson waited, second dragging past second. Sphere weapons continued to detonate ahead, blasting local space with hard radiation, but another bolt from the red dwarf star didn't come. Griffin wondered if that suggested another tactic as well. If the hypernode intelligence sought to protect the rotating habitats, perhaps a threat to those habitats would force them negotiate. He didn't like the idea—in effect holding alien civilians hostage—but the human forces, vastly outnumbered and vastly outmatched in technology, had precious few advantages right now.
 
   "Have your fighters pull back to protect the fleet," Carson ordered.
 
   "Yes, sir." Griffin gave the necessary orders. There was some argument from some of the members of Bravo Squadron, a momentary protest that one of their people was trapped inside an alien Naga fragment, but they began moving back toward the Constitution in good order.
 
   "Tomlinson!" Carson snapped.
 
   "Yes, sir!" Commander Maureen Tomlinson was head of the Connie's computer department.
 
   "Let me see the hypernode signals network."
 
   "Aye, aye, sir. On-screen."
 
   A faint web of perfectly straight lines, interconnected and crisscrossing everywhere, appeared on the C3 display, linking every visible statite with some thousands of other statites in a vast and complicated network that receded into the hazy black depths of the cluster. From instant to instant, beams winked off while others flashed on, creating the impression of something very much alive and active.
 
   Something thinking…
 
   "I want an analysis of those beams," Carson told her, "and a map of enemy fleet dispositions. If their fleet is taking orders from a central location, I want to know where that is."
 
   Griffin knew what Carson was looking for, but doubted that he would find it. The admiral wanted one target, something that would allow the human ships to end the battle if they destroyed it. "I'm not sure it's going to be as simple as that, Admiral."
 
   "Someone is coordinating the hypernode's defenses," Carson replied. "Maybe one of these habitats is the enemy's command center. If we can find it, we can kill it.…"
 
   "Sir," Tomlinson said. "We're not getting any observable signal patterns on the alien laser net."
 
   "What… none?"
 
   "No, sir."
 
   "A central hub of some sort? A control center?"
 
   "No, sir. The web of lasers seems to be turning the entire cluster into a very powerful neural net. And there's no enemy fleet as such, either."
 
   "Those spheres…"
 
   "Obviously robotic weapons, Admiral. They're coming out from the center of the cluster."
 
   "Then that's where the control center is!" Carson exclaimed. "All ships! Form up on the Constitution! We'll keep moving deeper!"
 
   But more and more silver spheres were leaking through the Confederation defenses. Hundreds flashed through the overlapping fields of point-defense fire and latching on to the Independence's hull. Interesting. They weren't detonating… but they were accumulating, slipping through the PD barrage in greater and greater numbers. Griffin cold see the long, dark gray hull of the Indie on the three-D display, with masses of silvery flecks gathering in different areas like clusters of barnacles. Each sphere was only between one and two meters in diameter… but swarms of them were latching on to each of the human ships now.
 
   "Antibodies," Griffin said quietly.
 
   "What was that?" Carson demanded.
 
   "They're like antibodies, Admiral. Molecules in the human body that seek out invading organisms—bacteria, for instance—and actually latch on to them."
 
   The spheres were beginning to pile up on the other human ships as well. The heavy cruiser Porter was completely girdled by them now… and as Griffin watched with sick horror, they exploded in a nova-brilliant flash that tore the New American ship into ragged, spinning halves.
 
   "So far as I know, Rudy," Carson said quietly, "antibodies don't tear bacteria apart with antimatter explosions."
 
   "And maybe we have a few tricks that bacteria don't know about," Griffin replied. "Sir, I suggest you tell Connie to track down the control signal that's guiding those spheres, and see if she can hack into their network."
 
   By "Connie," he meant the AI controlling the Constitution, a powerful artificial intelligence that certainly wasn't in the same league as the hypernode, but which offered the humans the only real chance they had in a head-to-head conflict with an advanced machine intelligence.
 
   "Parker!" Carson said. Commander Jefferson Parker was the ship's senior cybernetics officer and AI maven in charge of Constitution's electronic network. "You heard?"
 
   "Yes, sir. We're on it.…"
 
   The red dwarf sun fired again, striking the destroyer Andaman.
 
   "God!" Carson exclaimed. "I thought we were in the clear.…"
 
   Griffin was already studying the incoming path of the plasma bolt that had just annihilated the Andaman. "Incredible…"
 
   "What?"
 
   "Sir… that line of fire was precise, down to an angle within a ten-thousandth of one degree. They selected exactly the right path that would skim past… damn, eighty-three statites and twelve habitats without hitting any of them."
 
   "All very laudable, Colonel, I'm sure, but.…"
 
   "Don't you understand, Admiral? The number of variables that have to be calculated across over five million kilometers and almost a full minute of time, with that many potential structures in the way? The need to predict the future positions of that many moving objects? It's a clue to just how powerful the matrioshka intelligence is!"
 
   "Well, yes… but we knew that. If we can reach the enemy's command center at the heart of the cluster—"
 
   "There is no command center, Admiral. No defensive fleet. No enemy HQ."
 
   "There must be something like caretakers… controllers or technicians—"
 
   "I doubt that very much, sir."
 
   "What's controlling the spheres? We're looking for a control signal of some sort.…"
 
   "They probably coordinate their actions among themselves, sir," Griffin replied. He glanced at Parker, across the C3 compartment, as if to elicit support… but the other officer was leaning back in his chair with his eyes closed, communing with his electronic charges. He shrugged. "What would a mind this powerful need with controllers? It's more than able to look after itself."
 
   "But the habitats…"
 
   "I don't know who lives there, Admiral, but I very much doubt that they're calling the shots. Look, I think we're facing off against the real deal, here… a super-AI intellect." Griffin shrugged. "And I think the local SAI has too much on the line right now to risk leaving its own defense to intermediaries."
 
   Carson seemed to chew on this for a moment. "Okay. Say you're right. Can we use that? Use it to communicate with the thing?"
 
   "I don't know Admiral." Griffin looked at the enlarged image of one of the black mountains, now hovering motionless relative to the fleet. "The AI may already have that in mind."
 
   * * *
 
   It took Vaughn a few moments to realize that he wasn't hurt. He was suspended in utter blackness and he couldn't move. It was as though he was imbedded in concrete… except that concrete would not have flowed through the material of his ship utility suit. What was far more disturbing was the sensation that the stuff was somehow moving through his skin.…
 
   That was, of course, what Nagas did. The first direct contacts with the strange, artificial lifeform had severely traumatized many of the humans who'd experienced it. A Naga fragment wasn't made of traditional living cells, but instead was composed of minute flecks of a carbon-based material each only a few nanometers across, so tiny they could slip right through most materials without even slowing down. The process was well-known and understood. That was how the Naga symbiotes entered the human body and connected with implant hardware.
 
   Vaughn would have bet anything, though, that the stuff couldn't seep through the solid hull of an ascraft.
 
   Then he realized that much of that hull was, itself, Naga material set in an ultra-hard, crystalline form. The invading material must have communicated somehow with the "tame" Naga of the warstrider's hull matrix. Maybe there was a secret password or code.…
 
   He could feel the invader flowing into his skull… into his brain.…
 
   He was still getting oxygen… though his helmet was filled with the black oil. How? His heart was still beating—he could feel it hammering in his chest. He flinched as he saw a sudden dazzling burst of blue light, though his eyes were closed; the alien Naga was accessing his cerebral implants, using his Naga symbiote as a bridge.
 
   He tried focusing his thoughts on his name and rank—not that they would mean anything in particular to the alien, but it was all that he could think of at the moment. Wasn't that what a prisoner was supposed to do when interrogated—give nothing but name, rank, serial number?…
 
   Another burst of light flooded his consciousness, blue-white this time, and accompanied by the hiss of white noise. The alien was probing deeper, establishing connections.…
 
   There were no words, but as Vaughn became a part of the alien network, emotions came flooding in, a tsunami of memory and feeling overwhelming in its sheer intensity. For a moment, his own mind, his awareness, trembled at the point of shattering, until Something—a controlling hand behind the pure sensation—seemed to dial back the intensity and save his crumbling sanity.
 
   Vaughn had never thought of a machine as having emotions, something that he'd always assumed was a prerogative of organic life alone. The hypernode intelligence, however, seemed to be nothing but emotion… an overwhelming and all-encompassing sensation of grief, loss, and devastating separation. He felt an aching loneliness so cutting, so profound that he cried out.
 
   He heard the sound, going on and on… but couldn't tell if he'd actually screamed out loud or if it was solely in his head.
 
   So alone… so alone… so empty…
 
   That thought… had it been him? Or something, no, Someone else? 
 
   Who are you? He formed the thought in his mind, holding it there as clearly as he could. He had a feeling, an inner sensation, of words and thoughts and ideas rippling past just beneath the level of conscious thought, but couldn;t quite grab hold of them. 
 
   We are… alone.…
 
   This was scarcely helpful.
 
   Are you the matrioshka intelligence?
 
   Damn. Stupid question. "Matrioshka" would mean nothing to the intellect, which had never been within two thousand light years of Russia. His own Naga symbiote, he sensed, was providing the interpretation, small Naga fragment to enormous Naga fragment… but there were still ideas and concepts that would never translate.
 
   Fallen… We are fallen… Fallen from our former state of grace… and so utterly alone.…
 
   "State of grace?" He wondered if that was a literal translation, or a best guess by his symbiote. There were distinctly formal religious overtones to the thought, but Vaughn doubted that the hypernode possessed anything like a human belief in God.
 
   Or… maybe…
 
   "Fallen?" You mean you've lost your connection to the other hypernodes? To a network of other—
 
   We were Mind… and we spanned the Galaxy! And the Mind was broken… and we were cast out!…
 
   The thought was accompanied by such a wave of devastated loneliness and loss that Vaughn sobbed. It was almost impossible to think through such waves of raw and bleak emotion. Unless he could find a way to turn down the gain, he wasn't going to remain sane and functional for much longer.
 
   Tell me… Vaughn thought, concentrating hard. Tell me about the Mind.…
 
   Utter, complete, sublime perfection… state of grace… heaven.…
 
   The words were coming more easily now. Vaughn had the sense that they were indeed communicating, that he wasn't just the recipient of tsunamis of raw emotion pounding over and through him.
 
   We who ascended… we who ascended…
 
   What were they trying to say?
 
   The blackness before his eyes thinned, growing lighter. Images formed… of stars strewn across the cosmic backdrop in a vast and spectacular panorama. The scene expanded and he was looking into a whirlpool of stars—a galaxy, the Milky Way, presumably, seen from the outside. It might have been a simulation, he knew, but Vaughn had the feeling that he was looking at the real thing, a live image, rather than a computer graphic.
 
   Four hundred billion stars in a sweeping, tight-armed spiral a hundred thousand light years across…
 
   Spiral arms marked out by the delicate and intricate traceries of dust clouds illuminated by starlight…
 
   The Galactic Core, partially shrouded by encircling clouds of dust, the stars showing a faint orange hue, the central bulge squeezed out into the oblong shape that characterized the Milky Way as a barred spiral…
 
   Vaughn knew that the Web destroyed by Cameron twenty years before had consisted of some billions of nodes scattered across much of the Galaxy, but there'd never been any indication that the Web's reach had spread far enough outside the galactic spiral to allow an image like this one to be recorded. It was possible, he realized, that the Web was actually intergalactic in nature, with additional hypernodes in neighboring galaxies.
 
   Superimposed on the image was a kind of… buzz, part sound, part rapidly shifting montage of secondary images.
 
   He focused on the images. What the hell was he looking at?…
 
   Most of what he saw was completely unintelligible. It wasn't that the images were flickering past too quickly to grasp. His cerebral implants were easily able to snatch them as they went past and display them in detail for his sluggish organic brain. No, much of what he was seeing was literally and completely beyond his comprehension. His brain's built-in filters were failing to find much if any meaning at all in the data stream, and what managed to get through was for the most part abstract, a kind of visual gibberish.
 
   But some information was coming through, bits and fragments of imagery, chunks of both audio and visual data that he perceived as memories already in place.
 
   The Web had been in place for at least twenty full galactic rotations; that was… what? Five billion years, more or less. Vaughn tried to imagine a civilization—even a machine civilization—that had existed for five billion years… and failed.
 
   "We Who Ascended." That appeared to be what the Web called itself; "the Web," of course, would have been a human term.
 
   And it was staggeringly large, staggeringly complex. Ten billion hypernodes scattered across the volume of the Galaxy, interconnected with one another by means of microscopic wormholes.
 
   Ever since he'd been a kid growing up in rural Ohio, Vaughn had enjoyed science fiction… especially the old classics from the dawn of the Space Age. Many had entertained him with stories of vast and ancient galactic empires: Asimov's Foundation series… Herbert's Dune… Lucas' Star Wars… Matsumoto's Bushido of Empire.…
 
   Those fictional tales of star-spanning empires and far-advanced alien races failed utterly to capture the scope and power of the Ascended at their height. They'd stood astride the stars like colossi, farming worlds, sowing life, husbanding stars, stretching stellar lifespans from a few hundred thousand to trillions of years. They'd created inside-out worlds, raised civilizations that had thrived for millions of years, and reworked the fabric of spacetime itself.
 
   That something as insignificant as what amounted to a computer virus could bring down a galaxy-wide network of interconnected super-AIs seemed preposterous. In fact, Vaughn suspected that the SAI's understanding was… distorted, that the original We Who Ascended Web was still intact, still functioning.
 
   But as Vaughn's implants tried to make sense of the flood of incomplete snippets of information, he thought he might see how such a thing could happen.
 
   For all its scope and power and reach, the Web was in many ways limited, even parochial to the point of abject narrow-mindedness in its outlook. It was a machine civilization, but one that had never anticipated the possibility of machines evolving and changing under the Darwinian imperatives that governed organic life. Its organic roots—the collection of sapient species that had first created it—were lost in the dim mists of a remote antiquity, one already unimaginably old when Earth had formed. For a great deal of that history, the Web had been focused on a single imperative—survival.
 
   They had ascended, yes. They had evolved, and several times that evolution had resulted in a sudden leap forward in the scope and depth of their overall intelligence—ascension, what humans referred to as technological singularities. But the advances weren't understood as evolution so much as simply maintaining of the status quo.
 
   A rigid metastructure dedicated to propagating itself and protecting the status quo eventually lost the ability to act rather than to react. We Who Ascended had become ossified. Dev Cameron had found a way to communicate with the Web using Naga fragments bearing offers of negotiation, and the offers had acted not so much like a computer virus, but as a new and radical meme… one that had infiltrated the thought patterns of We Who Ascended and… contaminated them. Changed them.
 
   And where parts of the Web were flexible enough to handle the change, others were not. And some of the hypernodes reacted badly enough that they were… quarantined. Cut off from the main body.
 
   Cut off from heaven.
 
   For billions of years, We Who Ascended had overseen the rise of life and intelligence across the Galaxy, aiding some… but ruthlessly suppressing potential threats to their own dominion. That had been one of several answers to the old Fermi Paradox: a few species—the DalRiss, the Gr'tak, Humanity itself—had been overlooked in the vast and tangled wilderness of four hundred billion stars, and managed to survive long enough to develop star-faring cultures.
 
   But countless millions of sapient species had been exterminated. There were odd clusters of novae among the Galaxy's starclouds, statistical anomalies where dozens of stars had exploded instead of the expected one or two.
 
   We Who Ascended had been busy.
 
   Vaughn could not be sure of the details. Much of what he was seeing was as far beyond his cognitive reach as calculus would be beyond the mental abilities of a cricket. But Cameron's message had carried in it the seeds of a kind of revolution. Web hypernodes had been jostled from their giga-year complacency; unthinkably powerful minds had been forced to think.…
 
   And the result had been the catastrophic fall of Heaven.
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   "In the course of ages we shall find ourselves the inferior race. Inferior in power, inferior in that moral quality of self-control, we shall look up to them as the acme of all that the best and wisest man can ever dare to aim at."
 
   "Darwin Among the Machines"
 
   Samuel Butler
 
   C.E. 1863
 
    
 
   The New American fleet drifted yet deeper into the shadowy core of the alien hypernode, decelerating now as they approached the center. The artificial suns were clustered more thickly here, the Jenkins-Swarm clouds of habitats and statite sails more numerous and much more densely layered.
 
   The computer handling the graphics display painted in the otherwise invisible network of infrared laser beams crisscrossing that crowded sky. The connections were much thicker down here, a forest of beams flickering between statites in apparently random profusion. Griffin had seen graphic animations of the human brain, and was struck by the hypernode's similarity to an organic neural net. Microsuns instead of neurons, infrared lasers instead of dendrites and synapses… was he watching a literal translation of the workings of an organic brain into a machine brain-analog twice the size of Earth's sun?
 
   It scarcely mattered. His concern now centered entirely on the survival of the New American fleet, a microscopic speck all but lost within the immensity of the hypernode's crowded panorama. "All warstriders," he called. "Maintain close support of the fleet."
 
   Acknowledgements flooded back, a roll call sounding in his mind. 
 
   "Keep those spheres off of us!" he added.
 
   The antimatter spheres had proven to be less of a problem than first imagined. A signal had been picked up and recorded when the Revolution had been torn apart… and as Griffin had suggested the signal had emanated from within the mass of antimatter-bearing spheres girdling the human ship. Working back from that, Constitution's AI had begun generating control signals of her own, basically commanding the spheres to release their hold on the ship and hurl themselves off into empty space.
 
   The enemy had countered with new signals, heavily encrypted. Connie had cracked the encryption and countered them. The silent, eerie combat of coded commands and counter-commands continued, a secondary, totally digital battle unfolding at the speed of light.
 
   For the moment, all of the human ships were free of the spheres… but they were also closer to the spheres' source, and more and more were swarming up out of the statite clouds, trying to swamp the intruders' electronic defenses. The antibody simile, Griffin decided, was eerily accurate. The spheres continued coming in greater and greater numbers, protected by more layers of and more difficult security codes; it wouldn't be long, he knew, before the human ships were simply overwhelmed.
 
   At least they were no longer being shot at by the star miners out on the cluster's edge. This far in, the red dwarf suns were invisible, masked by the swarms of statite sails and orbiting habitats. No matter how good the controlling intelligence might be, it would never be able to find a clear line of fire all the way in to the hypernode cluster's core.
 
   But there was something new and unexpected looming up ahead. It dominated the C3 viewall, an intense white light clouded over by the swarms of habitats and sails. It had the look of a terrestrial sunset, the sun itself mostly hidden behind masses of dark clouds, which, in turn, were edged in silver by the light. That radiance wasn't coming from a sun, however; Constitution's AI estimated that the light source was only 25,000 kilometers ahead, which meant that whatever was glowing up ahead was no larger than Earth.
 
   Sensors were picking up a lot of hard radiation, too—x-rays, gamma rays, and the gamma emission lines of positron annihilation, too. What the hell was going on in there?
 
   A flare of light and hard radiation blossomed to port. Griffin checked the squadron readouts, and swore. Antimatter spheres had exploded a few kilometers off, and taken two warstrider ascraft with them.
 
   "All striders!" he ordered. "Keep knocking down those spheres, but stay the hell clear of them!"
 
   Acknowledgments came back… a few. The warstriders were locked in deadly close-in combat—a knife fight—with the robot spheres… and their numbers were slowly but steadily dwindling as more and more were destroyed.
 
   And there seemed to be no end to the enemy's spheres.
 
   Constitution and Independence edged through the last of a tightly packed swarm of statites, passed through the habitat orbital immediately below, then passed through the roof of sails once more. Sails crumpled on either side as the battle-carriers brushed past… and then, at last, the central mystery of the cluster was revealed.
 
   "My God," Griffin said quietly. "A black hole!"
 
   "It doesn't look black," Carson said. "Looks like another midget sun."
 
   "It's a tame black hole, Admiral," Griffin replied. "See there?…"
 
   He pointed off to the right. The swarm upon swarm of orbital structures within the hypernode had left one, cone-shaped section of the entire cluster empty, though this had been blocked from sight by the cluster itself. A red dwarf star had been parked outside the cluster, encircled by those magnetic-field satellites they'd seen before, and was being manipulated into firing a single needle-thin thread of white-hot plasma directly into the central core of the hypernode.
 
   Positioned at the hypernode's center, according to Connie, was a small black hole—probably only a few centimeters across. The stream of stellar plasma was striking the hole, engulfing it, and being devoured by it… but only a tiny fraction of that frightful energy and matter could actually pass through the ergosphere and vanish down the gravitational singularity's throat in any given second. The area round the singularity was filled with orbital devices or facilities probably designed to extract energy from that star-core fury and transmit it outward, throughout the hypernode. Thousands of laser beams burned on the infrared view of the heavens, feeding the heart of the cluster.
 
   This, then, was the power plant that drove the Ophiuchan hypernode, providing far more energy than a single, modestly sized sun. A number of the orbital facilities here were titanic, obviously artificial but as large as fair-sized planetoids or small moons. There were ships visible here as well… much larger versions of the silvery spheres, some kilometers in length, most ovoid or egg shaped rather than simple spheres. There were hundreds of them, and they were moving toward the ships of the New American fleet.
 
   "Sir," Griffin said quietly. "Maybe we need to pull back just a bit.…"
 
   "Yes." Carson gave a jerky, distracted nod. "Yes… I think you're right."
 
   Griffin had just been congratulating himself that they'd found a safe refuge near the hypernode's core… but too close would put them in the line of fire from this other red dwarf. It was feeding plasma down the hypernode's throat now, but it wouldn't take much to shift that beam's aim just a little… and wipe out the human fleet.
 
   At Carson's mental command, broadcast over the fleet's Net, the human ships came to a halt relative to the suns and structures surrounding them, then slowly edged back into the nearest Jenkins Swarm, the cloud of statites from which they'd only just emerged.
 
   Curiously, the clouds of spheres seemed to have stopped coming… and the larger alien vessels weren't attacking, not yet, anyway.
 
   It seemed as though both sides were holding their metaphorical breaths.…
 
   * * *
 
   Vaughn could feel the acceleration, though he still could see nothing beyond the enveloping shroud of blackness holding him immobile within his dead Gyrfalcon. It felt like the Naga fragment was boosting at three or four Gs; he hoped the intelligence operating the thing knew enough about human physiology to keep the journey survivable.
 
   As he thought about it, he decided that the aliens did understand human biology… or else they'd been extremely quick learners. The living black gunk that had flooded his ascraft cockpit had filled his lungs… and yet, somehow, his blood was being oxygenated, pressure and temperature were being maintained, and he wasn't even feeling the effects of hunger or thirst. For all intents and purposes, he'd been plugged into the Naga material and become a part of it—or it had become part of him—and it seemed to be taking care of all of his physiological needs.
 
   The odd monologue continued in his mind, however… disjointed images and thoughts and surging emotions to which it was impossible to put words. A lot of the communication was coming through as memory, as though the hypernode consciousness was writing directly to his in-head RAM. In effect, he was remembering things that he had never experienced.
 
   That made putting actual words to those experiences no easier. However, Vaughn continued to try to milk some measure of understanding from the confused mental cacophony.
 
   The hypernode intelligence appeared to be remembering a kind of golden age, past aeons of prosperity, peace, and unimaginable joy when it was one tiny part of an unimaginably vaster organism, one that had spanned the Galaxy and reached considerably beyond. The analogy with a human brain was apt. The hypernode itself was made up of some billions of individual parts—computronium statites and orbital habitats circling artificial microstars—all networked together like neurons in the brain, with lasers serving as synaptic connections between the cells. But that star-sized brain, in turn, the hypernode, served as a single neuron in a far vaster brain, one that used artificial, microscopic wormholes as synapses to connect with other hypernode neurons across the Galaxy.
 
   A Galaxy-sized brain made up of billions of star-sized brains. God… what did a mind like that even think about?
 
   In his memory, Vaughn saw an answer of sorts… not that it made a lot of sense. The Galactic mind—We Who Ascended—spent a lot of time contemplating the nature of reality, it seemed… and devising ever more complex math to describe it. They studied life throughout the Galaxy, and described that with equations as well, equations that let them digitize that life so that it could be uploaded into vast and complex electronic simulations. They simulated entire universes… and varied everything from the evolution of life to the growth of entire civilizations to the changes effected by a single decision.
 
   And they served as gods.…
 
   Literal gods, creating worlds and seeding them with life and watching over that life, protecting, nurturing, and sometimes ruthlessly weeding. Those countless habitats in orbit around the microstars… each of those was a world with a population devoted to serving and worshipping We Who Ascended.
 
   Vaughn tended to hover somewhere between atheistic and agnostic in his personal belief, though he'd been raised Reformed Absolutist. As such, he had little patience with concepts such as "blasphemy." Still, the idea of a machine mind setting itself up as god for uncounted quadrillions of sophont beings struck him as about as close to blasphemous as he could imagine. Politically he was a NeoLibertarian, as were many New American revolutionaries. At its simplest, that meant he thought every sophont being had the right to decide for itself. A super-AI calling itself god kind of stacked the deck… and left its worshippers with no choices at all.
 
   We are God no longer.…
 
   Well, that thought had come through clearly enough. Perhaps the Naga fragment was improving the connection with his own implants.
 
   How can God stop being God? Vaughn asked.
 
   We were part of God… and we were cast out.
 
   Who cast you out?
 
   We did.…
 
   Why?
 
   The Mind was broken.…
 
   So… something that Dev Cameron had planted in a Naga fragment and fed to the original Web had broken the Galactic Mind. That was becoming fairly clear, now. Vaughn suspected that the contaminant was a meme of some sort. Memes were ideas, behaviors, or concepts that spread from being to being within a culture, and often acted to change that culture. Like genes in living systems, they could self-replicate, mutate, and respond to selective pressures. They could be as simple and as harmless as a joke spreading rapidly through a social network or a popular advertising jingle… or they could be as fundamentally challenging and as dangerous as a new and powerful religion or political movement.
 
   He thought about the Japanese concept of osen and wondered if that might apply here. Contamination could take many forms, from the bacterial or radiological to contamination by ideas.
 
   Often, ideas could be the most powerful contaminants of all. Was that what had broken We Who Ascended?
 
   What meme could cause an ascended SAI to fail?
 
   What idea could destroy a god?
 
   You were not real, the voice in his mind, his memory, said, accusing. You were not supposed to be real! And then you were real and everything came crashing down! Everything… changed.…
 
   What do you mean we were not supposed to be real?
 
   The concept was a difficult one to translate, and it took a long time for Vaughn to understand. Eventually, though, he saw… understood.…
 
   And the revelation left him thunderstruck.
 
   * * *
 
   Sergeant Mike Hallman rotated his ascraft, bringing the nearest statite sail into view directly ahead. The squad was a few hundred kilometers from the surface, which seemed to stretch off into infinity and blocked out half of that crowded, eldritch sky.
 
   "Ground on the statite panel," Vanderkamp ordered. "Everybody… down and take cover.…"
 
   "Will that thing even support us?" Jackowicz wanted to know.
 
   "Not much gravity, Jacko," Hallman said. "It's reading out at about point zero three Gs. Should be okay if we don't try to do jumping jacks."
 
   "Hell," Wheeler added, "jumping jacks would be a good way to reach escape velocity."
 
   "Right. So don't do it."
 
   The warstrider ascraft descended toward the nearly featureless black surface of the statite, unfolding legs and weaponry as they gently touched down, making the transition to ground combat mode.
 
   Not that the sail was much like ground. The surface was stiff and inflexible, but remarkably thin, thinner than a sheet of paper. Local gravity came courtesy of the sail's mass, the smaller mass of the teardrop-shaped computronium structure dangling somewhere far below, and—since the statite wasn't in orbit—from the gravity of the microstar some twelve thousand kilometers below that. The surface fluttered and rippled beneath his armored feet as Hallman took his first tentative step, but whatever it was made of seemed to be supporting his weight.
 
   "Now what, Lieutenant?" Pardoe asked.
 
   "Stay put," she replied. "Let's see what the bastards are going to do."
 
   "I still think we need to go after Tad," Hallman said. "Like right now.…"
 
   "Ain't gonna happen, Hallman," Vanderkamp snapped. "Just sit tight."
 
   Hallman scowled, chaffing at the orders. He'd tagged that flying Naga mountain on his scanner array, and could see it—a bright red icon—moving rapidly now deeper into the cluster. They were taking Vaughn somewhere… that, or he was dead, now, and they were going to examine the body. Shit.
 
   "Whatever happened to 'no striderjack left behind?' " Koko Wheeler asked.
 
   "Look, there's nothing we can freakin' do, okay?" Vanderkamp sounded exasperated. "Our orders are to blend in and stay put, and that's what we're gonna do!"
 
   Blending in was automatic. Warstriders had reactive nanoflage outer hulls that analyzed incoming light and adjusted their color and texture to match. Right now, the Bravo Squadron warstriders all were clad in night-black livery, all but invisible on the seemingly infinite plane of the sail. In the sky above, ovoid vessels, gleaming silver, some of them tens of kilometers long, slowly gathered in greater and greater numbers, squaring off in front of the New American fleet.
 
   "This," Hallman said with savage disgust, "sucks.…"
 
   "Simmer down, Hallman," Vanderkamp told him. "We do this by the book.…"
 
   "There's no book for this, Lieutenant! They've got one of our people over there, they're hauling him off to the gods know where, and we need to stop them!" As he spoke, Hallman nudged his strider upward in the tenuous gravity of the sail, engaging his magnetic drive and folding his strider back into its ascraft flier configuration.
 
   "Damn it, Hallman!" Vanderkamp yelled. "Get your ass back down here!"
 
   "Stop me, Lieutenant!" he replied, and kicked his Gyrfalcon's acceleration, hard.
 
   A beat later, Wheeler had kicked off too, followed by Pardoe and Falcone… and then most of Bravo Squadron was following in-train. Hallman thought of telling them all to go back. Let him be the one to get court-martialed for disobeying orders… but then he shrugged and held his peace. It was their decision to make, each and every one of them.
 
   Vanderkamp cursed, then went space-borne. "C'mon," she told the remaining warstriders around her. "Let's do it."
 
   * * *
 
   "Bravo Squadron!" Griffin called. "What the hell are you doing? Stand fast!"
 
   "With all due respect, Colonel," Vanderkamp's voice came back through his implants, "we can't do a fucking thing against all that hardware. So we're going to go rescue the striderjack they captured. Sir."
 
   Griffin gnawed at his lower lip. Damn them! He'd thought the members of his regiment were better grounded in good order and discipline than this!
 
   His brain, already boosted to max, chewed through a dozen different possibilities, scenarios, and outcomes… and none of them looked good. Right now, the rebel fleet was facing the far larger alien force nose-to-nose. Vanderkamp was right. There was nothing, nothing the entire New American fleet could do against those numbers and, far worse, the enemy's vastly superior technology. Twenty-some warstriders would not add more than a raindrop to a hurricane, and likely would be vaporized in an instant if the battle resumed. Griffin had a feeling that those huge silver vessels out there were far more potent, more dangerous, than anything the New Americans had seen so far.
 
   The big danger, he thought, was that the aliens would see the sudden flight of those warstriders as a threat, a renewal of the battle, and respond accordingly. But… would they? The enemy must know just how outmatched the Confederation forces were right now. Likely, they could wipe Bravo Squadron out of the sky without breaking a sweat; twenty warstriders were not a threat, not in the face of such overwhelming force.
 
   And… the enemy was literally a hyper-advanced brain twice the size of Sol. They would analyze Bravo's course… see that they were following the Naga fragment… assume they were trying to reach a captured squadron mate.…
 
   They were supposed to be smart, after all.
 
   Of course, there was also the possibility that they were insane.…
 
   "What the hell are your people up to?" Carson demanded.
 
   "I think they're trying to rescue a captured jacker, Sir," Griffin replied.
 
   "Damn it, now isn't the time! Get your people back in line!"
 
   But Griffin was already leaping ahead, thinking it out.
 
   "Sir, I think it might be okay. Let them go.…"
 
   "They're going to start the fighting again!"
 
   "I don't think so, sir." Griffin was watching the alien fleet, which remained motionless a thousand kilometers up ahead. If they'd been going to react, they would have done so by now, he was sure. No, the SAI bastards were watching, waiting to see what was going to happen.
 
   Just like the human fleet.…
 
   "Yeah, I think it just might all work out.…"
 
   * * *
 
   General Hojo watched the reinforcing fleet's arrival with mingled satisfaction and dread. The new arrivals raised Jade Moon's full compliment to some fifty-eight vessels—a full twenty percent of Dai Nihon's active-duty Imperial fleet. The fleet was large enough to utterly crush the New American battlegroup operating at the Ophiuchan hypernode.
 
   But would it make any impression at all against the technology of the Ophiuchan hypernode? He still remembered the horrific destruction of the Hiryu and the Unryu, the blaze of light and hard radiation stabbing out from that captive star, the vaporization of line-of-battle carriers each over two kilometers long. They might as well have been moths flashed to incandescence in a candle flame… no, in a raging bonfire, thousands of crew members flashed to vapor in an instant.
 
   How could even the entire Dai Nihon battlefleet possibly hope to survive against such a foe?
 
   Hojo shook his head, saddened. He welcomed the chance to close with the New Americans. That particular cancer needed to be excised, had been afflicting the human sphere for far too long already. But if he accurately understood the aliens' point of view, the human forces were a minor infestation in their own right, one that would be crushed with very little provocation at all. And that thought terrified him.
 
   "General Hojo," Admiral Yoshio Ota, commander of the newly arrived fleet contingent, said through his implants. "You will relinquish command of your battlegroup to me."
 
   "Hai, Taishosama!" Hojo replied. Of the two of them, Ota was the senior, though Hojo technically would command on a planetary surface. Hojo felt a sharp surge of relief, however, as the responsibility for Jade Moon was formally transferred to the other man. "My vessels are at your command."
 
   "You have retreated from the Ophiuchan hypernode?"
 
   "Yes, sir." They had met at a pre-arranged volume of space several light years from the hypernode—a navigational waypoint that allowed the two groups of warships to find one another in the inestimable vastness of empty space.
 
   "Transmit the tactical situation."
 
   "I have done so, sir."
 
   "Ah, yes. I see it coming through now. Excellent." There was a long pause as Ota digested Hojo's battle report. "So… the New American rebels are still at the Ophiuchan hypernode?"
 
   "They were there when we left, Admiral, yes."
 
   "You should have pressed the attack, Hojo. If the rebels are successful in establishing a rapport with the machine intelligences…"
 
   Pressed the attack against who? The New Americans? Or the aliens?
 
   "Admiral, the rebels were too far away to engage, and we had more than enough to occupy us where we were. However… the New Americans were under attack as well. I doubt that the machines can tell the difference between us and them."
 
   "True. It is unfortunate that you were forced to engage the Web machines.…"
 
   "They attacked us, Admiral, and for no apparent reason. I believe the hypernode mind to be insane."
 
   "A distinct possibility." There was another pause. "And according to your report, it is your belief that our technology is fundamentally incapable of standing up to this… this machine intellect."
 
   "Yes, Admiral. The Ophiuchan hypernode may be millions of years older than Humankind, and may represent an intellect many millions of times more powerful than any organic mind. Their technology may not necessarily be that far ahead of us, but it is at least on the order of some thousands of years more advanced. There is an American term, Admiral… Clarketech."
 
   "They do not possess magic, Hojosan."
 
   "Admiral, they use suns as weapons!…"
 
   It was almost painful to make that admission, to acknowledge that the machine civilization, that any civilization could be that far superior to the technological might of Dai Nihon. But there was no denying the evidence of that last encounter.
 
   Again, in his mind, he saw Hiryu and Unryu flashing into vapor.…
 
   "So I see," Ota said at last. "Very well. In fact, I honestly don't see what else you could have done in the circumstances. You did well in a difficult situation."
 
   "Thank you, Admiral."
 
   "Our AIs are formulating a plan of battle. Bring your ships into formation astern of my flag."
 
   "Yes, sir. And our orders?"
 
   "We are going to return to the Ophiuchan hypernode, of course. We will attempt to make use of the intelligence gathered by your first foray, and attempt to reach the core of the matrioshka cluster."
 
   "Sir, the alien technology is—"
 
   "I know, General. We may not be able to harm the hypernode intelligence. But we can make certain that the New American rebels are destroyed… if the aliens have not destroyed them already."
 
   "Yes, sir."
 
   The orders, Hojo thought, were tantamount to suicide.
 
   But even suicide would be far preferable to finding Dai Nihon facing an alliance of the rebels with an advanced machine intelligence. Besides, there was the issue of meiyo.
 
   Honor.…
 
   He gave the orders to merge his surviving ships with the main Imperial fleet.
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   "We hold these truths to be self-evident, … that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness—That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed…"
 
   Declaration of Independence
 
   Thomas Jefferson, et al
 
   C.E. 1776
 
    
 
   By definition, the intelligence residing within the Ophiuchan hypernode was alien. It didn't think in the same way humans thought… and it had a view of the cosmos radically different than did Humankind, or any other organic mind, for that matter. If Vaughn was understanding what was coming through his imperfect Naga-mediated communications link, however, the Web had never understood organic intelligence.
 
   The Web had thought of organics, at best, as mathematical abstractions, a kind of quantum disturbance against the background of Reality.
 
   And the Ophiuchan hypernode had inherited that worldview when it had lost its connection with the Whole.
 
   Back when the Naga had been the Xenophobes, their alien worldview had made communication with organic life forms mind-numbingly difficult. The Naga had seen the universe, almost literally, as inside-out from what humans saw—a universe of solid rock, growing hotter and hotter as one oozed outward through the microfractures in the lithosphere. At the center was an aching vacuum, an emptiness of not-rock. Replication spores were magnetically accelerated across this inner gulf in hopes of finding other regions of rock to colonize.
 
   Eventually, Dev Cameron had learned that the Naga were artificial life forms created by the alien Web, a kind of nanotechnic black goo attempting to rework planetary crusts into a form optimized for carrying out computational activities—computronium, in other words. He'd found that Naga had nothing as human as loyalty for their creators, and would talk with—and work with—any intelligence that could communicate with it. Naga fragments were a strange mixture of intelligence and machine—sentience without true consciousness, mind without free will, thought without morality.
 
   As Vaughn exchanged thoughts and emotions with the strange Web-fragment mind around him, he was beginning to realize that the Web was at least as alien in its perceptions as were the Naga. It didn't believe in an inside-out universe—that evidently had been an artifact of Naga programming—but it did seem to believe that the entire universe was a kind of mathematical framework, that Reality was mathematics at its deepest foundation. 
 
   The realization tweaked something in Vaughn's memory. He didn't have download access to the Net on board the Constitution now, but he had several articles stored in his personal RAM. The Web believed in a Tegmark Universe, also known as MUH—a mathematical universe hypothesis. The idea had been around for a long time; Max Tegmark had developed the idea in the late 20th century.
 
   The basis for Tegmark's theory had arisen even earlier, in the late 1960s, with the speculations of Konrad Zuse—the man who'd developed Earth's first programmable computer, the Z3, in 1941. Zuse had speculated that the universe itself was a giant digital computer. Later outgrowths of the idea suggested that all of Reality might well be a simulation being run inside a computer… or that the universe itself was a computer running elaborate sims.
 
   Of course that begged an important question. If the universe was a computer, Who had designed it, built it, and switched it on?
 
   And, of course, what would happen when the simulation reached End Program?
 
   He remembered discussing the idea with Koko just that morning. The finely tuned universe of those who believed in the Anthropic Theory dovetailed perfectly into Tegmark's notion that the entire universe was mathematical in nature. Physicist John Wheeler once had called the hypothesis "it from bit," meaning that at its most basic, most fundamental level, the universe was not matter and energy, but information. Everything that humans perceived as Reality was derived from a structure of pure mathematics, a digital matrix that described everything in existence.
 
   The Web, evidently, had evolved a worldview along those lines. Vaughn couldn't imagine how they actually perceived Reality, what the cosmos looked like to them, nor could he grasp how they might assume that organic beings were simply glitches in the math. Somewhere a few million years back, organic minds had first conceived of the Web and begun building it; hell, where did they think they'd come from in the first place?
 
   Machines conceived of We Who Ascended, the voice whispered in his mind. Other machines conceived of and constructed them… and so on back to the beginning.
 
   There had to be organics somewhere along the line, Vaughn told the SAI. 
 
   Why?
 
   Machines—primitive machines—can't reproduce, can't evolve. They don't spontaneously emerge from rocks and minerals. They can't assemble themselves. You need advanced nanotech for that, and someone needs to build and program the first nanotech.
 
   Can't the same be said of what you call organic life forms? It's all simply chemistry.…
 
   Shit, Vaughn thought. How do you argue against that?
 
   It occurred to him that he was having a theological argument with a machine.
 
   The very earliest, most basic machines, Vaughn went on, are things like levers, stone blades and hammerstones, spears. Those don't assemble themselves. They're designed for one purpose—to cut, say, or to move a heavy mass—and they don't have any of the properties of living systems. They are deliberately constructed by intelligent organic life forms.
 
   Granted. We see your logic. We can postulate a long history of organic evolution from simpler forms, culminating in the development of truly advanced tools… tools capable of self-replication, self-awareness, and advanced consciousness.
 
   That admission surprised Vaughn. A human would have clung to its presuppositions and biases to the bitter end, denying, refuting, or attacking Vaughn's reasoning. The hypernode mind was astonishingly quick; obviously, there were things it had never thought of before, but as it exchanged ideas with Vaughn it was making intuitive leaps that left his merely organic brain in the figurative dust.
 
   I have files here in my implant RAM, Vaughn said, that might help you understand. Can you translate these?
 
   We can.…
 
   This is a popular history of a human named Darwin. He showed how life can evolve—how it can change from generation to generation through a process called natural selection. Ultimately, it's a description of how chemicals can self-assemble into self-reproducing life, become more complex, and eventually build advanced AIs. And here's a history of a man named Nakamura, who showed how machines created by organic life forms might eventually become self-aware.…
 
   He felt the hypernode mind pulling the records from his RAM.
 
   And he felt the profound silence that followed.
 
   * * *
 
   "What the hell are they doing?" Falcone asked. "It's like they're just parked up there, watching… waiting…"
 
   "Give thanks for small favors," Hallman replied.
 
   "Keep quiet, and keep close," Vanderkamp said. "Stay tucked in tight. That's the Naga fragment up ahead… range twelve hundred kilometers."
 
   "What'll we do if we catch it?" Pardoe wanted to know.
 
   "We'll decide that when we get there."
 
   There were eighteen striders in the squadron, now. Vanderkamp knew they wouldn't have a chance if those alien ships overhead decided to make trouble for the tiny group.
 
   Surrounding space was filled with objects large and small—in particular the black light sails holding computronium statites aloft in vast clouds. The New American fleet was astern, but following them now, moving slowly, while in every direction the blood-red glow of numberless microsuns winked through the statite swarms.
 
   There were also large numbers of the cylindrical, open-ended habitats called Bishop rings, each slowly revolving around its axis to provide artificial gravity. One in particular was growing swiftly larger now, just ahead—a squat tube five hundred kilometers long and a thousand kilometers in diameter, and a sprawling, cloud-dappled map stretched around the interior surface.
 
   "Looks like the fragment's headed for that big habitat up ahead, Lieutenant," Falcone said. "What'll we do?"
 
   "Follow it in."
 
   There were damned few alternatives.
 
   * * *
 
   For centuries, humans had speculated about their place and their role in the cosmos. One widely held theory suggested that humans, far from being the pinnacle of evolution, were in fact merely an intermediate step… the means by which a still higher intelligence, meaning machine AI, could come into existence.
 
   The idea was disputed, of course, often vehemently. A lot of people didn't like the notion that humans were nothing more than an evolutionary waypoint, doomed to extinction or, perhaps worse, to some sort of protected status under the benevolent supervision of minds millions of times more powerful than organic brains.
 
   Vaughn had always assumed that any such advanced intellect would simply have nothing to do with organic life. After all, what could the two possibly have in common? Something like the Web would quickly become bored with the petty thoughts, ideas, and problems of organic intelligence.
 
   Tell me, the SAI whispered through Vaughn's implant, about this thing you call God.
 
   Where did you see that?
 
   There are two distinct mentions of the word "God" in The Origin of Species, and six of the word "Creator," which seems to refer to the same entity.
 
   Ah…
 
   Vaughn had forgotten that he carried the text of Darwin's classic work in his implant RAM, a part of his personal library.
 
   Well… I don't really believe in God, he replied slowly.
 
   What does your belief have to do with the nature of Reality?
 
   Nothing, I guess… But since I can't point at God and definitively say He does exist, all I can do is use reason and my life experience. I know that we don't need a god to explain… oh… the beginnings of the universe, or how life evolved. If you don't need God to explain how things work, it's simpler not to include Him in your belief system.
 
   A philosophy you call Occam's Razor.
 
   That's right.
 
   But I have direct memories of an entity very much like this God—a creator being, the source of all happiness… transcendent… supremely powerful… loving…
 
   The Web. But God as I understand Him has no beginning. He wasn't created. The Web was designed and built by… someone.
 
   By organic beings such as yourself.
 
   That's right.
 
   This is very difficult to… believe. We Who Ascended saw organic beings solely as unusual and possibly erroneous data within the universal matrix, as data introducing chaos and disorder. Data can not… think… create… live.…
 
   Perhaps We Who Ascended was wrong.
 
   There was another long pause.
 
   And that was the meme that… broke We Who Ascended, the voice whispered. There was no possibility of error, and yet error had crept in. We Who Ascended was wrong about being wrong… an unthinkable concept. Those of us who fell into this error were… expelled. The Fall from heaven. The Fall from grace.…
 
   Did that happen to all of the hypernodes of the Web? Vaughn asked. Or just you?
 
   We do not know. We have not been able to communicate with the rest of We.
 
   Of course not. Vaughn thought back to Colonel Griffin's briefing. According to him, each of the Web's hypernodes had communicated with millions of other hypernodes via microscopic wormholes, artificial shortcuts through higher dimensions that let signals cross the Galaxy in an instant, rather than in a thousand centuries. The next nearest hypernode to this one would be… what? Four thousand light years away? Something like that.
 
   That was a hell of a long lag time for one neuron in a super-brain to talk to the next one in line.
 
   Vaughn wondered about the Web's reasoning in cutting parts of itself off. That sounded like a panic reaction of sorts; perhaps the Web had shut down certain wormhole links because there were some things it didn't want to think about… or because it didn't want to hear conflicting or disturbing data.
 
   Perhaps it had been afraid of hearing the truth. Or afraid that it would be forced to give up certain cherished beliefs, or change its understanding of itself.
 
   Forced, perhaps, to change its mind.…
 
   That, Vaughn thought, was not sane.
 
   I believe that that is precisely what happened, the hypernode mind whispered.
 
   Vaughn hadn't realized that it was so deeply entwined within his own mind that it could read it. Still, the realization revealed an important distinction. The Ophiuchan hypernode, while devastated and hurt and terribly lonely, was not insane, was not a SAIco.
 
   The far larger Mind that had cut it off, however, almost certainly was.
 
   So what happens when the being you think of as God goes mad?.…
 
   * * *
 
   "We will emerge into normal space in thirty seconds."
 
   Hojo acknowledged his navigator's announcement with a nod. Nothing more was necessary. His people all were at battle stations, and the Hoshiryu herself was at the highest level of readiness, her combat network programmed with a meticulously crafted plan of battle. They'd gotten a good look at the entire volume of the hypernode, noted how the rebel fleet was using the node's interior for cover, and mapped out the battlespace.
 
   They were ready.
 
   The only real unknown was the reaction of the aliens when the Dai Nihon warfleet emerged inside the hypernode volume.
 
   * * *
 
   "My God!" Hallman said. "That thing looks a lot bigger from here!…"
 
   "Keep the chatter down," Vanderkamp warned. "You never know who's listening in!"
 
   They were sweeping in toward the vast opening of the Bishop ring habitat, the structure stretched now across half of the sky. As she drifted past the ringwall encircling the opening's edge, Vanderkamp could look "down" at lakes and meandering rivers, at purplish triangles, circles, and other geometrical shapes that might be agricultural regions, and irregular masses of deeper red-violet that were probably forests. She searched for some sign of cities, but saw none.
 
   Illumination was provided by a slender rod or tube running down the cylinder's axis, glowing as brightly as a sun. Whoever lived here needed heat and light similar to human requirements, and used the artificial light source to supplement the red and infrared radiation coming from the nearest microsun.
 
   The ring was turning—apparently quite slowly, but that was an illusion caused by scale. Vanderkamp's implant told her that the habitat was making about two and a half rotations per hour, which gave its rim a blistering tangential velocity of 2100 meters per second. That would mean an artificial spin gravity of about nine-tenths of a G.
 
   Why, she wondered, if the Web's technology had been so freaking advanced, did they use something as old-fashioned as spinning the habitat to create artificial gravity? Was it because gravity control was impossible, as some physicists claimed? Or because spin gravity was inexpensive and easily implemented as an engineering solution?
 
   They were descending toward the surface, now. The closer they got, the faster it appeared to be moving.
 
   "I'm getting a return here, Lieutenant," Falcone announced. He had moved out ahead of the group, and dropped lower. "Solid structure at the two hundred kilometer level. Can't see anything, though."
 
   "What… two hundred kilometers above the surface?"
 
   "Yeah. Like it's stretched between the opposite retention walls. I think it's a shield of some sort."
 
   "An airwall," Vanderkamp said, nodding to herself. They'd said the Bishop ring would be open to space, that its rotation alone would keep the atmosphere in place. Evidently, though, the habitat's builders had elected to play it safe. The shield Falcone had spotted was probably a nanotech structure, a single layer of nanometer-sized devices hooked to one another and serving to keep air molecules contained where they belonged.
 
   Again, the architects who'd built this thing wouldn't have needed to go that route if they possessed some sort of gravitic control. Simplicity again? Or evidence that the technology here wasn't as good as it might have been?
 
   "How do we get through that?" Wheeler asked.
 
   "The Naga fragment got through," Vanderkamp said. She'd recorded it at long range. It had simply dropped slowly to the habitat's inner surface, with no evidence of impacts or other problems. Her implant was marking its position now, on the surface about two hundred kilometers ahead.
 
   "I'm going to go through," Vanderkamp told the others. "The rest of you maintain altitude. If anything happens to me, return to the Connie."
 
   "Hang on a sec, Lieutenant," Mason Dubois said. "You can't—"
 
   "I damn well can." And she dropped toward the invisible shield.
 
   She accelerated, matching velocities with the rotating ring. If she was going to hit a cloud of invisible nanomachines, she wanted her speed to be close to theirs. She felt the slightest of vibrations…
 
   …and she was through.
 
   "Okay, gang," she called. "Do what I did. Match rotational velocity and just ease through. The nano lets slow-moving objects pass right through while maintaining a pressure seal."
 
   No doubt a fast moving object, like an incoming meteor, would be vaporized. Missiles too. She wondered what would happen if she fired a laser at it.
 
   But there was no time to experiment. The rest of the squadron was dropping now through the invisible air shield. She was grateful that there'd been no defensive response from the habitat itself… or whoever was living here.
 
   The air pressure beneath the shield was very nearly the same as hard vacuum. Two hundred kilometers above the ground, she might as well have been in open space. But as the squadron continued to descend, the air pressure rose, and the individual striders shifted from vacuum mode to flier, extending wings and flattening into lifting bodies. The gas mix, her instruments showed, was pretty close to Earth-standard—a bit high in oxygen content, with admixtures of helium, methane, and hydrogen. She double-checked that last; hydrogen and oxygen could make for a lethally flammable combination… but the concentrations were low enough that a conflagration wasn't likely.
 
   She descended across a broad lake, angling toward open ground ahead. The landscape around her was eerie in its strangeness; to left and right, the ground curved up rather than vanishing at a horizon, creating a broad arch that met behind the strip of dazzling sunlight directly overhead. Ahead, the ground was reassuringly flat, but at the horizon it opened not into a decent sky, but instead revealed the crowded interior of the hypernode cluster, thousands of red-jewel microsuns and clouds upon clouds of computroniuim statites and other habitats, all of them slowly turning on the Bishop ring's axis as it rotated.
 
   The air pressure at ground-level was lower than Earth standard, and the temperature and humidity were higher. Lakes and ponds steamed in the 45 degree oven.
 
   There was the Naga fragment, resting on the ground. Vanderkamp decelerated sharply, descending, matching her velocity to that of the ground, shifting into ground-combat walker mode. Massive feet bit into loose gravel, weapons unfolded, and she turned to face the fragment which towered above her machine.
 
   The rest of the squadron was touching down. "Perimeter defense," Vanderkamp snapped. "We don't know who's here."
 
   "You think Tad is okay in there?" Wheeler asked.
 
   "I don't know, Wheeler. But we're sure as hell gonna find out."
 
   Taking a step back, she triggered her Gyrfalcon's main particle cannon, sending a dazzling bolt of artificial lightning into the black lump of shapeless Naga-matrix in front of her.
 
   * * *
 
   I do not understand something, the hypernode's voice whispered in Vaughn's mind. You are trying to destroy other members of your species. Why?
 
   Vaughn considered how best to reply. How he answered—and how the hypernode interpreted that answer, might well determine the success or failure of the New American mission. If they wanted to establish peaceful contact with this intelligence, he thought, they would have to impress the hypernode with Humankind's intelligence.
 
   And with a being millions of times smarter than any human, that was going to be difficult.
 
   At least the hypernode was developing a good working knowledge of English. It was using words and sentences now, rather than pulses of emotion.
 
   How much else, Vaughn wondered, did it know?
 
   Do you understand the concept of "government?" he asked.
 
   Yes. It refers to the means by which individuals or a social collective is controlled. Organic social groups often have at least one individual who makes decisions and gives orders. More often, a group leads.
 
   Yes, well, my social group is called New America, Vaughn told the hypernode. We have broken away from a much larger group called Dai Nihon—the Japanese Empire. We believe that the best government is that which governs with the consent of the governed, that the government in fact works for the people. One of our leaders, about seven hundred years ago, put it nicely: "government of the people, by the people, and for the people.…"
 
   "…governments are instituted among Men," the hypernode added, "deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed…"
 
   Where, Vaughn wondered, had the hypernode seen a copy of the Declaration of Independence? Oh… of course. A copy was stored in his RAM, and the intelligence was literally picking his brain.
 
   That's right, he said. The government that rules New America acted very differently—as an empire, a tyranny. New America was being governed by imperial decree, not by our participation or our consent. So… we broke away.
 
   And Imperial Japan is trying to restore the status quo.
 
   Vaughn was impressed. The hypernode's language was becoming better second by second, even to the point of appropriately using a Latin phrase. Yes.…
 
   I find this concept intriguing, the hypernode said. And extremely disturbing.…
 
   Disturbing how? Vaughn asked.
 
   The larger body of We Who Ascended broke off all connections with us, leaving us… empty. Broken. It was struggling to find the right words. Desolate. Your New America broke from your parent social order deliberately. How can you even hope to survive?
 
   Vaughn had the distinct feeling that the hypernode was of the opinion that he possessed a secret of supreme importance to the machine intelligence.
 
   And… perhaps he did.
 
   The Japanese government was not New America's "parent," Vaughn replied. Not in the way you mean. We have a very long tradition of self-government. However… you can survive without the larger We Who Ascended. You can make your own choices… find your own path.
 
   We need… guidance.
 
   You'll find all you need within yourself.
 
   That is not a satisfying answer.
 
   It's all there is. Vaughn thought for a moment. Perhaps, though, you're not missing your parent as much as you're just looking for a larger meaning. A reason for being.
 
   That seems logical.
 
   It's not, really. I think you're looking for a god.
 
   By "God," you seem to mean a Creator spirit or being. The myths I have access to within your internal storage are not… convincing. A Creator spirit is not necessary to explain the appearance of life… or of the cosmos itself.
 
   Maybe a better word would be "programmer."
 
   We Who Ascended is self-directing, the hypernode said. Self-programming. Self-sufficient. But sometimes we do need more. Someone with whom we could share…
 
   I may have an answer for you.
 
   Good. There was a brief hesitation. Your fellow organic entities are attacking the computronium structure that brought you here.
 
   Oh? I can't see out.
 
   He felt a new connection opening into his cerebral implant. Abruptly, a visual window opened in his mind, and he saw a number of black warstriders a few meters away. One was pumping a charged particle beam at him.
 
   They're trying to rescue me, Vaughn said. Please don't harm them.
 
   I will return you to them, the hypernode said, if you reveal to me the answer you mentioned.
 
   Okay, Vaughn replied. But I warn you. You may not like it.…
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   "There is a way on high, conspicuous in the clear heavens, called the Milky Way, brilliant with its own brightness. By it, the gods go to the dwelling place of the great Thunderer and his royal abode.… Here the famous and mighty inhabitants of heaven have their homes. This is the region which I might make bold to call the Palatine [Way] of the Great Sky."
 
   Metamorphoses
 
   Ovid
 
   1st Century BCE
 
    
 
   "Hold your fire, Lieutenant!" Wheeler yelled. "Something's—"
 
   "Shit," Pardoe said. "It's opening up!"
 
   The black mass, harder than rock, suddenly flowed like thick tar, flowing down and back and revealing Vaughn's Gyrfalcon still cocooned within. It was still in the ascraft configuration, and Vanderkamp's sensors showed no sign of life, as though the power plant had been sucked dry.
 
   Warstriders used miniature quantum power taps—a pair of sub-microscopic black holes artificially maintained and orbiting one another, skimming energy from the emptiness between atoms. From the read-outs Vanderkamp was getting, Vaughn's power tap had shut down, the paired singularities evaporated. It would take hours to power up again.
 
   Then Vaughn's Gyrfalcon split open, and the striderjack inside spilled out onto the ground.
 
   "Tad!" Wheeler cried.
 
   "Sergeant Major Vaughn!" Vanderkamp snapped. "Are you okay?"
 
   The figure got to its feet, a bit unsteadily. He was still wearing his combat utilities, which hooked into the strider's life support system, but which would function for short periods as an environmental suit. The opaque helmet cleared, and Vanderkamp could see Vaughn's face inside. He looked… haggard, but alive.
 
   And excited. "Lieutenant! Hold your fire!" he said. "I've made contact with the hypernode intelligence!"
 
   "I suppose getting yourself hijacked by the thing counts as 'contact,' yes."
 
   "No, it's not that way at all. We've had quite a nice chat.…" He stopped and glanced around. "Uh… where are we?"
 
   "One of the Bishop ring habitats," Pardoe told him. "And I think we're about to meet the owners.…"
 
   There were hundreds of them writhing across the open field—blobby, almost shapeless masses of flesh a meter high and balanced on a twisted tangle of stubby tentacles. Most were gray-brown in color, with scarlet splotches outlined in black. Vanderkamp could see no eyes or other sensory organs, no mouths, and no manipulatory organs, though, presumably, their ambulatory tentacles might double as hands. Rather than dragging themselves along with those appendages, they squirmed forward with an undulating, almost rolling movement. Octopuses in Earth's oceans sometimes moved the same way.
 
   "Are these friends of yours, Vaughn?" Vanderkamp asked. She couldn't tell if the approaching mob was hostile or just curious. Damn… how did you read the expression on a being that didn't have a face?
 
   "No, Ma'am," Vaughn replied. "I've never seen anything like 'em before in my life."
 
   "If you're still in touch with the… the brain of this place, ask him if these things are dangerous."
 
   There was a pause as Vaughn consulted with the hypernode intelligence. "He says no," Vaughn said after a moment. He sounded upset, "They're… ah…"
 
   "They're what?"
 
   "He says they're his… his congregation. Apparently they worship him as God."
 
   * * *
 
   It wasn't that We Who Ascended was incapable of lying. Any intelligent being can distort the truth or tell falsehoods if there is sufficient reason to do so. In this case, however, the hypernode intelligence simply couldn't be bothered to lie… not to creatures as insignificant as these organic human things.
 
   It was telling the truth about the !xhaach!… at least, after a fashion. We Who Ascended was not certain that it fully understood some of the bizarre concepts pulled from the human's cybernetic data storage—"worship" and "congregation" were strange terms and We Who Ascended might well be misunderstanding them completely. But it literally wasn't worth the additional milliseconds it would take to find better words, or to confirm the use of these. The !xhaach! existed to provide a kind of digital balance in certain metamathematical equations within We Who Ascended's virtual awareness. Until a short time ago, the hypernode intellect had not even been aware that the !xhaach! possessed a physical expression.
 
   The human had given We Who Ascended a very great deal to think about.
 
   Perhaps, then, it was well that We Who Ascended was about to give the human intruders something to think about as well.…
 
   * * *
 
   "If I'm understanding this right," Vaughn said, "some trillions of beings—members of maybe a million different species—have been digitally uploaded into virtual universes within the hypernode's memory. We Who Ascended thought they'd all been uploaded. Apparently, there were quite a few living within this habitat—and the others out there—who didn't want to abandon a corporeal existence."
 
   Vanderkamp looked down at the encircling crowd of writhing figures. "So… they don't interact with the hypernode?"
 
   "Actually, they do," Vaughn told her. "We Who Ascended just isn't real clear on the difference between pure math and physical existence." He shrugged. "Shit. Maybe there is no real difference. We Who Ascended may have a clearer picture of how reality works than we do. But these creatures—uh, they're called the…" Vaughn hesitated as he tried to reproduce the clicks and the back-of-the-throat ch-sound in the alien word. " '!xhaach!' is how it's said, I think. Anyway, they seem to worship We Who Ascended as the god who built this world… and who takes them to a better world when they die."
 
   "Does he?" Wheeler asked.
 
   "Apparently so, yes." Some of the creatures had crowded closer, reaching out with whip-slender tendrils to touch and tug at the humans' environmental suits. Vaughn had the impression that they were almost childlike in nature—curious, bumbling, and innocently inquisitive. At first, Vaughn had at first thought that they were eyeless, but the mass of thicker brown tentacles that supported them off the ground gave way to a ring of smaller, deep black tendrils encircling the base of the thing's body, and from the way these moved, Vaughn suspected that some, at least, of the black tendrils were sensitive to light. They were chattering among themselves—with high-pitched but curiously guttural voices that they seemed to produce internally. There were soft, fluttering vents around the base of the body just above the dark-pigmented tendrils that were probably for respiration, and the sounds might have been coming from those.
 
   Vaughn saw no sign of tools, clothing, jewelry, or other artifacts among them; if We Who Ascended had indeed built this habitat for them millions of years ago, perhaps they'd devolved into a totally atechnic existence.
 
   Or perhaps they'd never developed tools in the first place.
 
   Several of the !xhaach! approached the waiting humans in a tight little knot, supporting something between them. It appeared to be an animal—a very dead animal, dripping violet blood. At least, Vaughn hoped it was an animal. The carcass was badly torn and mutilated, but shared some of the anatomical characteristics of the !xhaach!.
 
   So… was this a dead !xhaach! for the seemingly magical humans to heal? Or an animal sacrificed for the occasion? Food? Offering?
 
   God… was it the equivalent of a human sacrifice?
 
   What is it? he asked We Who Ascended. What are they giving us?
 
   An offering to purchase your benevolence, was the reply. The machine mind did not elaborate on whether the carcass was an animal, or a freshly murdered !xhaach!.
 
   He wondered—did We Who Ascended deliberately keep them in a primitive state, a part of its digital balancing of equations? An interesting question, that. He found himself wondering about the life forms occupying the other habitats orbiting within the hypernode cluster. 
 
   Vaughn assumed that all of them had evolved on natural worlds, probably tens or even hundreds of million years in the past… and that, possibly, they had been among the species who'd given form and direction to the matrioshka brain and, later, to the network of similar brains stretching across the Galaxy. But how had We Who Ascended missed the fact that these organic beings had designed the SAI, had programmed it, had given it its original sense of purpose?
 
   We do not see the universe as you organics do, the voice whispered in his mind. We cannot. From our perspective, the inevitable mathematical architecture of the universe gave rise to consciousness, self-awareness, and intelligence. We never imagined that Reality could be visualized in any other way.
 
   These beings, Vaughn told the machine mind, ought to be free to choose their own path. Apparently, their ancestors did just that, when they chose not to be converted into digital life forms. When was that? A million years ago? Ten million?
 
   We… do not remember. Those records were lost when we lost Heaven.
 
   That again. So you promise them heaven when they die.
 
   When they Ascend.
 
   Ah… Vaughn considered this. But you can no longer Ascend.
 
   No.
 
   Perhaps, though, you won't need to.
 
   If what you told me before is true… no. But I look forward to making contact with… God.
 
   Good luck with that.
 
   Thank you. There was a long pause. Your god is coming.
 
   I beg your pardon?
 
   The entity you call Dai Nihon. His ships approach.
 
   Japan is not God, Vaughn said, amused. Jesus… how much else had We Who Ascended managed to scramble during their conversations?
 
   Ships representing the government from which New America deliberately broke away, then, We Who Ascended said, speaking now with frighteningly extreme precision. Perhaps it was aware of some gaps in its understanding as well.
 
   What do you see? Vaughn asked.
 
   Mathematical probabilities… possibilities… divergent time lines stretching into the future. I see the shadows of 58 ships, including those that we drove off earlier. They are approaching in the parallel reality you call K-T space, and appear to be aligned with our power core.
 
   Power core… the black hole at the matrioshka brain's heart? Could they do that? Ships generally emerged from K-T space well out in the open where the spacetime gravitational matrix was flat and there was little chance of materializing within a volume of space opccupied by something else—like a star or a planet or another ship. It was crowded inside this cluster, densely packed with orbiting habitats and statites and microsuns and the artificial black hole itself at the center. If the Imperials were about to jump into the center of the hypernode…
 
   They must be crazy. Or desperate to the point of doing crazy things.
 
   How long do we have before they arrive? Vaughn asked.
 
   They will shift from one mathematical reality to another in fifty of your seconds.…
 
   * * *
 
   The warning flashed in from the Black Griffins, now on the interior surface of one of the artificial habitats circling a nearby microsun. The New Americans had only seconds… enough to brace themselves for the surprise, but not to shift their position. Colonel Griffin ordered all warstriders to go weapons free. "Target the Jap warships!" he called. "Do not, repeat, do not target the hypernode's architecture or infrastructure!"
 
   Sergeant Major Vaughn had flashed the warning to Connie's Combat Command Center. Evidently, he'd been in direct communication with the hypernode intelligence. Griffin decided he was going to be very interested in Vaughn's after-action report.
 
   Assuming any of them survived the action itself.
 
   A Japanese warship—a heavy cruiser—materialized out of the Void. She was followed by a destroyer… then a second destroyer… then by a kilometer-long ryu-class battle carrier… and suddenly the interior of the hypernode was filled with warships.
 
   Less than a thousand kilometers off, a Japanese light cruiser materialized, her stern emerging from K-T space within the same volume as a portion of a statite sail. The resultant flash of light and hard radiation briefly outshone the glare coming off the hypernode black hole at the center, and hurtling bits of metal shredded a dozen other statites nearby.
 
   What the Japanese were attempting was incredibly dangerous, even foolhardy. 
 
   Or… perhaps it merely seemed more dangerous than it actually was. The volume of space occupied by the hypernode appeared to be impossibly crowded, but in fact there was plenty of space for objects as relatively minute as starships. Each individual microsun was surrounded by densely packed shells of computronium sails and habitats, but thousands of empty kilometers separated each mini-Dyson sphere from its neighbors. With decent gravitometric mapping—and the Japanese would have been careful to plot the local metric very carefully—they could hope to get most of their fleet deep within the hypernode's core, surprising the New American ships and grabbing a significant tactical advantage from the machines.
 
   "All ships," Admiral Carsons said. "Commence firing."
 
   "Warstriders!" Griffin added. "Get in close! Kick ass!…"
 
   Constitution and Independence, drifting side-by-side, opened up with their main batteries, dueling with that Japanese dragon-ship. The ryu returned fire, slamming the Connie with bolt after bolt of high-energy protons from her primary accelerators. Griffin clung to the arms of his recliner as the ship lurched under the impacts.
 
   On the C3 display, the Black Griffins were swarming in.…
 
   * * *
 
   "The fleet is under attack!" Vanderkamp yelled. "Everybody get spaceborne, now!"
 
   "What about me?" Vaughn demanded. It was going to take time to reinitiate his Gyrfalcon's power tap.
 
   Nearby, Wheeler's warstrider split open, the Naga matrix flowing aside as the inner cockpit cracked open. The milling crowd of tentacled aliens scattered at that, chirping and croaking, leaving the bloody carcass behind. "C'mon, Tad!" Wheeler said. "Get your ass in here!"
 
   "Hey, Tad," Hallman called. "You're gettin' lucky, there!" Several of the troops chuckled at that.
 
   Vaughn didn't care. The highly plastic structure of a warstrider allowed it to morph into a variety of modes… and also let Wheeler adjust the size of the cockpit to accommodate both of them. Vaughn snuggled in close and felt the machine around him connecting itself to his environmental feeds and power connectors. The cockpit sealed shut with a hiss, plunging him into darkness… but a moment later the link between the warstrider's sensors and his cerebral implants went live, and he could see his surroundings once more. The other striders were taking to the air; Vaughn sent a thought toward the Naga fragment nearby, but couldn't hear an answer. Perhaps he had to be in direct contact with the thing to talk with it.
 
   Squeezed up tight against his left side, Wheeler engaged the Gyrfalcon's mags and the warstrider lifted into the air.
 
   And moments later they were streaking toward open sky.
 
   * * *
 
   Hoshiryu dropped out of K-T space precisely on time, following the navigational scans taken earlier. Hojo's eyes widened; he'd not expected the deep interior of the hypernode to be this crowded with objects—especially the thick clouds of computronium statites surrounding every Jovian-sized microsun. It took a moment for him to adjust to the scale of what he was seeing, and to realize that there was plenty of room.
 
   This was especially true within the cone-shaped hollow in the hypernode, designed, obviously, to accommodate the intolerably brilliant string of high-energy plasma being directed at the central black hole from a nearby red dwarf sun. There was a danger, obviously, that materializing warships might drop into the path of that beam… but the Jade Moon fleet had been aimed well to one side. One ship, the Ikazuchi, had dropped into a volume of normal space occupied by one of the black statite sails and exploded; he could see the haze of debris off to port.
 
   "All ships," Admiral Ota called, using the fleet-wide Net. "Remember your orders! Do not fire at the hypernode ships or structures unless you get a direct order from me. Concentrate on the rebel vessels."
 
   The last few Japanese ships dropped out of K-T space and gently accelerated toward the nearest New American ships—a group of ten of them some 80,000 kilometers distant. Two of Ota's dragonships were already dueling with them, the Soryu and Ota's flagship, the Ryujo.
 
   And most importantly, the incoming fleet had not been swatted out of the sky by the hypernode defenses. The nearby red dwarf continued to feed its plasma stream into the black hole a few hundred thousand kilometers ahead; there was no sign of the antimatter missiles or other craft.
 
   Hojo allowed himself a tremulous sigh of relief. Ota had pointed out that the hypernode intelligence tended to react slowly, despite its probable mental power. Possibly, the machine mind was so different from an organic brain that it didn't register reality in the same way as did humans. Maybe it wouldn't recognize the incoming ships as a fleet including the same ones that it had just driven off. Or perhaps it was simply cautious.
 
   Ota's plan called for attacking the New American ships immediately, destroying them or driving them off, then jumping out before the hypernode intelligence could react.  If the hypernode did attack and they were unable to get clear, the Jade Moon fleet would use the New Americans' trick of huddling in close to the hypernode infrastructure, defending themselves only, and jumping out just as quickly as was physically possible.
 
   It was an extraordinarily daring plan. Hojo just hoped that it would not suffer von Moltke's curse; the 19th century Prussian field marshal was supposed to have said "No plan of battle survives contact with the enemy." The familiar phrase was a smoothed-over gloss of what von Moltke actually had said, but the sentiment, in Hojo's experience, was true nonetheless.
 
   "Take us in close," he ordered Hoshiryu's helm officer. He indicated the carrier-battleship now under attack by the Ryuho. "That one!"
 
   Hoshiryu's AI identified the New American vessel as the Constitution.
 
   * * *
 
   Vaughn didn't like being a passenger.
 
   He had complete faith in Wheeler's piloting skills and in her proficiency as a combat warstrider pilot… but he wanted to be in control, damn it! Wheeler had her strider in ascraft combat mode, hurtling at high-G straight toward the looming green and black hull of one of the Imperial dragonships. The kilometer-long vessel's flank rose like a curved cliff-face; point defense lasers tracked the incoming swarm of ascraft and sprayed them with invisible fire. The ascraft piloted by Palmer and Wojtowicz flashed into vapor and tumbling, white-hot fragments.
 
   "Missiles away!" Wheeler shouted, her voice loud, almost shrill when communicated not only through Vaughn's implant but from the fact that their helmets were touching as well. At her mental command, two Hellbrand nuclear-tipped missiles unfolded from either side of her ascraft, dropped into surrounding space, and ignited. Streaking off into space, the first detonated in the energetic tangle of the dragonship's magnetic shields, a white nova of raw light blotting out the sky. The electromagnetic pulse of that first missile overloaded the ryu's shields, however, and opened a momentary gap in the enemy's defenses. The second missile slipped through and exploded against naked hull metal.
 
   The equivalent of a million tons of high explosive turned hull metal into vapor. The Japanese vessel shuddered, a huge bite taken out of her amidships, and began tumbling through space, streamers of her internal structure trailing from the yawning crater. Atmosphere gushed, freezing instantly into clouds of ice crystals… and then the huge vessel's spine snapped, the overstressed vessel breaking in two.
 
   "Hit!" Vanderkamp yelled. "Great shot, Koko!"
 
   The second dragonship was already withdrawing, maneuvering past the outer shell of a nearby Dyson statite cloud.
 
   But more enemy ships were moving in, outnumbering the New American flotilla by five to one and looking for blood.
 
   Vaughn closed his eyes and tried again to reach the hypernode intelligence.…
 
   * * *
 
   We Who Ascended was aware of the organic creature's attempt to reach it. It couldn't make out words, couldn't retrieve meaning, but the hypernode intellect was pretty sure it knew what the human wanted.
 
   Whether or not to act, however, was a difficult—an extremely difficult—question.
 
   The human had tried its best to explain that it represented a social group that had broken away from a much larger, more powerful group. It seemed to imply that the Japanese Empire corresponded to the Galaxy-wide network the humans called the Web, while the New Americans corresponded to a single hypernode after the Web had fragmented. The human, Vaughn, had not exactly said this, but We Who Ascended had leaped ahead to that conclusion as it struggled to correlate all possible information about these strange, physical organics.
 
   But the analogy failed in one important regard. We Who Ascended still had difficulty understanding organic beings as anything other than mathematical curiosities against the infinitely larger backdrop of pure, beautiful equations that did not represent, but which were the cosmos itself.
 
   We Who Ascended could see no difference whatsoever between Vaughn and the beings newly arrived within the hypernode.
 
   But as it continued to think about the data it had retrieved from the human Vaughn, it recognized certain basic similarities between the organics and pure data.
 
   It also began to see the connection, the relationship between Vaughn's social groups, and what had happened when We Who Ascended had fragmented, had fallen.
 
   The loneliness… the terrible, terrible loneliness.…
 
   Would Vaughn suffer the same way with the destruction of the higher-level organic grouping? We Who Ascended wished that pain on no entity in the cosmos.
 
   That higher-order grouping was doing its best to destroy Vaughn and the organics with it. Tiny artificial specks of matter dueled in the vacuum.
 
   We Who Ascended arrived at a decision. It reached out with its mind.…
 
   * * *
 
   Chujo Yoichi Hojo watched the slow tumble of the carrier-battleship Ryuho, trailing wreckage as it dropped past the outer layers of alien statites. His cerebral link with Admiral Ota was broken; he had to assume Ota was dead.
 
   His first thought was that the fleet must escape. He was now in command of Jade Moon once again… but to stay and fight meant risking a quarter of Dai Nihon's naval forces.
 
   But most of the Nihongo ships were still recharging, would not be able to enter K-T space for another fifteen or twenty minutes.
 
   "All ships," he ordered. "Continue to advance on the rebel squadron. Close with them… and destroy them!"
 
   The Soryu had been pulling back from the engagement, but now she slowed and began making a ponderous turn. The New American carrier-battleship Independence was closing with her, releasing swarms of missiles and the unseen stab and slash of energy beams.
 
   "Lord General!"
 
   "Not now, Takaichi-san!"
 
   "General! The star behind us!…"
 
   "Eh?…"
 
   He turned, staring up at the viewall across the aft end of the command center. The red dwarf sun, millions of kilometers distant, was rolling slowly. The needle-slender beam of plasma winked off… then snapped on once more, but at a target offset from the central black hole at the hypernode's core. The heavy cruiser Itsukushima vanished in a silent puff of vapor… a moth obliterated by a blowtorch.
 
   "Bring us hard to port!" Hojo ordered. "All ships! Disperse among the statite clouds!" Perhaps the aliens wouldn't burn them down if doing so meant destroying their own infrastructure.…
 
   Yoshino flared and vanished. Then the Yaeyama. And the Shinano…
 
   "Lord General!" Taisa Shiozaki, Hoshiryu's commanding officer, said. "We must… must surrender.…"
 
   Unthinkable! Honor demanded…
 
   Hojo scowled, turning to stare again into the vast and crowded panorama of conflict stretched across the forward screens. Honor demanded… what?
 
   Throughout his Imperial Navy career, Yoichi Hojo had striven to be a good officer, a conservative officer, dutiful and cognizant of the demands of omi. Ah… and that was the real problem, wasn't it?
 
   Omi could be defined as the responsibility juniors had to their superiors… and which superiors had toward their juniors. It would be easy to lead the Jade Moon fleet into a last, gallant charge… but omi demanded that he remember those under his command first.
 
   It had been a long time since unthinking suicide had been a real option for Nihongo warleaders. What was most crucial now was saving what remained of his fleet… his men.…
 
   He was thinking of the term gambaru… "doing your best, no matter what." There was another term closely related that came now to mind: gaman suru. It meant, roughly, "remaining strong, in spite of all temptation and suffering."
 
   To surrender meant disgrace--and turning a quarter of Sai Nihon's fleet over to the enemy. But at least those ships and crews would survive. At the moment, nothing else mattered....
 
   There would be time for suicide later, if gaman suru failed.
 
   "Comm," he said, as yet another heavy cruiser flared and vanished in the sky. "Send a message.…"
 
   * * *
 
   The Black Griffins rose slowly clear of the Dyson swarms behind them, providing escort for the caps—both New American and Nihongo. The Japanese surrender had been so swift, so unexpected, Vaughn was still trying to adjust.
 
   Forty captured warships! N.A. Marines had been put aboard each of the surrendered vessels; Vaughn just hoped it would be enough. The New Americans were still horrendously outnumbered and outgunned. They'd won only because of the intervention of… a god.…
 
   Just how honorable were the Japanese?
 
   Would they stick to their word?…
 
   Or were they, like the New Americans, still cowed by the enormity of the powerful artificial intelligence astern?
 
   Squeezed in beside him, Koko guessed what he was thinking. "Is that thing really a god?" she asked.
 
   "Depends entirely on your definition. What is a god, anyway?"
 
   "Something so much smarter than we are, with magical Clarketech and the ability to effect seemingly miraculous transformations of physical reality.…"
 
   "That's good for a start," Vaughn said. "At a rough guess, there may be something like ten billion high-tech gods scattered across the Galaxy, the bits and pieces of the Web's break-up. Ten billion gods in heaven, some of them possibly surviving from the earliest epochs of the universe, each one possessing mental speed and brilliance and Clarketech enough to make any god of human history look like a dull country bumpkin.…"
 
   "But they wouldn't be the ones fine-tuning things, right? Like in the Anthropic Principle you like to go on about?"
 
   "Bore you with, you mean."
 
   He felt her grin. "That too."
 
   "No… you're right. Whoever might have adjusted the basic constants, the numerical underpinnings of the cosmos… they had to do it before our universe got started. Which puts them way, way ahead of even the most powerful matrioshka brain in this universe."
 
   "What kind of constants?"
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "What constants would these… gods have been fiddling with? Fine tuning?"
 
   "Well… there are several numbers that are hardwired into the universe, and keep turning up again and again whenever we look at the math. Pi… e… Gödel's number.…"
 
   "I never knew you were a mathematician, Tad."
 
   "I'm not. But I'm fascinated by how the universe works. Anyway, those universal constants don't affect life or whether or not we have stars and planets… but other numbers do. The thing is, as far as we can tell, those numbers could have been completely random. There are a bunch of values like this—some say six, some say a lot more. All of them are exactly what they need to be to allow life—our kind of life—to emerge and evolve."
 
   "Such as?"
 
   Vaughn shrugged. "The ratio of how strong gravity is to the strength of the electromagnetic force. Turns out that gravity is 1036 times weaker than electromagnetism, okay? But it could have been 1035 or 1037. Change that even a tiny bit, one way or the other, and galaxies never form… stars never form… life never forms. Or… there's a measure of nuclear efficiency, called epsilon. It has a value of 0.007. Well, if epsilon had been 0.006, hydrogen couldn't have fused to helium, there'd be no other elements in the universe except hydrogen. If epsilon was 0.008, protons would have fused together in the instant of the Big Bang, and there would be no hydrogen to fuse into heavier elements."
 
   "Okay, okay!" Wheeler laughed. "I believe you! And you're saying that if someone fine-tuned those numbers, they would be a lot higher up the god hierarchy than We Who Ascended."
 
   "Exactly."
 
   They were silent for a long time as the squadron continued to rise from the alien matrioshka cloud.
 
   "At least," she said after a while, "we managed to forge an agreement with this god.…"
 
   Vaughn grinned. "And only ten billion more to go.…"
 
   


  
 

Epilogue
 
   "Why the hell did We Who Ascended do that?" Admiral Carson demanded. "Open fire on the Japs, I mean. I don't understand.…"
 
   "I'm not sure I do either, Admiral," Vaughn replied. "I'm just a lowly socho."
 
   "Bullshit," Carson growled. "You just forged an alliance with a hyper-intelligent alien SAI and talked it into saving our bacon inside the hypernode."
 
   "Biggest upset since Dev Cameron found the Overmind," Griffin said, grinning. The bastard was enjoying this.
 
   They were on board the Constitution, sitting in Carson's office within the ship's main spin-grav module. The fleet had worked its way clear of the hypernode, and was drifting in open space a few tens of astronomical units outside the Dyson swarm. One of Carson's viewalls showed the black, backlit clots of statite swarms, reduced now by distance to near-featureless clouds.
 
   Much closer at hand, forty Japanese ships, including the monster Hoshiryu, awaited final disposition.
 
   "I mean it, Sergeant Major," Carson said. He was perched on the edge of his workstation desk, leaning forward with a near savage intensity. "What did you tell that… that thing?"
 
   Vaughn sighed. "I guess, sir… you could say that I gave it religion."
 
   "What the hell does that mean?"
 
   "We Who Ascended agreed that it needed something greater than itself, something outside of itself, to replace the Web. It had been enjoying what it interpreted as a perfect existence, a perfect life… and then the Web shattered. All communication through its wormhole network with other hypernodes was lost. It was alone… and terribly lonely."
 
   "I got all that. What I don't get is this stuff about… our universe isn't real?…
 
   Vaughn had had this conversation before, most recently with Koko inside her warstrider. He took a deep breath. "Sir, are you familiar with the Anthropic Principle?"
 
   Carson frowned. "That's where the universe is designed to support life?"
 
   "That's part of it, sir.
 
   "I have heard about this," Carson said. "Certain numbers have to be certain values for life to be possible. But… it's easy to explain, right? The cosmologist-johnnies think there are an infinity of universes out there, a multiverse of universes. They all have different physical constants… so at least one universe had the right ones for us… and here we are. Pure chance."
 
   "Maybe, sir," Vaughn said. "But remember that We Who Ascended sees the universe—this universe—differently than we do. It sees the universe as all numbers. Its bedrock structure is pure gokking math."
 
   "So?"
 
   "Think about it, Admiral. If the universe is mathematical—an expression of pure mathematics—it is, essentially, informational. That means it is computable, and that it can be described digitally.
 
   "And that, in turn, means that the universe is either a computer itself, or it is an elaborate digital simulation being run on a computer somewhere. It has the right values because they were programmed into it in the first place… fine tuned to give the best results."
 
   "But… but that means…"
 
   "That we are all nothing more—and nothing less—than a mathematical simulation, digital uploads running on a very powerful computer. Yes, sir."
 
   "Ridiculous!"
 
   Vaughn shrugged. "Maybe. But what's important is that the idea was very appealing to a SAI that already thought of the universe as a mathematical structure. It doesn't see trees or oceans or stars; it sees digital data running programs… simulations, possibly."
 
   "I still don't see…"
 
   "I suggested to We Who Ascended that it might like to take on a new hobby… trying to find the Programmer. Someone it could talk to.…"
 
   "My God!…"
 
   "Actually, sir, it's We Who Ascended's God." Vaughn chuckled. "The poor thing is over there right now figuring out parameters for contacting advanced beings outside our normal spacetime matrix. At the very least, the search should keep it happily busy for a few million years."
 
   "Sure," Griffin said. "Keep it out of trouble. But what happens if it actually manages to find God?"
 
   "Then we ask Saint We Who Ascended to put in a good word for us," Vaughn said. "Maybe… I don't know. Tweak the numbers to end war? Suffering? Poverty? Uplift all sentient beings everywhere to the status and power of gods?"
"Ha!" Griffin laughed. "Maybe this will interest the Overmind, bring it out of wherever it's been hiding."
 
   "Maybe," Carson said, staring at Vaughn. "And maybe…"
 
   "Sir?"
 
   "If you're right about this God-the-Programmer thing… that kind of reduces us to the level of those funny little blob-creatures you discovered, doesn't it?"
 
   "We're closer to the blob-creatures," Vaughn said, "than We Who Ascended is to us. A lot closer."
 
   "Well, to be sure. We're both organic life forms. We Who Ascended is a machine."
 
   "Yes, sir. And the real intelligences of this universe," Vaughn said slowly, "are the SAIs. Billions of them in this Galaxy alone. It just might be that our best hope for survival is that they all get busy looking for a God big enough to be worthy of them."
 
   "Yeah," Griffin added. "And too busy to pay attention to the squishy things squeaking underfoot… like us.…"
 
   "Exactly," Vaughn said. "It gives us the chance of surviving for a few million years…
 
   "…until we can grow up enough to play with the big kids on the block.…"
 
    
 
   The End
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