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PROLOGUE

Their hands were till tightly clasped when the universe regppeared.

Feridoun had taken Aileen'shand in his just before TFNS Jamaica made warp transit. No one else
on theflag bridge had noticed the thoroughly unmilitary gesture as he reached out to hisadmird, for
they'd been fleeing with the hounds of Hell baying at their heds. The rest of Survey Hotilla19's battered
survivors had dready preceded the flagship into the unknown. Then it had been Jamaica'sturn, and
Aileen had returned the pressure of hishand and smiled with the knowledge of a persond discovery that
had come—as such things will—at the worst imaginable moment. That pressure, and that smile, had
continued as the appropriately blood-red star had seemed to vanish down awdl of infinity astern, and
the two of them had gone through a hole in the continuum as one.

But then redity stabilized, and they werein anew stdlar system, God knew how many light-years
away in Eingteinian space, and reports of successful trangit began to arrive from the ships ahead of them.
Asthough with an dectric shock of embarrassment, they each released the other's hand, and were once



again amply Rear Admird Aileen Sommers, Terran Federation Navy, commanding Survey Fotilla 19,
and Captain Feridoun Hafezi, her chief of staff.

Not that the flotillawas much of acommand anymore. It had escaped—baredly, and with hideous
losses—from the most horrifying enemy humankind had ever faced, or dreamed of facing. But the escape
was only temporary. The Arachnids had witnessed their trangit, and so should havelittle trouble locating
the warp point they'd used. No, she corrected hersdlf: would havelittle trouble. After the events of the
past three and ahalf standard Terran years, no human was apt to underestimate Arachnid capabilities.

So she took command of herself and ordered the flotilla onward into the system under cloaking
ECM, getting lost in the immensity of space before the Bugs could follow them through the warp point.
She aso sent the Hun-class scout cruisers ahead to begin surveying. They reported dmost immediately
that the system wasn't one of those in the Terran Federation's databases, and there was no point in
searching for anative high-tech civilization. This star was ared giant, and like someinsane god of ancient
myth it had long since devoured any planetary children it might once have possessed. So Sommers
ordered the Huns to search for warp points other than the one they'd just transited—warp points through
which they could continue their hegira.

She wanted to pause and appease alack of deep which had amost exceeded the human organism's
capacity to function. But there was no time. Instead, she called a staff conference.

* % %

At some point, Hafezi had somehow managed to repair the haggardness of battle. Sommers, gazing
across the conference table at him, saw that he'd even restored his beard to its neatly sculpted norm. . .
but she detected a sdting of gray hairs among the black. Isit possible, she wondered, that what we've
been through over the last few weeks could've done that already?

Or maybe it's been there all along and I've just never looked closely enough to notice.

Since the escape from the last system, their behavior towards each other had been scrupulously
correct. Not, she thought wryly, that they'd had much opportunity for incorrectness. And not that they'd
actudly avoided each other—thelr duties would've made that difficult. No, they'd just worn formdlity as
armor againgt their own fedlings. Fedlingsthey couldn't openly express under the present circumstances,
evenif they'd known how.

Onecrisisat atime, Sommerstold hersdf firmly. And preferably not the personal onefirst. She
concentrated on listening to Feridoun's—no, her chief of staff's—report.

Concentrating was hard, though. She dready knew most of the facts he was reciting, and they were
too painful to bear thinking about.

Fird, her lossfigures. Out of SF 19'soriginal strength of seven battlecruisers, one fleet carrier, two
light carriers (both from the space fleet of Terrals Ophiuchi dlies), ninelight cruisers, and two freighters,
sheld lost two battlecruisers, threelight cruisers, and a freighter—every one of which shefdt likeastab
wound. And it was worse than it sounded, for practicaly al the survivors—including and especidly
Jamai ca—were damaged in varying degrees. And besides. . .

Hafezi voiced her own gloomy thoughts as he summed up.

"Both the battlecruisers we've lost were Dunker que-A-class, out of the four we origindly had. The
impact on our firepower—"

"Yes, yes" Sommersinterrupted. The Dunkerque-A'swere rated as BCRs: shipsthat combined a
very respectable battery of capital missile launchers with a battlecruiser's peed and nimbleness a the
expense of sacrificing dmogt everything e se. They were formidable missile platforms, especidly when
knitted into datalinked firing groups by Jamaica and her other two Thetis-A-class command
battlecruisers. All three of those had survived. But . . . her lips quirked into what could amost be
mistaken for asmile. "Still just as many chiefs, but not as many Indians,” she said aloud.

Hafezi looked puzzled for amoment—the joke belonged to her cultura background, not his. But
then he caught the sense, and he responded with asmile as humorless as hers. It was amistake, for their



eyesmet in amore direct contact than they'd known since the battle. Hafezi's shied away, and he hurried
on.

"Furthermore, the carriers suffered heavy lossesin their fighter squadrons.” The figures gppeared on
the conference room's display screen. "And al our depletable munitions arein short supply after the loss
of Voyager "

"That last loss worries me more than al the others. And not just—or even principally—because of
the missiles shewas carrying,” Commander ArbellaManingo, thelogigtics officer, put in. Inthe earlier
stages of their flight, shed wavered on the ragged edge of panic. But she'd steadied asthe Situation had
grown more desperate, as people sometimes did, and the freighter Voyager had been her specia
concern.

Sommers was inclined to agree with the logistics officer's observation. Still, she wished Maningo
hadn't brought it up, for there was nothing they could do about it, and just thinking about it gave her the
beginningsof amigraine.

With no other dternative but annihilation, Survey Flatilla 19 was fleeing outward into the unknown in
the forlorn hope of eventualy finding itself back in known space. The notion wasn't completely
unreglistic—the warp connections sometimes formed clusters of interconnected nexi, and the Terran
Federation and its dlies encompassed a | ot of warp points. But its chances of successwere directly
related to the length of timethey could sustain the search. Under such circumstances, theloss of fifty
percent of the flotillaslogistics support was a catastrophe so overwhelming that discussing it was
pointless. Sommers had refrained from placing everyone on short rations; in the odd blend of shell shock
and euphoriathat had followed their escape, the morae impact of such amove would have been
imponderable but aimost certainly not good. She wouldn't be able to put it off much longer, though. . ..

"Whet happened?' Maningo was continuing, as much to herself asto the conference é large.
"Where did they come from?' Sommers felt no inclination to dap the logigtics officer down; she waan't
reverting to her former jitters, just voicing the question that had been in everyone's mind since the
Arachnid ships had appeared behind them in the expanse of nothingness that was a starless warp nexus.

"That's clear enough,” the eectronic image of Captain Milos Kabilovic growled. Kabilovic, CO of
the fleet carrier Borsoi, wasn't amember of the staff, but he was virtually present as commander of SF
19's"gundingers'—the term for the explorers Battle Fleet escorts that continued to be used even though
the distinction between Battle Fleet and Survey Command had faded more than alittle snce the war
began.

"It was a closed warp point,” he went on, "either in that warp nexus or, more likely, one of those on
the other side. The Bugs—" it had been years snce anyone had called the Arachnids anything but that
"—closed in on us as soon as they became aware of our presence.”

At firgt, nobody showed any inclination to dispute the carrier commander's anadlysis. The anomaliesin
gpace and time known as warp points—usualy, but not always, associated with stellar gravity
wells—had been known to humans for over three centuries, ever snce the day in 2053 when the
exploration ship Hermes, en route to Neptune, had abruptly found itsdlf in the system of Alpha Centauri,
ingtead. They'd been known even longer to humanity's sometime enemies and current aliesthe Orions,
the only known race to have theorized the phenomenon's existence rather than accidentally ssumbling
over it. Knowledge of the so-called closed warp points, invisible even to those who'd learned how to
detect ordinary warp points by their associated grav surge, was of more recent vintage. But it was
nonetheless common knowledge in thisroom, one of the fundamental background hazards of survey
work, against which precautions were routinely taken. And SF 19's precautions had gone beyond
routine. . . .

"But we were operating continuoudy in cloak!" Hafezi protested. "And we didn't even emplace any
courier drone nav buoys at the warp points we passed through, just in case the Bugs had any cloaked
picketsin those systems. How could they have found us?*



"None of that's fool proof. They could have detected us on any one of our warp trangits, if they
aready had picketsin those systems." Kabilovic addressed the individua who had the mogt intimate
knowledge of sensor systems. "Ian't that true, Lieutenant Murakuma?'

Fujiko Murakuma nodded dowly as everyone awaited her opinion, respectful of her expertise
despite her junior rank. Shewasthe flotilla's specidist in the new second-generation recon droneswhich
had revolutionized survey work by marrying the technology of advanced sensorsto that of the
SBMHAWK misslesthat allowed abombardment of an unseen enemy at the other end of awarp line.
Probing through unknown warp pointsin advance of the shipsthat launched them, the RD2 had removed
some of the"shot-in-the-dark™ quality from warp point exploration . . . and, with it, maybe some of the
mystique, which was why certain old-timers affected to despiseit. A generation which had grown up with
thelikelihood of Bugs on the far sde of any unsurveyed warp point had little patience for such
romanticism, on the other hand. It belonged to the days when survey ships had fared heedlessly into an
illimitable frontier, seeking worlds to study and colonize rather than to incinerate.

Fujiko Murakuma bel onged to the generation which had cometo grips with the harsher, infinitely
more terrifying present redlity, and Sommers studied her. The fact that she put her individual name before
her surname wasn't unusua; many Japanese-derived cultures had by now adopted that Western practice.
Indeed, her name was more Japanese than her appearance, for she wastall and dender, her hair held a
reddish glint inits midnight depths, and her eyes, despite a perceptible epicanthic fold, were hazel-green.
But any ambivaencein her background was unimportant. What mattered was her professiond
competence, and asto that there was no uncertainty at all.

"That'strue, Sir,” shereplied to Kabilovic. "I'm firmly convinced that the Bug force that attacked us
entered one of the star systems through which we'd aready passed—or, to be precise, one of the warp
nexi, with or without a star syssem—rather than the one in which they attacked us. We weren't aware of
their entry because of our lack of coverage of those nexi, even with nav buoys."

It could have been interpreted as aveiled criticism of Sommers decision not to emplace such buoys,
sincether absence meant it wasimpossible for any courier droneto find itsway home with word of the
flotillasfate. But emplacing them would also have been atell-tdetrail of bread crumbsfor any Arachnid
picket or survey force which had chanced upon them, and the lieutenant's odd eyes met the admird's
squardly. Looking into them, Sommers detected nothing behind the words except ajunior officer gutsy
enough to say what she thought even at the risk of misinterpretation. What she did detect was adesire on
Murakuma's part to say more, to go beyond the expert opinion Kabilovic had solicited.

"Do you care to theorize any further, Lieutenant?' sheinquired, clearing the way for Murakumato
speak up in the presence of her superiors.

"Wdl, Srr. .. May I?" Murakumaindicated the holographic display projector a the center of the
conference table. Sommers nodded, and the lieutenant manipulated controls. A series of colored balls
connected by gticks, rather like avery smplified representation of amolecule, appeared in midair: warp
nexi and the warp lines that connected them. There were nine of the immaterid spheres, and everyone
present recognized the display as SF 19'sroute. It had, of course, no relation whatsoever to those
various stars relative positions and distancesin real-space. Nobody except astronomers thought in such
terms when thewarp points alowed interste lar transts without crossng the intervening light-years.

"We began here," Murakumabegan, using alight-pencil to indicate the bal representing the
Anderson One system. Then she flashed the immeaterid pointer four balls further along the string. "And
here'swhere they attacked us. When they appeared, they didn't give the impression of aforce that had
just piled into the system and was il in the process of getting itself organized. That'swhy | believe they
entered aclosed warp point in one of the intervening warp nexi.” She created the broken strings that
denoted warp lines leading to closed warp points, indicating hypothetica routesinto the three nexi they'd
trangited before the Bugs had overtaken them.

"Precisdy,” Kabilovic said with a satisfied nod, but Murakumawasn't finished.
"But the question then becomes," she went on, "why did they wait so long to attack us?"



"Well," Hafezi ruminated, running hisfingers through his beard in anervous gesture hed only recently
acquired, "we were operating in cloak. Even if they were aware of our presencein agenera way, maybe
they took along timeto locate us precisdly.”

"But, Sir," Murakuma persisted, "it wouldn't have taken them long to do that if they'd come out of
cloak themsel ves to hunt aggressively for us. Maybe they were unwilling to do s0."

"Why?' Sommers demanded.

"Well, Admird, if we'd become aware that there were Bugsin thiswarp chain, wouldn't our first
order of business have been to get at least one ship back with the warning? And with them out of cloak,
we might have detected them soon enough to do just that. So it could make perfectly good sense to them
to stay cloaked to keep usfrom doing that. But,” Murakuma continued relentlessy into what had become
aprofound slence, "why did they suddenly stop worrying about it?"

She made further adjustments, expanding her display to include the warp line of the far Sde of
Anderson One, leading to Alpha Centauri with its eight other warp points, one of which connected with .
.. Sal.

She said nothing. Nothing was needed. They dl sat, no longer a staff but rather a collection of
individuas, each aonewith hisor her own horrified speculations.

Sommers knew she needed to bring them out of it. But she couldn't, &t first. She, too, was
face-to-face with a nightmare from which there was no awakening.

But because she wasin command, and habituated to looking at the big picture, she ran her mind over
the events that had led them, and the rest of the human race, to this point.

It wasn't that humankind's expansion into the galaxy had been a peaceful process.
Quitethe contrary.

Oh, it had been at first. After Hermes had shown the gateway to the stars—or, more accurately,
blundered through it—col oni zation of what were now caled the Heart Worlds had proceeded without
any difficulties other than those humans had created for themselves. No dangeroudy advanced diens had
been encountered, and after the dodged bullet called the China War, no human with the brain to organize
an effective oppostion had challenged the peaceful hegemony of the Terran Federation. Earth and its
children had settled comfortably into the belief that the universe was afundamentaly benign place,
holding no redl enemies, only those to whom one had somehow given offense and with whom one should
therefore make amends. That attitude had aways been common enough, at least among peopleswho'd
enjoyed avacation from history. (Sommers, whose ancestry was North American, winced mentaly.)
And experience had finally seemed to be confirming it.

Then, onefineday in 2205, humanity had met the Orions.

The Firg Interstellar War had been only the first movement of asymphony of carnage. One threat
after another had materiaized out of agaaxy which the conventiona wisdom had never expected to hold
S0 many species a essentidly the same technologica leve in the same cosmological eyeblink of time.
Next had come the three-cornered clash of Terran, Orion, and Ophiuchi known as the Second
Interstellar War. Then dl three erstwhile enemies had found themsdlves dliesin the Third Interstellar
War, for the Rigdians had offered none of them anything but equal opportunity genocide. But then had
come adiminuendo of sorts, asthe Terran Federation had dealt unaided with the truly weird Theban
jihad for which humanswere at least arguably responsible. That had been around the turn of the
twenty-fourth century. Afterwards, theré'd been no armed conflict to speak of for six decades. Evenin
this era of extended lifespans, that had been long enough to convince most humans that peace was the
naturd state of things.

The mgority, asadways, had been wrong. The orchestra of history hadn't come to a triumphant
finale. It had barely paused before launching into the soul-shaking atondities of what wasn't even like
music composed by amadman . . . for amadmanis, after al, human.



Nothing in history had prepared the human race—even that minority capable of learning from
history—for the horror that had begun when a survey mission had sumbled onto the Arachnids. Nothing
... not even the Rigelians, who'd been like aghastly caricature—or, perhaps, surredist painting—of the
worgt religious and ideologicd fanatics of Old Terras past. (And presumably still were, on thefew
planets where they now existed, closaly watched by orbital stations under standing ordersto obliterate
anything more advanced than a steam engine or ablack powder muzzleloader.) The Bugswere
something el se dtogether. And after three and ahalf years of war, no onewas any closer to fathoming
what that something else was than they'd been in 2360.

The Bugs were, of course, sentient . . . weren't they? Because they had to be. . . didn't they?
Nonsentient lifeforms didn't build starships, or organize the kind of industria base that had overwhelmed
al initid resstance by sheer numbers, tonnage, and firepower. And yet . . . indl those three and ahalf
years there had been no communication of any kind with them. Instead, mind-numbingly immense fleets
had advanced in dead silence, indifferent to losses, grinding the defenses of one system after another to
powder with anonfeding relentlessness even more horrible than Rigdian maevolence. Fantases of
runaway machine-life had soon been dispdlled, however; the Bugs were organic. It would have been
better if they hadn't been. The Frankenstein robots of popular fiction wouldn't have needed organic food.
The Bugsdid . . . and they regarded conquered sentients as a source of it. Asthey'd advanced along the
Romulus Chain, whole human populations had vanished. So had Orion populations, after the Bugs broke
into the Kliean Chain. Two races which had thought themsalvesinured to war had finally looked true
horror full intheface.

Desperate fighting had eventually brought the war to adeadlock. And the Allies had finaly gotten a
break: the discovery of asystem, Zephrain, which gave warp access to what was clearly an important
system of the Bugs unknowably large domain. Admird lvan Antonov—the victor of the Theban War,
recalled from retirement as head of the Alliance'sjoint chiefs of staff—had begun to prepare an offensive,
to be launched from that system. Not only would that offensve strike at a criticaly important Bug system,
but it might well al'so open afresh line of advance—anew point of contact which might alow Antonov to
creste awar of movement and put an end to the brutal, grinding, head-on war of attrition against an
enemy who didn't seemto fed itslosses.

But then the Bugs had appeared in the skies of Alpha Centauri, humanity's gateway to the galaxy,
only onewarp trangit away from the home system itself. It was aso the Grand Alliance's headquarters,
and Antonov had abruptly changed his plans. Taking personal command of the forces being assembled
for the Zephrain offensive, hed led them through the previoudy unsuspected closed warp point that had
admitted the Bugsinto humanity's heartland.

Antonov's hagtily organized Second Fleet had blasted its way into the system on the far Sde of that
warp point, which he'd dubbed " Anderson One" in honor of his old friend and mentor Howard
Anderson, hero of thefirst two interstellar wars. Then, judging the risks to be outweighed by the chance
of putting aquick end to the war—and the Bugs—he'd pressed " Operation Pesthouse" onward towards
the warp point into which the Bug defenders had fled.

But Anderson One had held athird warp point, and Antonov had been too canny an old campaigner
to ignore the dangersthat might lurk beyond it. Thusit wasthat Survey Flotilla 19 had departed through
that third warp point, shortly after Second Fleet had fared deeper into the unknown.

They'd set out just after Antonov'sfirst couriers had returned from his next conquest. Censorship had
blanketed those couriers tidings, but too late to prevent some disturbing rumors from circulating about
what Antonov had found on Anderson Two's life-bearing world. Sommers had rejected those rumors out
of hand as unthinkable. Y es, everyone knew the Bugs ate captured sentient beings. But ranches of such
beings, raised asfood animasthat knew they werefood animals. . . ? And there were human worlds
that had been under Bug control for three years now—worlds on which theréd been children and
adolescents. . . .

No! Once again, Sommers mind dismissed the thought with aspasm of revulsion.



Anyway, there was nightmare enough without it.

* * %

Murakumas voice resumed, bringing Sommers back to the present.

"The Bugs appeared from behind us, so they have precisdy what we were dispatched to warn
againg: away into Anderson One, enabling them to cut off Second Fleet.”

Theimplicationswerelost on no one. Every pair of eyeswas on the holo display, and every mind
was following the arrangement of prettily colored lightstoitslogical conclusion.

Was there «ill a Second Heet?

Even as Sommers watched, the horror on certain faces degpened visibly as those faces owners
alowed their eyesto follow the warp chainsin the other direction from Anderson One, to Alpha
Centauri . . . and Sol.

Intheir fight for surviva, they'd had no time to contemplate their oneness, cut off from the rest of
the human race. But now people began to make hesitant eye contact, asthey slently asked each other
the question no one dared utter doud: Are we now redly alone?

Maningo's features began to tremble. Sommers opened her mouth, prepared to forestall whatever the
logigtics officer was about to release into the oppressive air of the conference room.

But Hafezi beat her to it, tossing his head like atormented horse and speaking angrily—although who
or what hisanger was directed againgt was not immediately gpparent.

"No! It's not possible! Weve only been gone nine months. And the Bugs jumped us only about a
month and ahalf ago. There hasn't beentimefor . . . well, anyway, remember al the other worldswe've
settled! They're till there, evenif . . . if .. ." He couldn't continue, nor was there any need for himto
complete the thought. Everyone knew what he meant, and no one wanted to heer it. Herdlied himself.
"Whatever's happened, there's ftill a Federation for usto find our way back to. And there's till our
duty!™

They dl st up alittle straighter, and even Maningo'sincipient quivering solidified into determination.
Thank you, Feridoun, Sommersthought, and in that fierce hawklike face she thought to glimpse the
Iranian mythic hero whose name he bore.

Shedidn't dare dlow her gazeto linger on that face.

"Commodore Hafezi is correct,” she rapped, reasserting control of the meeting. "We can't dlow
ourselvesto dwell on speculative possibilities. All that can accomplishisto cripple our will. Our sole
concern must be the accomplishment of our mission and the return to safety of the people entrusted to
our command. To that end, we must locate another warp point as soon as possible.” Shefelt no useful
purpose would be served by mentioning the possibility that this might be one of the occasiona "dead end”
systems with only one warp point. Instead, she decided to attend to what she'd been putting off. "In the
meantime, it's necessary for usto restrict our consumption of nonrenewable supplies, especidly in light of
thelossof VVoyager . Therefore, effectiveimmediately, well—"

The whoop of the generd quarters klaxon shattered the air.

Thevoiceof Jamaica's captain came from Sommers chair arm communicator, spesking to no one,
for she was dready off a adead run for Flag Bridge. She needed no explanation of what that whooping
meant.

Will, shethought as sheran, at least | won't have to worry about breaking the news to people that
we're going on short rations.

* * *

She stood beside Hafezi and watched doom approach in the holo sphere.

"I'd hoped they wouldn't find us so soon,” she said quietly. Not so long ago, she wouldn't have made
aremark likethat to her chief of staff. Now . . .

Hedidn't reply. Hiseyes, like hers, remained fixed on the display of the Bug pursuers, approaching



on what wasn't quite astern chase they could run directly away from and which would therefore intersect
their course with theinevitability of death.

The wavefront of that oncoming force was composed of what humans termed gunboats—larger than
fighters. In fact, they were larger even than the auxiliary small craft carried by starships, but they
generated an intermediate form of reactionless drive field which conferred speed and maneuverability far
greater than that of any conventiond starship. Indeed, their speed gpproached that of the fightersthe
Bugs, for whatever reasons, couldn't or at least didn't use. . . and, unlike fighters, they could make
unassisted warp trangit. They were a Bug invention, and had come as ashocking surpriseto the Allies,
who hadn't thought the Bugs could invent. At least they had some countervailing disadvantages, they
were energy hogs, and in consequence had emissions sgnatures that made them as readily
detectable—and targetable—as full-sized starships.

Not that the Bug force would have been al that hard to detect in any case, for its second wave
conssted of battlecruisers, advancing uncloaked in justifiable contempt of their quarry. Lots of
battlecruisers. . . dl the survivorsfrom their fight in the last system, in fact. Some were smply gunboat
tenders, but the mgority were fighting vessels comparable to her own Dunker que-A-class BCRs—the
classesthe Alliance's intelligence had dubbed Antel ope, Antler, and Appian. Enough of them to smother
SF 19'sdefenseswith missiles,

"Commodore Hafezi," she said crisply. (Even at thistime, there was no need to deny him the
traditional courtesy "promotion™ accorded to anyone aboard a ship other than its skipper whose normal
rank-title was "captain." Indeed, Sommers was beginning to understand what she'd aways read, that
tradition became particularly important at timeslike this)) "We need to be able to launch the fighters at the
precise moment when interception becomes unavoidable. Notify Captain Kabilovic." Milaos, after all,
wasn't aboard thisship. Tradition . . . again. "And order the Huns to stay well clear and continue their
present survey pattern.”

Hafezi's nod showed his understanding. The scout cruisers might, after al, find another warp point.
And their combat vaue was dmost negligible.

"Aye, aye, Admira," he replied with a crigpness matching hers. Then, asthough by common consent,
their eyesmet in away they hadn't been alowed to meet of late. And, atremulous ingtant later, so did
their hands.

What does it matter, now that we're all dead? She turned, with alook of what might have been
caled defiance, to face any of the flag bridge crew who might have seen them.

Some had. They were staring openly. But not with amazement. They were grinning.
The amazement wasal Sommers.
They knew?But how long .. . . ?

Then, al at once, her sense of theridiculous came bubbling up. Surprise, outrage, and even despair
al drowned in it. She turned back to face Feridoun. A smile began to tremble on her lips. . . .

"Admird!" Fujiko Murakuma—not one of those who'd been grinning—shattered the brittle moment,
caling out in apuzzled voice from the sensor station where sheld been observing the Bugs. "We're
picking up something else."

Wingmaster Demlafi Furra, commanding Sixth Strike Wing, felt aneed to relieve her tenson. So she
spread her wings alittle—not to their full two-meter span, of course, herein the confines of her flag
bridge—and waved them gently back and forth. The mild enhancement of her blood's oxygen, though
nothing like the full rush of flight, did itswork, and she turned with renewed camness and energy to the
holo display.

The strike wing had been on full alert ever snce the scout destroyer's courier drone had emerged
from one of Pgjzomo's three warp points, shattering the boredom of aroutine patrol of vast emptinesslit
by the sullen red glare of Pgjzomo. But now they were closing to within eleven light-seconds of the



hunters who didn't know yet that they were being hunted. And the need of everyonein the strike wing,
from Furraon down, to open fire was becoming asensud thing.

"Wingmagter," theflag captain, as humans would have called him, interrupted Furra's thoughts, "what
about the other group of diens?’

"I haven't forgotten them, Nestmaster.” The imprinted caution of generations had prevented Furra
from trying to contact the unknowns when they first appeared. And after that, any electronic emissions
that might have revealed the strike wing's presence to the Demons had been out of the question. Now
she gazed at the icons representing those ships, whose unimaginable crews must be preparing themsalves
for their last beattle. "What about them?”'

"Well, Wingmaster," the flag captain spoke diffidently, "I mention thisonly asapossible option, but . .
. we could wait and let the Demons overtake them. They don't stand a chance, of course. But they'd
probably leave fewer Demonsfor usto ded with afterwards.”

Furradidn't reprove him for a suggestion flagrantly contrary to the precepts of Kkrullott. She had her
faults, but sanctimoniousness wasn't one of them. Neither was hypocrisy . . . and the same idea had
crossed her own mind. Nevertheless, she gave her head the backward jerk that meant what shaking it
would have to most humans. "No. Aside from the ethical issuesinvolved. It occursto me that we may be
looking at an opportunity here."

"Wingmager?'
"These beings are obvioudy enemies of the Demons.” Which, she reflected, was merely to say they
had encountered the Demons. "This makes them potentid dliesof ours.”

"But how useful? They'rein headlong flight!”

"These ships are, granted. But that doesn't mean the rest of their race isn't till holding out
somewhere." Furra straightened up into a posture which put an end to discussion. "Well proceed as
planned. If the unknown shipsinitiate hogtilities againgt us, we will of course defend oursalves. But if they
try to communicate with us, well respond.”

The flag captain gestured understanding and obedience and they resumed their waiting. It wasn't long
before they closed to within the preplanned range of the unsuspecting Demons.

Furraleaned forward in a crouch and gazed at the icons of the Demon shipsfor another instant—a
dreamy gaze, dmost. Some might have thought it aloving gaze, completely misinterpreting the nature,
but not the intengity, of the emation it held.

But then she bared omnivore's teeth, and no one, of whatever species or whatever culture, could
possibly have misunderstood any longer.

"Disengage cloaking,” she ordered theflag captain. "And . . . kill!"

* * %

The Fleet had run the Enemy to ground once more, and this time there would be no escape.
This group of Enemy ships had proved as troublesome as any the Fleet had yet encountered, and
there was no reason to suppose they would prove less troublesome once the Fleet managed to
close with them. Still, it was obvious, despite their attempts to cloak themselves from the Fleet
gunboats sensors, that they'd taken serious |osses and damage in their last clash with the Fleet.
Indeed, had it not been for the fortuitous discovery of yet another warp point by the Enemy's
scout ships, the Fleet would have finished them off the last time. It was a pity that the Fleet had
never previously discovered that warp point for itself. Had it known that it existed, it might have
been possible to place ships on this side of it to await the Enemy in ambush. In that case, none of
the survey ships could possibly have survived. Asit was, it was essential to overtake the Enemy
and destroy him utterly lest he find yet another warp point somewhere in the depths of this
unexplored star system and escape once more.

At least the infernally fast small attack craft which had done so much to fend off the Fleet's



last attack had suffered heavy damage in the process, and it seemed apparent that there could not
be many of them left. The Enemy was obviously awar e of the Fleet's presence—the maneuvers of
his surviving units was sufficient proof of that—yet the small attack craft had not yet been
committed.

The battlecruisers held their courses, covered by the protective shield of the gunboats, waiting
to pounce upon the Enemy small attack craft when they finally were committed, but the Fleet
allowed itself to feel a cold anticipation of the upcoming victory. As the range dropped, the
emissions signatures of the Enemy star ships had become increasingly clear, and the evidence of
severe damage to his long-range missile ships had been still further promise that the troublesome
survey force and its escorts would soon be dealt with.

That would be good. Once the survey ships had been erased from existence, this component of
the Fleet could retrace its steps and rejoin the remainder of the Fleet committed to the carefully
prepared counterattack upon the Enemy core system from which the Enemy had emerged. And
when that hap—

* * *

Thefirgt Bug starship blew up with no warning at dl.

The Antel ope-class battlecruiser on the flank of the Arachnid formation had never even redized its
killer wasthere. All of its sensors had been locked upon the Allied survey flotillafleeing beforeit, and it
had never occurred to the beings which crewed that battlecruiser that there might be anyone elseto
worry about. And because it hadn't occurred to them, they were taken fatally by surprise asthe missile
salvo erupted out of the blind zone astern of it, created by the sensor interference of its own drivefidd.
There were no point defense counter missiles, no firefrom close-in laser clugters, and the lethal salvo
smashed home like so many hammers of antimatter fury.

The battlecruiser's shidds did their best, but the savagery of the attack was scarcely even blunted,
and the entire ship vanished in asun-bright bubble of fire.

The Antelope wasthefirgt to dig; it wasn't the last. The other salvos which had accompanied the one
that killed it began to arrive dmost in the same ingtant, and ship-killing blasts of fury marched through the
Arachnid formation like the hobnailed boots of some demented war god. A second battlecruiser, a
third—and then the killing spasms of flame came for the gunboats, aswell. They were smaller, easier and
more fragile targets, without the shields that protected their larger consorts, and—like the
battl ecruisers—they'd never even guessed that any danger might lurk behind them. A single hit was
sufficient to kill any one of them, and the hits came not in singletons, but in dozens. Shattered and
vaporized hulls, clouds of plasmaand blast fronts littered with the splintered fragments of battlecruisers. .

The Arachnid fleet reded under the devastating impact of the totaly unanticipated carnage. For a
handful of minutes, even the boulderlike discipline which had sent attack force after attack force of Bug
superdreadnoughts unwaveringly into the teeth of the Alliance's most furious firepower wavered. The
sheer surprise of their losses, far more than the scale of those losses—grievous though they
were—stunned them, and separate squadrons reacted as separate squadrons, not the interchangeable
units of the finely meshed machine their enemies were accustomed to facing. Some of them, inthe
absence of any order to the contrary, continued to closein on the fleeing remnants of Survey Flotilla 19,
even as successive waves of missiles diced into them from astern. Other squadrons of battlecruisers, and
even more of the harrowed gunboats survivors, turned abruptly to charge towards the source of that fire.

Even those who continued to close upon the Allied survey force were at least no longer taken
completely unawares by thefire screaming down upon them. Their command dataink installations hed
taken charge of their point defense systems, concentrating counter missiles and laser clusters dike upon
the incoming weapons which any unit of any battlegroup could see. Some of those missles till got
through, of course. Not al of them could be seen by any member of the battlegroups they targeted, and
the uncaring laws of statistics said that even some of those which could be seen would evade dl fire



directed upon them. But the defensive systems managed to sharply reduce the number of warheads
getting through to their targets, and whoever had suddenly attacked them found himsdlf forced to
concentrate hisfire upon the hostile warships suddenly charging straight towards him.

* % %

The Fleet staggered under the sudden, mercilessfire ravaging its neat formation. It couldn't
be coming from the Enemy survey force the Fleet had been pursuing, for there had never been a
sufficient number of survey ships or escorts to generate the number of missiles sleeting in upon it.

Besides, the sensor sections reported as the Fleet quickly began to recover its balance, the
Enemy had never used weapons similar to some of those blasting into its ships. No, these missiles
carried warheads of types the Fleet had never seen before, and even if the Enemy had somehow
developed them and put them into production without the Fleet realizing it, the survey ships
would surely have used themin the previous battle had he possessed them.

Which meant that the Fleet had encountered yet another Enemy.

* * %

On Jamaica'sflag bridge, puzzlement at the strange ships that had suddenly emerged from cloak
gave way to stunned incredulity as one Bug battlecruiser after another vanished in the hell-glare of
antimatter annihilation.

Sommers was the first to recover.

"Commodore Hafezi! Order Captain Kabilovic to launch every fighter he's got, and take those
gunboats. And have Nomad and the Huns proceed on course, but get the rest of theflotillaturned
around. Move!"

Thelast word was yelled as much for the entire bridge crew's benefit asfor Feridoun's. Everyone
was staring, open mouthed, as two more Bug battlecruisers vanished from the threat board, and all but
two of the others were rendered naked by some totally unknown weapon—some sort of missile warhead
which evidently stripped away eectromagnetic shields. It was too unexpected, too sudden areversal of
the inevitable course of whatever brief lives remained to them. Sommers was as whipsawed asthe rest of
them, but she couldn't let herself—or anyone el se—remain paralyzed.

Sherose from her command chair and strode towards the com console.

"Rai se those unknown ships!" she commanded. Asthe com officer fumbled to obey, she watched
data codes blossom beside the icons of the unknowns on her plot as the computers received more sensor
data. She gulped astight formations of superdreadnoughts appeared. But even those ships, she saw,
were going to have to movein to closer range, now that the Bugs were aware of their presence and
fighting back. One of the Bug squadrons had survived entirely intact, and now that it had turned to face
its enemies, its datdinked point defense was proving impervious to the long-range missile bombardment
that had been so devagtating coming from the blind zones of surprised ships.

She spared a glance for the status of her own flotilla. Feridoun had passed her orders along, and the
fighting ships were performing the kind of course reversad that was merdly difficult nowadays, rather than
impossible, asit would have been in the days of reaction drives. And either Kabilovic had set new
recordsin responding to her command to launch hisfighters, or else held aready begun to do so on his
owninitigtive.

Feridoun joined her.

"Areyou surethisiswise?' he muttered.

"What do you mean? Joining the unknowns battle with the Bugs? Or trying to communicate with
them?'

"Both."

Sommers smiled in the way that transformed her appearance in away she'd never suspected . . . any
more than she'd ever realized how inaccurate her idea of that appearance as"mannish” was.



"Therésan old saying: The enemy of my enemy ismy friend." "
"I've heard that saying. It doesn't necessarily follow.”

"No, it doesnt, really.” She drew abresth. "But what choice do we have, Feridoun? To continue
fleeing in the hopeessway we have been?' Inasmuch as she was the one who'd been driving them so
mercilesdy in precisay that direction, shewouldn't have dared say such athing to anyone else. Hafezi
didn't respond, and she pressed on. "Besides, we know the Bugs are enemies. These new arrivals may
turn on us and finish us off after they're done with the Bugs. But we don't know that. And maybe we can
at least put them in our debt by helping them finish off this bettle, first."

"Sill "
"Admird!" The com officer cut Hafezi's keptica voice off. "We're getting aresponse! They're—"
All conversation halted as the image appeared on the com screen.

Flying sentient races were one of those theoretical possibilities which had never panned out. It wasn't
hard to understand why. If aspecieswas going to specidize, it generaly specialized in only onething.
Besides, it took alarge body to support alarge brain, and in any normal environment an avian couldn't
afford alarge body. At most, a formerly avian race like humanity's Ophiuchi alies might exchangeflight
for the ability to usetoolsin an evolutionary trade-off.

But Sommers, looking at the long arms of the being on the screen and the membranes they
supported, had no doubts. Even in their present folded state, those wing-membranes were obvioudy too
extensveto be vestigid. Despite the short, downy sand-colored fur and the red-trimmed black clothing,
the overdl impression was vagudly batlike—much as the Orions suggested bipedd cats to humans, who
recognized the falacy of the comparison but ill couldn't avoid making it.

The being's mouth was working to produce sound: gibberish, of course. The com officer checked his
readouts, nodded to himsdlf, and turned to Sommers.

"The trandator softwareis starting to kick in, Sir. Of coursg, it'll need sometimeto pull together
enough vocabulary to start building on. The more he or she or whatever taks, the moreit'll haveto get its
teeth into,” he added, "and assuming that they've got smilar capability, the more you talk, the faster they'll
be able to trandate what you're saying.”

Sommers glanced at the plot again. Kabilovic's fighters were beginning to engage the surviving Bug
gunboats. So were destroyer-szed vessals of the new arrivals.

"I don't think we've redlly got much in theway of options, Feridoun,” she said quietly. And she began
to spesk, very digtinctly, into the com pick up.

CHAPTER ONE
Gathering Stars



By the standard dating of Old Terra, it was the year 2364, and the month was May. But that had
nothing to do with the revolution of the Nova Terra/Eden double-planet system around Alpha Centauri
A, and wan winter light danted through the lofty windows, making the air of the spacious conference
room—wel| heated and crowded with human and other warm-blooded bodies though it was—seem
chilly.

Which, thought Marcus LeBlanc, was dtogether too damned appropriate. How could it be anything
else, when every being ditting in that room was only too well aware of the catastrophic events which had
swirled about them since Ivan Antonov had launched Operation Pesthouse?

They'd had such hopes. Even LeBlanc, whosejob it wasto remind them al of how little they truly
knew—even now—about the Arachnids, had been unable to believe that any race could sacrifice so
many ships, entire fleets of superdreadnoughts, even planetsinhabited by itsown kind, just to set a
massivetrap. Y et that was precisaly what the Bugs had done, and Operation Pesthouse had turned into
the most overwheming disaster in the history of the Terran Federation Navy. The Arachnids had lured
Antonov's Second Fleet on and on with sacrifice gambits beyond the bounds of sanity . . . then they'd
closed in through undiscovered warp pointsin the systems through which he'd passed. They'd sprung a
trgp from which Antonov, with the hel p of ahastily organized rdlief force headed by Sky Marsha Hannah
Avram hersdf, had only just managed to extricate less than half hisforce—not including himself, and not
including Avram.

It was hard to say which had been the more paradyzing body blow to the TFN: the deaths of two
living legends, or the loss of ships—more than a quarter of the fleet'stotal prewar ship count, and more
than hdf itstotal prewar tonnage destroyed outright. And that didn't even count the crippling damage to
many of the survivors. Nor did it count the two survey flotillas that had been probing beyond the warp
points through which the Bugs had come. . . and which must have been like puppies under the wheds of
aground car against the massive armadas into whose paths they had strayed.

Thelosses were S0 horrifying that the survey flotillas scarcely congtituted amateria addition to the
sum of destruction. But, the more LeBlanc thought about it, the loss that redlly couldn't be afforded was
Antonov. His reputation had been that of aruthless, unstoppable, unfedling force of nature—in short,
humankind's answer to the Bugs. If he could be overwhelmed, what hope had everyone else?

Ellen MacGregor and Raymond Prescott—whaose brilliant execution of Antonov's escape plan had
enabled some of Second Fleet to survive—had hated the tumble of Terran morale when they smashed
the Bug counteroffensve that had followed the fleeing survivors of Operation Pesthouse into the Alpha
Centauri System. The "Black Hole of Centauri," asit had cometo be called after MacGregor's savage
prediction of what the Bug invaders were going to fal into, had been only adefensive victory, but it had
been onethe Grand Alliance had needed badly. And it evidently had left the Bugsincapable of any
further offensvesfor the time being, as there had been no such offensive since. So alull had settled over
the war asthe TFN began to rebuild itsdlf.

Y et even beginning that rebuilding had been an agonizingly painful process, and the dispersive



demands of frightened politicians, terrified for the safety of other star sysems whose population levels
approached that of Alpha Centauri, hadn't helped. So, yes, he understood why a room which should
have been warm felt anything but.

He was seated among the stafferswho lined the room's periphery, well back from the ova tableinits
center. Asarear admiral, he had about as much chance of getting a seet at that table as did the young
lieutenant besde him.

That worthy seemed to share hismood. Kevin Sanders looked asfoxlike as dways, with hisreddish
sandy hair and sharp features. But the usual twinkle was absent from his blue eyes as he turned to
LeBlanc, and hiswhisper was subdued, even though it held the customary informality that obtained
between them.

"Quite achange sincethelast time | was here" he said.

After amoment's blankness, LeBlanc gave anod of understanding. Sanders, then an ensign, had
been in this very room three and a hdlf years before, when the Grand Allied Joint Chiefs of Staff had first
convened. That had been before held joined LeBlanc'sintelligence shop of Bug specidists—beforeit had
existed, even—and held been present as a subordinate of Captain Midori Kozlov. She hadn't been a
captain then, when Ivan Antonov had been named the joint chiefs chairman, and shed served as his staff
intelligence officer.

And now Kozlov, like Antonov himsalf and so many others—too many others, hundreds of
thousands of others—existed only as cosmic detritusin the lonely, lonely depths of space where Second
Fleet had goneto find its doom.

"Yes, quiteachange,”" LeBlanc murmured in reply as he studied those positioned at the oval table.

Two members of the original joint chiefsthat Sanders remembered were ill there: Admird
Thaarzhaan of Terra's Ophiuchi alies, and Feet Speaker Noraku of the Gorm, whose relationship with
the Orions defied precise human definition. But Sky Marshd Ellen MacGregor now represented the
Terran Federation, and there were others besides the joint chiefs, crowding the table's capacity. Admiral
Raymond Prescott, who was to have commanded the Zephrain offensive, was seated beside Ninety-First
Small Fang of the Khan Zhaarnak'telmasa, Lord Telmasa, who was to have been his carrier commander
... and who, more importantly, was his vilkshatha brother, for Prescott was the second humanin
history to have held that very specia warrior's relationship with an Orion. Acrossthe table from them
was another Orion, Tenth Great Fang of the Khan Koraazakhiniak, Lord Khiniak, just in from Shanak,
where he commanded Third Fleet on the stalemated second front of the Kliean Chain. Fleet Admira
Oscar Pederson of the Federation's Fortress Command was a so there, in his capacity as the system CO
of AlphaCentauri. And, at the end of thetable. . .

There, LeBlanc's eyeslingered. Beside him, Sanders chuckled, once more hisusud sdif.

"l wonder if there's ever been so much rank at onetable?' the lieutenant mused. "Y ou'd think it
would reach criticad masd"

When he got no response from LeBlanc, he glanced sharply at his chief. Then he followed the rear
admird's gaze to the woman on whom it rested.

Admira VanessaMurakumahad the red hair, green eyes, and elvish denderness of Irish genes
molded by generations on alow-gravity planet. Theinitid impression, to eyes accustomed to the human
norm, was one of ethered fragility.

"Yeah, right,” Sanders muttered to himsdlf sotto voce.

Murakuma, thrust into command of the frantically improvised defenses of the Romulus Chaininthe
early days of thewar, had fought the Bug juggernaut to astandstill in anightmare thunder of death and
shattered starships. She'd fallen back from star system to star system, alway's desperately outnumbered,
awayswith her back tothewadl . . . dways aware of the civilians hel pless beyond the fragile shidd of her
dying ships. Sanders knew that he would never—ever—be able to truly understand the desperation and
horror which must havefilled her as she faced that implacable avdanche of Bug warships, saw it grinding



remorselessly and unstoppably onward towards al she was sworn to protect and defend. Y et somehow
sheld met that avalanche and, findly, stopped it dead. Sheld nearly died hersdlf in the process, yet shed
doneit, and in the doing earned the Lion of Terra, an award that entitled her to take a salute from anyone
inthe TFN, regardless of rank. And the intelligence andyst who'd been beside her throughout the entire
hideous orded had been then-captain Marcus LeBlanc, the only intelligence officer the TFN had thought
loose-screwed enough to have aprayer of understanding the Bugs.

And now, as Sanders watched, she made a brief eye contact with Rear Admiral LeBlanc, and smiled
ever 0 dightly.

Once again, Sanderslooked at LeBlanc, who was aso smiling.
He wondered if the rumorsweretrue.
But it seemed that hisboss had heard him, after dl.

"Yes," LeBlanc agreed, ill smiling. "Thereareahdll of alot of stars, and the various other things
nonhumans use for flag-rank insignia, up there. But theré's more to come.”

"Attention on deck!" the master-at-arms at the main doorway announced, asif on cue.

Everyone rose as Kthaarazarthan, Lord Ta phon, Chairman of the Grand Allied Joint Chiefs of Staff,
entered with the prowling stride of the Zheeer likou'val khannai ee—a name which humans, for reasons
too obviousfor discussion, preferred to render as Orions, after the congtellation which held the heart of
ther interstellar domain.

Mogt Orions, including Zhaarnak and Koraaza, camein various shades of tawny and russet. But
there was a genetic predigposition, which kept popping up in the Khanate's noblest families, toward fur of
midnight-black. Kthaara epitomized that trait, and even though he was beginning to show the frosting of
age, he dtill suggested some arcane feline death-god. It was an impression few humans, even those used
to Orionsin genera, could avoid on first seeing him. And it had grown more pronounced since Operation
Pesthouse.

Everyone had heard the stories of Kthaaras reaction on learning of the fate of Ivan Antonov . . . or
Ivan'zarthan, as he was d o entitled to be known, as the very first human to be admitted to vilkshatha
brotherhood. It had been Kthaarawho'd admitted him, at the height of the Theban War, when Antonov
had allowed the Orion to serve under him because he'd understood the blood debt Kthaara had owed to
thekillers of hiscousin, Khardanizh'zarthan. As held listened to the reports that Antonov's flagship had
not been among the battered survivorsthat had limped back from Operation Pesthouse, the Orion hadn't
emitted the howl ahuman, mided by the catlike countenance evolutionary coincidence had put atop a
body not unlike that of adisproportionately long-legged man, might have expected. Nor had he made
any sound of all. Nor any movement. Insteed, like black lavafreezing into adamantine hardness, hed
seemed to silently congeal into an ebon essence of death and vengeance.

Since then, histrademark cosmopolitan urbanity, the product of six decades of close association with
humans, had returned somewhat. It wasin evidence now as he sat down at the place at the head of the
table héd inherited from his vilkshatha brother and addressed the meeting.

"Asyou were, ladies and gentlemen,” he said in the Tongue of Tongues. Orion vocal gpparatus was
incapable of pronouncing Standard English, and that of humans was dmost asill-adapted to the universa
Orion language. No Orion had ever been able to speak Standard English, and only atiny handful of
gifted mimics—Ilike Raymond Prescott—had ever been able to reproduce the sounds of the Tongue of
Tongues. But the two races could learn to understand each other's speech, and many of the non-Orions
present—including LeBlanc and Sanders—could follow the Tongue of Tongues. Those who couldn't
(like Vanessa Murakuma, who was Orion-literate but whose tone deafness made it impossible for her to
comprehend the spoken version of the language) had earplug mikes connected to trand ators who could.

Severa new Orion-English trand ation software packages were in development, spurred by the
absolute necessity the Grand Alliance had created for human-Orion communication acrossthe
incompatible vocd interface which separated them, but they ill left alot to be desired. Memory



requirements were very large, which limited their use to systems—Ilike those on planets, large space
sations, and capital ships—which could spare the space from other requirements. Worse, however, was
the fact that they tended to be very literal-minded, and Orion was not alanguage which lent itself well to
literd trandation into English. Which was one reason organic trand ators were employed at plenary
meetings like this one, where clarity of understanding was essentid. The steady improvement in the
software, especialy by the Orions (who were the known galaxy's best cyberneticists) was bound to solve
al of those problems—yprobably fairly soon, to judge by current results—but in the meantime, the
software was reserved for occasi ons when misunderstandings would beless critical.

"l wish to welcome Lord Khinigk, Lord Telmasa, Ahhdmiraaaal Murrasaakuuuuma, and their staffs,"
Kthaara continued. "Y ou have been recaled because | consider it necessary to bring al our principal
field commanders up to date on our current status and future intentions. Thiswill occupy an extensive
series of conferences and briefings, asyou dready know from the materia you have received. The
purpose of thisinitid sessonistwofold. Firgt of dl, | wish to inform you that the last Sx months Strategic
lull issoon going to cometo an end.”

That got the undivided atention of everyone who'd been expecting to sit through lengthy platitudes.
Kthaara smiled atooth-hidden carnivore's smile.

"The course of eventsleading up to thelull," he added, "is, of course, well known to usdl.”

That, LeBlanc thought with afresh inner twinge of pain as he recdled his own earlier thoughts, was
oneway to put it.

It'still felt . . . odd to hear an Orion say it, though. Or, rather, to hear an Orion say it asthe
chairman of the Joint Chiefs. Not so long ago, that position would have gone as amatter of courseto a
representative of the Terran Federation, the Alliance's technological pacesetter and industrid
powerhouse, aswell asits premiere military power. But now the TFN lay prostrate, its proud tradition of
victory tarnished and the sublime self-confidence born of that tradition badly shaken. True, the avesome
shipbuilding capacity of the Federation's Corporate Worlds remained intact, and the reconstruction of the
Navy had commenced. Y et for the time being, the Orionswould have to take the lead in any initiatives
the Alliance attempted. So the chairmanship had falen to Kthaara—thelogical choice anyway, interms
of seniority and prestige aswell as his unique experiencein dedling with humans.

And now his voice continued in the Tongue of Tongues ("' Cats copulating to bagpipe music,” asa
human wit had once described the sound), bringing LeBlanc back to the matter at hand.

"It istherefore unnecessary to review those events at any greet length. Instead, | would like to use
thisinitia plenary session to bring everyone up to date on our intelligence specidists evauations of the
wreckage retrieved from the force that attempted to penetrate this system. Ahhdmiraaaal LeBlaaanc, you
havethefloor."

LeBlanc stood, unconsciousy smoothing back the sparse hairs on his scalp and then stroking the
beard he'd grown to compensate. He manipulated a small remote unit, and a holo image appeared in
midair above thetable. An image of awarship of space.

A low rumbling arose from his audience, hushed with shock.

"That, ladies and gentlemen, isthe new Arachnid ship type that BuShips has dubbed the ‘monitor,' "
he stated without preamble. ™Y ou've probably seen the computer-generated imagery based on the sensor
datafrom Second Fleet." He saw Raymond Prescott, who'd brought that data back, wince. "But that
was only inference. Accurate inference, asfar asit went—this ship is gpproximately twice the tonnage of
asuperdreadnought, just asthat initial data suggested.” The room grew very quiet. "But now, on the basis
of closer acquaintance, were in position to show you what it redly lookslike. Weve dso identified three
classes. This one, which seemsto be the 'basic' monitor, we've assigned the reporting name of the
Awesome class." A few grim chuckles at the appropriateness barely dented the silence, and they ceased
abruptly when aholographicaly projected display screen showed the classs armament. "Asyou can see,
it's primarily amissle platform. Given thetime it must take to construct such athing, they haveto have



laid the class down before they acquired command datalink—ypresumably in an effort to compensate for
that very lack by packing the maximum possible firepower into asingle ship. Now, of course, they have
command datalink, and our analysis of the attack on this system indicates that they've retrofitted at |east
some of the Awesome classwith it—we cal the refitted version of it the Awesome Beta class. Ther
datalink seemsto be as capable as ours, aswell; it can coordinate the offensive and defensive fire of up
to Sx of these ships.”

LeBlanc noticed eyesflickering toward MacGregor and Prescott, who'd faced an invasion led by
thoseleviathans.. . . and stopped it cold. If any of the peoplein this room hadn't grasped what that meant
before, they did now.

He manipulated his remote, and the image was replaced by another, about the same size but visibly
different in detail.

"Thisiswhat weve designated the Armageddon class. It's primarily agunboat tender. We've been
aware for some time that the Bugs gunboats are significantly larger than ordinary auxiliaries, so internd
boat bays can't accommodate them. Rather, they're carried externdly, using these racks." He used alight
pencil to indicate the hull festures. "The class has twenty-five of them. At the sametime, asyou can see
from the armament specs, it dso carries enough force beamsto make it formidable at close range. And,
likethe Awesome class, it has averson refitted with command datalink.”

LeBlanc could read hisligeners mindswithout difficulty. They were trying to imagine going up at
closerange againgt a battle-line with that many force beams—the deadly application of tractor/presser
beam technology that overstressed the molecular bonds of matter a a distance—especidly when the
ships mounting those beams had the capacity these had to soak up punishment. And they were
contemplating the fact that fighting that way was only this classs secondary function.

Without comment, he brought up athird image.

"Fndly, thisisthe Aegis class. It dso carries twenty-five gunboats. But it's primarily acommand
ship, with less ship-to-ship armament but—as you can see—very tough defenses.”

He dismissed the holo imagery and faced his very subdued audience.

"In addition to information on these new ship classes, we've been able to glean something even more
important: anew ingght into the nature of the enemy were fighting. Asyou al know, such knowledge has
been in extremely short supply throughout the war. I'll now turn the briefing over to Lieutenant Sanders,
who initidly grasped the significance of the data we were seeing and subsequently devel oped the theory
hell be presenting.”

Asalieutenant who'd only recently shed the chrysdlis of j.g.-hood, Sanders was easily the most
junior officer in theroom. It didn't seem to bother himin the least as he got jauntily to hisfeet and
accepted the remote from LeBlanc. What did bring asmall frown to his face was that the audience had
come unfocused, dissolving into little clusters from which rose the worried buzz of discussion concerning
the Bug monitors. Quite smply, alieutenant wasn't inherently important enough to be taken serioudly,
much lessto command their attention.

Sanders amiled lazily, like aman who knew just the solution to adilemma. He touched the remote,
and where the images of the monitors had floated there appeared . . . something else.

Theradialy symmetrica being bore neither relation nor resemblance to any Terran lifeform. But the
six upward-angled limbs surrounding and supporting the centra pod, the whole covered with coarse
black hair, made it easy to see why the term "arachnid" had been applied. Those limbsroseto
pronounced "knuckles' well above the central pod before angling downward once more, and two other
limbsended in "hands' of four mutually opposable "fingers" while above the eight limbswere eight
stalked eyes, evenly spaced around the pod's circumference. And if dl that hadn't been sufficient to show
that thisthing had evolved from nothing that ever lived on Old Terra, there was the mouth—awide gash
low in the body-pod, filled with lampreylike rows of teeth and lined with wiggling tentacles. Everyone
present knew what those tentacles werefor: to hold living prey immobilized for ingestion.



The discordant buzzing of many unfocused conversations ceased. Instead, a single low sound, below
theleve of verbdization, arose from the room in genera. That sound waslikeasinglemusica note
sounded by awhole orchestra of instruments smultaneoudy, for while the mode of expresson varied
with species and temperament, the overal tone was uniform. A Terran dog, laying its ears back and
growling low initsthroat, couldn't have been any less ambiguous.

All right, Kevin, LeBlanc thought desperately in hisyoung subordinates direction. That'll do.
You've got their undivided attention.

But Sanders knew what he was doing.

"The face of the enemy, ladies and gentlemen,”" he announced rather thegtrically. Then he switched off
the holographic Bug and continued in amore matter-of-fact tone. "Unfortunately, what hisface—and the
rest of him—Ilookslikeisjust about all we've ever known about him. That, and the fact that | should be
sying it rather than him, because contrary to an early misconception, the Bugs are either neuter workers
and warriors, or hermaphroditic breeders. Every attempt to communicate with them has been an abject
fallure. It'snot even clear that they could communicate with usif they wanted to. We assume, in the
absence of any plausible dternative, that they're exclusively telepathic. We've captured mountains of
electronically stored records—none of which has ever been madeto yield an iota of intelligible outpuit.
We know nothing about their society, their government, their objectives—"

"Their objectives," Sky Marshd Ellen MacGregor cut in, "seem to be crysta clear.” She was a Scot
of the"old black breed" and her dark-brown eyes held none of theliquidity of smilarly colored eyesfrom
warmer climes. They werelike chips of black ice, and Sanders had the grace to ook abashed under their
leved, frigid weight.

"True, Sky Marshd, at least as viewed from our perspective,” he agreed. "But we haven't had aclue
asto how they're organized—until now."

That sent arustle of interest through the audience, and he went on.

"I must emphasizethat a'clue is all we've got even now. But our andlysis of the Bug wreckage has
led usto the conclusion that there are different . . . 'subsets among the Bugs.”

"What does that mean?' Pederson demanded.

"Simply this, Admird: the ship classesweve long since identified, aswell asthe new monitors, can
actualy be subdivided into five groupings based on differencesin congtruction.”

"But," Fleet Speaker Noraku protested in his race's basso profundissimo but quiteintdligible
Standard English, "there are dways some differences within aclass. No two shipsaretruly identicd." His
face—unsettlingly humanlike despiteits gray skin, broad nose, and double eyelids—I ooked perplexed,
and he shifted his massive hexapeda form on the saddlelike couch that served the Gorm as achair.

"Granted, Fleet Speaker. But we're not talking about dight variations or upgradings here. Rather,
we'relooking at different construction techniques, too pronounced to be accidents—especidly since
they're not random, but fal into five definite patterns. In other words, there are four or five sources of
Bug warships, dl of them working from the same blueprints, but each with its own ideaas to how those
blueprints should be trandated into actuad hardware.

"The details of the analysisthat led usto this conclusion will be made available for your perusd. We
can't say whether these sources of ship construction represent different systems or clusters of systems
within amore or less decentraized Bug empire, or autonomous Bug star nations acting in aliance, or . . .
something else. So, for the time being, we're assigning the convenience-labd 'Home Hive to each of
them, with anumber that was arbitrarily assgned as the distinctive construction technique was identified.
Isassigned, | should say, given that the identification effort is an ongoing process, since we can't be
certain there aren't still more of them out there.”

Raymond Prescott sat up straighter, and spoke as much to himsdf asto Sanders. " So the system that
the warp line from Zephrain leadsto . . ."



"That's occurred to us, Admira. The massive high-level energy emissionsfrom that system'’sinhabited
worlds, and the dengty of drive fidds around them, clearly indicate amgor industrid center. We would
be very surprised if it wasn't one of the home hives. We're not in aposition just yet to speculate asto
which oneitis. But, asyou no doubt recal, the Bug system at the end of the Romulus Chain that
Commaodore Braun's survey flotilla discovered—and was ambushed in—at the very start of the war was
aso quite obvioudy amgjor center of population and industry. Presumably, it's supplied the bulk of the
shipsweve faced on that front. And, now that we know what to look for in the wreckage Admiral
Murakumaretrieved after the Fourth Battle of Justin, we're prepared to go on record and identify it as
HomeHiveFive"

Therewas athoughtful slence asthey dl assmilated what this whippersnapper had told them. It
might not be much, but it wasthe first hint of detail or texturein what had been afeatureess cliff-wall of
menace and mystery. Kthaara alowed them to consider it for amoment, then spoke.

"Thank you, gentlemen,” he said to the intelligence officers, then turned back to the gathering asa
whole. "And now, we will adjourn, aswe dl have an early start ahead of ustomorrow.” Theword
tomorrow was conventiond usage. Actualy, it would be nighttime. But none of the Allied raceswas
accustomed to aday nearly aslong asthis double-planet system's sixty-one-hour rotation around its
components center of mass.

The meeting broke up, and the room began to empty. Sanders finished clearing the display from the
holo system and stood up and spoke over his shoulder.

"Wdl, Sr, shdl we—?"
Once again, he became aware that his boss wasn't listening to him. He turned around.

Among the scurrying figures still remaining, one was standing quite still. From across the room,
VanessaMurakuma held LeBlanc's eyes.

Sanders sghed, gathered up histhings, and departed, whistling softly.

Murakumaand L eBlanc approached each other dowly, obliviousto anyone else. They paused within
afew fet, but didn't touch—they ill weren't entirely alonein the room.

"How areyou?' she asked tentatively.

"Hanginginthere. .. Sir." LeBlanc said, and gestured towards the row of French doors that lined
one end of the room. Wordlesdy, they went out onto the terrace. The nano-fabric of their
black-and-slver uniforms adjusted its "weave' againg the winter chill so automaticaly that neither of
them even noticed.

The building, which the planetary government of Nova Terra had placed at the disposa of the Grand
Allied Joint Staff, crowned alow cliff overlooking the Cerulean Ocean to the west. The ocean extended
around the globein that direction, covering the opposite hemisphere where the permanent tida bulge
created by the companion planet Eden submerged dl but afew scattered chains of idands, including
New Atlantis, where LeBlanc'sintelligence outfit had itsisolated digs.

He leaned on the balustrade and gazed westward. Alpha Centauri A hung at its protracted afternoon,
but the clouds had rolled in to cover it, and there was alow rumble of distant thunder. Heavy westher
coming, hethought with asmall fraction of hismind, while the rest of it sought to organize histhoughts.
Finaly, he turned to meet Murakumas gaze, which had never left him.

"Have you had a chance to see Nobiki?' he began lamely. Murakuma's older daughter was serving
with Alpha Centauri Skywatch. LeBlanc hadn't actually spoken to her in over two months, however, and
looking at the mother he felt asudden pang of guilt over the neglect of his semiofficia uncl€s dutiesto the
daughter.

"No." Murakuma shook her head unsteadily. "I hope to manage while I'm here. Sheand | have alot
of talking to do." Her eyesflickered for just amoment. "Especidly about Fujiko."

LeBlanc savored the sensation of having put hisfoot init up to mid-thigh.



There was no excuse. Hed just been thinking of thelost Survey Fotilla 19 earlier, and hed dlowed
himself to forget that Vanessa's younger daughter had been one of those who'd vanished tracelesdy into
the darkness with it. He should have remembered. Should never have let himself forget the night Nobiki,
despite the reserve of her upbringing, had wept for her sister on his shoulder. Perhaps it wasthe very
pain of that memory which explained hisfailureto recall it now, but that was only the reason, not an
excusefor it. No, there was no excuse—so he made none.

Instead, he started over. "I've missed you," he managed.

"And | you," shewhispered. His heart legpt, but the accumulated hurt of many months would not be
denied.

"Y ou haven't answered my lettersin awhile," he got out in avery level voice, and she gestured
vagudy.

"I've been . . . occupied.”

"Occupied? With what, out there a Justin?'

Theingtant it was out of his mouth, he redlized it had been precisely the wrong thing to say. Her eyes
flared with green flame.

"Oh, nothing, of course! Just wait for the Bug offensive that never comes, and—"

"Vanessa, I'm sorry! | didn't mean that!™ He shook his head, cursing himself for timing his
maladroitnesses so close together. There were only three points of contact between the Alliance and the
Bugs: the Romulus Chain, the Kliean Chain, and Alpha Centauri. Therewould be afourth once the
Zephrain offengve finaly began, but until then only thosethreeexisted . . . and LeBlanc knew most of the
human race prayed nightly to God that it would stay that way.

"Look," he said after avery brief moment, "I know you're running athird of thiswar! Maybe you're
bored, but it'sthanks to you that it's been so quiet for so long out there. The very fact that you're
covering the Justin System, and that you kicked the butts the Bugs haven't got out of it—"

"Yes. Sol can il look down at that planet and al its ghosts, and wonder whether they'd il be
diveif I'ddone. .. something different.”

All at once, LeBlanc understood. He remembered the day her Marine landing force had reported the
hideous degth toll on Justin. The virtua annihilation—the consumption—of the millions of cviliansthe
TFN—and, especidly, its commander, Admira Vanessa Murakuma—had been responsible for
defending. The civiliansthey hadn't been able to defend, because if they'd stood to fight in their defense,
they would have died and | &ft the billions of civilians behind them unprotected.

It wasn't proper procedure for an intelligence officer of the TFN to hold hisadmira in hisarmswhile
she sobbed her heartbroken grief and guilt, but *proper procedure”’ hadn't been very important to him just
then.

"So you think you've been | eft in command of astalemated front asakind of exile?' he said quietly.
"Because people blame you for the losses on Justin?' He took adeep breath. "Listen Vanessa: nobody
blamesyou for that, except possibly yourself. Y ou couldn't have prevented what happened there, and
you know it. Hdll, I've dready told you al thisin person! No one could have—and at least most of the
people who died went down fighting because of the weapons and the advisors you left them. And, |
might point out, if you hadn't retaken the system, the Bugs would still be occupying it. And we al know
what that would mean!"

"Yes, yes" she muttered, and turned her back, turning awvay from both LeBlanc and that to which he
was dluding. Ever since Ivan Antonov had entered the Anderson Two System and discovered the planet
that had been named Harnah, the human race had lived with the knowledge that there were worse things
than genocide.

Thefirg grim lesson in that awareness had come over acommunications link to an occupied planet
from some forever unknown reporter's camera. The horrifying footage that anonymous witnessto atrocity



had recorded had been humanity'sfirst hint that their utterly unknown, implacably advancing foeswere,
like the Orions, carnivores. But that same footage had aso reveded that that was the Bugs only point of
gmilarity to the Orions, for they preferred their prey living . . . and human children were precisdly theright
Sze

That had been horror enough for anyone. By itsdlf, it had been enough to wrack Vanessawith
guilt—indeed, to consume the entire human race with guilt and terror dike. Y et even that had paled
beside what Second Fleet had discovered upon Harnah, where the local Bug population had fed upon
vast herds of the domesticated animaswho'd once built their own flourishing civilization . . . and who
clung till to the broken fragments of that culture even in the shadow of the hideous predators who
battened upon them.

And that, too, Vanessa Murakuma's heroic stand had stopped short of the millions upon millions of
human beingswho lived in and beyond the Romulous Chain.

"Yes," sherepeated dully, gazing westward at the Cerulean Ocean. "I know al that—at least with my
forebrain. But even if the Navy doesn't blame me, maybe they think I'm . . . burned out.” Shelaughed
harshly. " Sometimes | wonder if | am.”

"Being bored isn't the same as being burned out.”

"Maybe not. But still, I've made up my mind; I'm going to request atransfer, to take part in the
Zephran offensve.”

"What? But Vanessa, that's already locked in. Raymond Prescott and Zhaarnak'tel masa are—"

"Oh, I'm not expecting to command it. | know | won't get another shot at command of afleet. | just
want to do something, in some capacity. Y ou may beright that being burned out is one thing and being
bored is another, but the fact remainsthat, a aminimum, | am bored."

"Y ou're not going to get any sympathy from most combat veterans. They like being bored!" The
corners of Murakuma's mouth quirked upward, and aghost of the old jade twinkle arose in her eyes.
LeBlanc pressed his advantage. "And as for being burned out . . . do you redly think they'd leave a
burned-out admiral in command of forces that've been built up to theleve yours have?'

Her head began to nod, asthough acting on its own, but then her innate salf-honesty stopped the
gesture. Whatever ese she might think, she had to admit that Fifth Fleet had been reinforced to asze that
amply justified the presence of afull admira as CO. And she'd been able to use the time to shake that
massive force down into asmoothly functioning whole, its parts commanded by flag officers she
understood and trusted.

"Yes, you'reright of course. And you haven't told me anything | didn't aready know. So ... ." She
turned to face him, smiling, and the old V anessa Murakumawas back. "So why do | fed so much
better?'

"Sometimes you can know something and till need to heer it from someone ese. Especidly from
someonewho . . ." He didn't continue, nor was there any need for him to.

The raw ocean breeze had driven everyone ese insde, leaving them aone on the terrace. As he took
her handsin his, the westher findly fulfilled its promise with agust of wind and a spatter of rain, and
waves began to hiss and crash againgt the base of the cliff.

"l suppose wed better get insde," Murakuma suggested.

"Yeah." LeBlanc nodded. "Uh, I've been assigned temporary quarters here. They're not far.”

Moving as one, they turned away from the balusirade and, for awhile, |eft the storm behind.



CHAPTER TWO
Forging the Sword

The VIP Navy shuttle drifted dowly through space. Although it wasfar larger than the cutterswhich
normally played deep space taxi for the TFN'sflag officers, it remained less than aminnow beside the
looming bulk of the ship it had come hereto see.

Thetrip wasn't redlly necessary, of course. Every one of the high-ranked officers aboard the shuittle,
human, Orion, Ophiuchi, and Gorm alike, had seen the titanic hull time and again in holographic displays
and on briefing room screens. By now, any one of them could have recited the design philosophy behind
the vessel and even the mgjor specifics of itsarmament. And yet, despite thet, the trip had been
necessary. These officersworked every day of their lives with electronicaly processed data, but there
were gtill timeswhen they had to see with their own eyes, touch with their own hands, to truly believe
what the reports and briefingstold them.

And this, Oscar Pederson told himsdlf, is one of those times.

The shuttle was luxurioudy equipped, as befitted the craft assigned to Pederson in hisrole as CO of
Alpha Centauri Skywatch, but the quality of itsfittings wasn't the reason it was here today. No, likethe
four other shuttles keeping formation upon it, it had been chosen for its passenger capacity. Evenwith dl
five of them, it was going to take a least Six tripsto transport al of the rubbernecking admirds (or their
other-species equival ents) who wanted to see the gleaming aloy redlity.

Horatio Soruance, the first monitor ever commissioned by the Terran Federation Navy, wasa
mountain beyond the trangparent viewport. Pederson was no stranger to huge artificial constructions. The
vast mgjority of the major space stations serving the Federation'sinhabited planets were even larger. Of
course, dl but atiny fraction of each of those space stations was devoted to commerce, freight, repairs,
passenger transfers. . . anything and everything other than the deadly weapons of war. Still, the massve
OWP from which he commanded the Centauri System's fixed defenses certainly was armed, and it was
actudly larger than Spruance. But there was amgjor difference even there, for that orbital weapons
platform was designed to stay exactly whereit was. It was, asits very name suggested, a fixed weapons
platform, afortress, armed and armored to fight to the death at need in defense of a specific planet or
warp point.

Horatio Spruance wasn't. This menacing mountain of missile launchers and beam projectors was
designed for mobility. It wasn't designed to defend, but rather to project power. It floated there, looming
like atitan over the construction ships and the suited yard workers clustered about it like microbes as
they worked around the clock to put the finishing touches upon it. And atitan was precisely what it was.
.. or perhapsthat hopelessy overused cliche 'juggernaut’ truly applied in this case. Slow and
cumbersome compared to any other warship ever built, even a superdreadnought, it was also twice as
large and powerful asthat same superdreadnought.



And she's dso amore conservative design than | really would have liked, Pederson admitted to
himself. Balancing long-range and short-range weaponry has saved the Navy's ass more than once. And
there's definitely something to be said for having something to shoot at an enemy who managesto get to
any range of your ship, instead of limiting yourself to oneided "design” engagement range. But it may just
be that thistime the Bugs had a better ideawhat they were about than we do. A six-ship battlegroup of
shipsthis size could throw down one hell of aweight of fireif they were dl pure missle desgns.

Of course, he could hardly complain that no one had asked his opinion, because BuShips had done
just that. In fact, they'd solicited design suggestions from every Fortress Command system CO inthe
entire Federation, aswell asthe Battle Fleet flag officers who would actudly take those designsinto
combat. And, to be perfectly fair, they'd incorporated quite afew of the Fortress Command suggestions.
And, again, to be perfectly fair, even without apure missile design, a battlegroup of Horatio Sporuances
would il be able to pump out an avesome quantity of misslefire.

It'sjust that, good asthey are, they could have been so much better . . . if we'd only had time, he told
himsdf.

He sghed quietly asthe shuttle drifted around one flank of the behemoth he and hisfellows had come
to see. Lord Khiniak stood just to Pederson'sleft, and the Terran admiral smothered a smile as he heard
asoft, rustling purr from the Tabby fleet commander. 1t wasn't easy to strangle that smile, either, because
Pederson had become enough of a" Tabby expert” to recognize the Orion equivaent of hisown sigh, and
he knew exactly what had produced it.

Lord Khiniak, too, regretted the desperate haste with which the Soruance design—and that of her
Orion counterparts—had been finalized. But not, of course, for quite the same reasons. It wasn't the
missileswhich could have been crammed into the design that he missed; it was thefighter bays.

Vanessa Murakumahad aso heard Lord Khiniak's sigh, and she was actually forced to turn away to
hide her own expression as she recognized Pederson's struggle not to smile. It would never doto givein
to the most unprofessona giggle threatening her own sdlf-control, but she knew precisely what the
Fortress Command admira was thinking. She hadn't persondly discussed design concepts with Third
Fleet's commander, but she didn't really need to, for Lord Khiniak was aregular contributor to the
Heearnow Salkiarno Naushaanii .

Although her tone deafness had dways prevented her from understanding spoken Orion, shewas
completely fluent in the written forms of both High and Middle Orion—afluency shed acquired in no
small part to follow the Khanates military journdsin their origina forms. Asaresult, she knew that Lord
Khiniak was ahighly respected (despite a certain iconoclastic streak) commentator in the Heearnow
Salkiarno Naushaanii's pages. Y et even though the functional equivaent of the Federation Naval
Institute Journal could wax just as contentious on matters of strategy and force projection concepts as
its Terran counterpart, the Heearnow's articles and editorials were far less fractious on an operationa or
tactical leve, for the Orion Navy had no doubts at al about the proper tactica mix for itsfleet units.

The argumentsin favor of that tactica mix wereimpeccably logica and occasionally downright
brilliant, yet in the end, dl that rationdity was the handmaid of cultura imperatives so deep-seated that
they might aswell beingtinctud. That was astruefor Terrans asfor Tabbies, of course, but the Orion
honor code of Farshalah'kiah—"the Warrior's Way"—required the individua warrior torisk hispeltin
personal combat and had come over the centuries to enshrine an unhesitating commitment to the attack.
Even when forced to assume the strategic defense, an Orion automatically looked for away to seizethe
tactical offense. Cover your six wasa Terran idiom that did not trandate well into the Tongue of
Tongues. When humans had first met them, the Tabbies had fought in swarms of dinky ships, dthough
even then thered been no technologica barrier to constructing asmaller number of more capable and
better protected ones—Iike the ships with which the unpleasantly hairless, severely outnumbered diens
from Terrahad defeated them. In the end, they'd been forced to accept asmilar design theory, even if
they'd done so kicking and screaming the entire way. If they'd wanted a fleet which stood achancein
combat, they'd had no option but to match the combat capability of their opponents, because the



disparity in effectiveness had meant that theréd smply been no other choice.

Until, that was, the Rigdians had introduced the single-seat strikefighter and restored individudism to
spacewar. It might be going abit far to argue, as some TFN officers occasiondly did, that the Tabbies
were actudly grateful to the Rigdians (who, after al, had cherished their own genocida notionswhere
Orions and humans aike were concerned). Y et there was no denying that the KON had never been truly
happy until the fighter gave itswarriors back their souls. Ever since ISW 3, dl their capitd shipshad
featured integrd fighter squadrons, despite the inefficiency involved in designing launch baysand dl of
their associated support hardware into shipsthat weren't purpose-built carriers. Show them aship even
bigger than the superdreadnoughts they'd never redly liked anyway, and their reaction wastotally
predictable: By Valkha, imagine how many fighters something that size could carry! And they were
disposed to see the bright side of whatever tactica modelsrationalized that predisposition.

Pederson, on the other hand, had never belonged to the TFN's strikefighter enthusiasts. Hisideaof a
proper warp point assault ship leaned much more heavily towards missile launchers and beam weapons
protected by the heaviest possible shields and armor, and he couldn't quite conceal his skepticism over
the Tabby ided, dthough the crusty old fire-eater was obvioudy doing his manful best.

"A mogt impressive vessd," Lord Khiniak said now, and despite her tone deafhess, Murakuma
thought she detected a certain dy amusement in the angle of the fang's ears and the tilt of hishead ashe
glanced sdelong at Pederson. It was hard to be sure without the body language cues, especidly since her
earbug wastied into the trandating software of the shipyard building Sporuance, and this particular
package had aparticularly irritating, nasal atonality. "Of course, it will not be possbleto redize thefull
potentid of amilitary hull of thissze until the carrier version reaches production. Asafighter platform
capable of surviving long enough in awarp point assault to carry itsfighters through and then launch them,
it will makeit possblefor usto—"

"Yes," Pederson interrupted just atad briskly. "Weve al seen the specificationsfor your Shernaku
class, Great Fang. Ninety-six fighters. . . very impressive. But it will be awhile before it can be put into
production.” At least the Fortress Command admira was too tactful to add, In Terran yards, dthough
Murakuma suspected it had been anear thing. "And to be honest, there are some modifications I'd liketo
seein the Soruance design, mysdlf. But we don't redly have the latitude to experiment with theinitia
classes. Y ou must admit that given the pressure to get our own monitorsinto production as quickly as
possible, more conservative designs must have priority. Infact, you have admitted it, with the other two
classes you've shown us. Those are balanced designs, and—"

"We don't need to go into that at the moment,” Ellen MacGregor cut in.

As Sky Marshd she was completdy familiar with the design features of dl of the Allied monitor
designs. Like Pederson, she would redlly have preferred a somewhat greater degree of specidizationin
the Terran designs, but the Fortress Command admira was quite correct about the time pressure.
BuShips had decided—with her own not entirely enthusiastic support—that it was more important to go
with tried and proven hardware and weapons mixes which could be put into production in the shortest
possibletime rather than to waste months the Grand Alliance might well not have in trying to come up
with the perfect design before they even laid the first ship down. In fact, the Soruance design had been
frozen within three months of Pesthouse's disastrous conclusion, with construction commencing exactly
fifty-nine days after the design was sedled.

Which let us set anew dl-time record for the speed with which any TFN ship has ever moved from
concept to congtruction . . . much less something like this one, she reminded herself. And at least the
designers had been given two additional months to work on the Howard Anderson class which wasthe
command ship equivaent of the Horatio Spruances. That had paid substantia dividendsin thefina
design, and without setting it back too badly.

And then there's the "escort" design, shethought in something very like agloating mentd tone.
BuShipswas gtill arguing internally over what class nameto assgn to the M TE design, but that was
perfectly al right with MacGregor. The bookmakers were putting their money on the Hannah Avram



class, but what mattered to the Sky Marsha was what the shipswould be capable of, not what they
would be named. Sheld argued for yearsthat it was awaste of fire control capacity to fill one or more of
the datalink dotsin a battlegroup with somelittle dipshit light cruiser. Using up that much command and
control capacity on adedicated anti-fighter/anti-missile platform that smal (and lightly armed) had made
absolutely no sense with battleship and superdreadnought battlegroups. . . and it made even lesswith
these things. Stripping out the Soruance-classs capital missile launchers and heavy beam projectors had
alowed the new design to cram in ahuge number of standard missile launchers and point defense
clugters. The clouds of counter missilesit could put out ought to put acrimp into any Bug missle
sdvo—even one from one of their own monitor battlegroups! And the first mob of Bug kamikazes which
tried to swarm one of them was going to get amost unpleasant surprise, aswell. Not to mention the fact
that it would be amonster in ship-to-ship combat once the engagement range dropped into the standard
missle envelope.

Satisfying asthat thought was, however, MacGregor wasn't about to dwell on it a the moment. The
MTE design, in particular, represented a triumph for BuShips and the Corporate World shipyards, which
had not only produced it in record time, but had actually found waysto bring it to the construction stage
without didocating the building plansfor the Soruance or Anderson class ships. No onedsein the
explored Galaxy could have pulled that off . . . and she wasn't about to trust Oscar's uncharacteristic
attack of diplomacy to keep him from mentioning that the Orion "generdist™ monitor desgnswere
lower-tech than their Terran counterparts, or that their keels hadn't even been laid yet.

"The diversity of our design philosophies” shewent on, with acarefully tight-lipped, tooth-hiding
smileat Lord Khinigk, "isone of the Alliance's strengths. With our various races bringing their unique
viewpoints and insights to bear on the problem, our chances of arriving at the optima weapons mix are
maximized."

Murakumawas impressed. Damn, but she's gotten good at that sort of thing since becoming Sky
Marsha! Bet she's even learned how to dedl with those svolochy in the Legidative Assembly. She smiled
to hersdlf, redlizing shed thought the Russian word for "'scum™—one of [van Antonov's milder epithetsfor
paliticians. But then the smile quickly died. It wastoo painful, recaling the living legend who'd
accompanied her as she'd blasted her way back into the Justin System. Hannah Avram, then Sky
Marshd, had torn adrip off her for |etting the Chairman of the Grand Allied Joint Chiefs of Staff put his
superannuated ass at risk like that, and . . . But, no. That memory aso hurt too much.

"Arethere any other specific features of the design which any of you would like to observe more
closdly before we return to Nova Terra?' MacGregor asked, bringing her back to the present. No one
replied, athough one or two of the oh-so-senior flag officers aboard the shuttle gazed through the
viewportswith the wistful expressions of children hovering on the brink of playing hookey for just alittle
longer. If MacGregor noticed, she gave no sign, and the shuttle turned away from the drifting ship it had
cometo observe.

A quiet murmur of conversation filled the passenger compartment, but Murakumaleaned back in her
comfortable seat and closed her eyes, projecting an unmistakable image of deep thoughtfulness. It wasn't
redlly that she wanted to avoid the Ophiuchi vice admira who was her seat mate. It was only that she had
something e se entirely on her mind, and—

A soft, musical chime sounded in her earbug, and she stiffened in her seat as she recognized the
priority of the attention Sgnd.

"Admiral Murakuma,”" arespectful voice from the shipyard com center told her over the private
channdl, "the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff extends his compliments and asksto seeyou in his
office as soon as convenient upon your return to Nova Terra.”

Murakumas heart began to race alittle faster as she pulled out her persona communicator and
tapped in an acknowledgment of the politely phrased order. Then she leaned back once more, turning
her head to gaze out the viewport at the glittering jewe box of the starswhile her mind raced.

Already? | hadn't expected any action on it so soon. Isthat a good sign, or a bad one?



It was aquestion she couldn't answer . . . not that she didn't keep trying to al the way back to the
planet.

* % %

Asthe receptionist ushered her into Kthaarazarthan's office, she saw that he had ahuman-style desk
and chairs, athough the piled cushions of ordinary Orion domestic furnishings werein evidence
elsawhere. Behind that desk was alarge eastward-facing window, and this was asunny morning.
Silhouetted against the glare, she could see that the Chairman aready had two visitors, and as she
advanced across the expanse of carpet, one of them—human, male, rather on the short sde—rose from
hischair.

"Ah, welcome, Ahhdmiraaaal Muhrakhuuuuma,” Ktharaa greeted her viaher earbug. "'l assume you
have met Fang Zhaarnak' and Fang Presssssscotit.”

"Only briefly, Sr." She examined the two, especidly the human, to whom Kthaara, like every other
Tabby, dwaysreferred by the Orion form of hisrank title.

She'd heard stories about how much of Raymond Prescott was prosthetics by now, but hed
adjusted to it so well that no one would ever notice. And athough hishair wasiron-gray, with white
streaks radiating back from the temples, he didn't look prematurely aged, as one might have expected.
Not, that was, until one looked closdly at his hazel eyes.

He had, presumably, risen in deference to her asawearer of the Lion of Terra. But therewasredly
little to choose between them in that regard, she thought, gazing at a certain blue-and-gold ribbon nestled
among the rest of thefruit salad on his chest. The TFN had had to design that one hastily, for the Orions
didn't use ribbons to represent decorations, and no one had ever expected a human to be awarded the
Ithyrra'doi'khanhaku. Both of the only two non-Orionsin history who'd won it had been Gorm, and the
assumption had been that no TFN officer would ever find himsdf in a position where even the possibility
of hisreceiving it might arise.

Until, that was, Raymond Prescott and a xenophobic, human-hating bigot named Zhaarnak'diaano
had been thrown together in the defense of the inhabited twin planets of the Orion system of Alowan and
the multibillion Orions civilians beyond it. Their combined forces had been, if anything, even more brutaly
outnumbered than her own had been in the Romulus Chain, but somehow—aby dint of what sacrifices she
doubted anyone who hadn't been there would ever truly understand—they'd held. Not only that, but
they'd actualy counterattacked, against vastly superior forces, and retaken the Telmasa System . . .
which had saved yet another billion and ahalf Orions. In the process, Prescott had |eft one arm behind
him forever; Zhaarnak'diaano had become Zhaarnak'tel masa, the first Khanhaku Telmasaand the
ultimate first father of the proud warrior clan whose name would forever preserve the honor of the battle
he'd fought; and both of them had received the Ithyrra'doi'khanhaku. Among other things.

"I've been hoping to talk to you at greater length, Admira Prescott,” she said extending her hand. "1
wanted to tell you personally how instrumenta your brother's scouting mission in the Justin System was.
It was ds0 one of the most amazing displays of nerve I've ever seen.”

Prescott smiled at her.

"Andrew's dways been the daredevil of the family. I'm the more cautious type—"

"Sowe havedl noticed," Zhaarnak interjected dryly.

"But | must admit, he excelled himself with that stunt,” Prescott continued with abrief smileat his
vilkshatha brother. "V olunteering to stay behind in Justin when you'd withdrawn to Sarasotawas nervy
enough. But lying with his engines shut down so he would have been dead meat if the Bugs had happened
ontohim. .. !"

Prescott shook his head and chuckled, but Murakuma nodded back much more serioudly.

"True, he would have been unable to maneuver if held been caught. But his ship'slack of emissons

was probably the very thing that prevented him from being caught. Wed given him up for lost when we
didn't hear from Daikyou for amonth. But when hefindly risked sending a courier drone through, the



information he sent back was absolutely crucid.”

"Yes," Prescott agreed in amore sober tone. "As| understand, that information made your attack
back into the system possible. So it was fortunate for severa thousand of Jugtin'scitizensthat . . ."

The look on Murakuma's face brought Prescott to a puzzled hat. What could have bothered her
about an dlusion to the Justin Raid and the thousands of refugees sheld managed to pluck from the
jaws—literally—of death in one of her most renowned exploits? After dl, it wasn't asif anyone blamed
her for the civilianswho hadn't been retrieved. God and Howard Anderson together couldn't have gotten
them all out.

After amoment, Murakuma's expression smoothed out, and she spoke quietly.

"Indeed. | couldn't have been happier when he received the accelerated promotion to commodore
I'd recommended. | was only sorry to lose him."

"L et me take this opportunity to thank you for that recommendation,” Prescott said, relieved to be
moving on past whatever ghost held unwittingly awakened to flit across Murakuma's path. " Since then,
he'sredly found hisniche asa'gundinger’ over in Survey Command.”

"Confidentidly," Kthaaraput in, " Sky Maaarshaaal MaaacGregggorr hasinformed methat heison
the short lit for yet another promotion. Which reminds me of the reason | asked the three of you here.”

Even Murakuma recognized Kthaara's getting-down-to-business tone, and she and Prescott both
took their seats.

"This concerns the projected Zephrain offensive,”" Kthaara began. He actually pronounced it as
Zaaia'pharaan, the name assigned by the system's Orion discoverers. But Murakumas mind
automatically rendered it into the form used by the humans to whom the Khanate had ceded it. And her

heart legpt.
If she showed any outward sign, Kthaara gave no indication of having noticed.

"Hrg of dl," he continued, "'l want to reaffirm my commitment to commencing the operation as soon
as possible, despite the risksinvolved in resuming the offensive before our monitors are ready. Thereis
no real need for me to recapitulate those risks, of course, as they have been aired quite thoroughly by
Human paliticians.” Tufted earsflicked briefly in Orion amusement, and Murakumaknew the
sable-furred Tabby was hearing arumbling string of Russian obscenities as clearly asthough Ivan
Antonov had been in the room. "And, to be fair, many of my own race aso shrink from the prospect of
exposing the population of the Rehfrak System, only one warp transit from Zephrain, to the possibility of
amonitor-led counterattack. However, | and the rest of the Joint Chiefs are convinced that these risks
are outweighed by the need for usto regain theinitiative as quickly as possble. And—" asignificant
pause "—I am authorized to tell you that the Khan'a'khanaaeee has accepted our view of the matter,
and commanded full participation by hisfleets”

All three of hislisteners abruptly sat up Sraighter.

Humans, on firgt hearing thetitle of the Orion ruler, had immediately shortened it to Khan, and
dubbed hisdomain Khanate. Orionslike Kthaarawho knew their human history weren't quite sure how
to take this. But they had to admit that the associations weren't dtogether unfair when applied to apolity
which, in itsexpansonist period before the First Interstellar War, had been given to practices such as
"demondtration” nuclear strikes on inhabited planets. And the nomenclature was appropriate in another
way aswdl: the Khan was an absolute monarch, his power restrained only by the ultimate and
amost-never-invoked sanction of remova by the Khanhath'vilkshathaaeee, the " Caste of Assassins.”
To Orions, democracy wasjust one more manifestation of human eccentricity—or silliness, as most of
them had better mannersthan to say. If Kthaara had sold the plan to hisimperid relative, then that settled
that as far as the Khanate was concerned.

Zhaarnak gave alow, humming growl.
"Persondly, | hope they do counterattack with monitord™ He turned hastily to his human vilkshatha



brother. "Oh, yes, Raaymmonnd, | know. The building projectsin Zephrain have required the
establishment of a substantid Human population on the habitable planet, | forget the name they have
givenit—"

"Xanadu," Prescott supplied.

"—and | do not ignore the potential danger to them. But consider: since we ceded it to you Humans,
you havefortified Zephrain with orbital fortressesand minefidds until it isamost as strongly held asthis
system. If you and First Fang MaaacGregggorr could butcher them here, then we can butcher them
there! And their lossesin monitors here have forced them to relinquish the initiative ever snce.”

"That'sjust inference,” Murakumaput in. "We can't be sure that's why they haven't mounted any new
offendve operations.”

"But it makes sense,” Zhaarnak indsted. "We oursalves are confirming how expensive monitors are,
and how long it takes to congtruct them. We gtill have no idea of the size of the enemy'sindustria
base—not even your Cub of the Khan Saaanderzzz claimsto know that. But surely no one can continue
to lose monitorsin wholesde lotsindefinitely without feding thelosd™

Kthaarasmiled at the fiery younger Orion.

"Thereismuch in what you say, Zhaarnak'telmasa. And these very consderations were among those
which led the Strategy Board to conclude that the risk of a counteroffensive was an acceptable one. As
for actudly seeking to lure the Bugsinto a counteroffensve. . ." For the second time that morning,
Murakuma heard the rustling Orion sigh. " Such a suggestion isapoalitica impossbility, whatever you—or
anyone—may think of itsmerits. So | suggest that you put it from your mind.”

"Of course, Lord Taphon," Zhaarnak said in aperceptibly smaller voice.

"And now," Kthaararesumed briskly, "I have certain announcementsto make." Helooked from
Prescott to Zhaarnak and back again. "When the Zephrain offensve wasinitialy discussed, it was
assumed that Eeevaahn'zarthan—Ahhdmirasaal Antaanasav, | meant to ssy—would command Sixth
Fleet personally, with you, Fang Presssssscottt, as his second in command, and you, Lord Telmasa, as
the carrier commander. More recently, the assumption has been that each of you two would smply move
up one rung, with Fang Presssssscottt in command.” His gaze remained on Prescott and intengified,
though his voice remained expressionless. "I have now decided, with Sky Marshaaal MaaacGregggorr's
concurrence, that you, Zhaarnak'telmasa, will command Sixth Fleet, with you asdeputy . . .
Raaymmonnd'presssssscott-telmasa”

In the ensuing silence, Murakumareflected that Kthaarals use of the Orion form of Prescott's name
carried alarge and complex freight of meaning.

Inthefirst place, by calling atention to ahuman's membership in a vilkshatha bonding, he was
reminding everyone present that he himsalf had initiated the first such bond. If there was one sin of which
any court under Heaven would have to acquit Kthaarazarthan, it was Orion chauvinism. On another
level, he was reminding these two of their own brotherhood, and the rdative ingignificance of which
rectangle within an organization chart each of them occupied.

Despite that, Zhaarnak's discomfort would have been obvious even to ahuman less familiar with
Orionsthan Murakuma.

"Ah, Lord Taphon, this. . . unexpected announcement places mein amost awkward position. |
cannot in good conscience—"

Prescott turned to him with alazy smile which was pure Orion and spoke in the Tongue of Tongues.

"Say nothing more, brother. It is of no consequence. And besides, Lord Taphonisright.”" He turned
back to Kthaara. "I understand entirely. For the present, we humans are a zeget recovering from adeep

wound. If the offensive isto commence without delay, aswe dl agreeit should, then the
Zheeerlikou'valkhannaiee must bear the brunt of it. Under the circumstances, it is appropriate that—"

"No member of my race would object to serving under you," Zhaarnak protested hotly. "And if one



did, hewould hear from me! Besides," helooked away ever so briefly, then met his vilkshatha brother's
eyeslevelly once more, and hisvoice was quieter, yet even moreintense, "you have dready served under
me once when the command should have been yours.”

If Prescott appreciated theirony of this outburst from an Orion who, a scant two years before, had
been noted for his anti-human bigotry, he gave no sign. His smile remained that of adrowsy carnivore.

"Still, Zhaarnak, it is better thisway. Doesit truly matter, when brother serveswith brother, which of
them holdsthe official command? And as for what passed between usin Alowan—" He gavea
completely human-style shrug. " The circumstances were very different, and had things worked out other
than asthey did, neither you nor | would be here to have this argument!™

Murakuma sat very Hill, amost asif by doing so she could avoid drawing attention to herself. So,
there'd been akernd of truth in the rumors after al. She'd wondered at thetime. . . even assheld
wondered if in Prescott's position she could have willingly served under an officer junior to her when she
also knew that that officer hated her species. But it seemed that the stories which insisted Prescott had
done just that—more, had done it without ever even alowing Zhaarnak to suspect that he was senior to
the Orion—had been true fter all.

Now that same Orion sat gazing at that same human with troubled eyes and ears hadf-flattened in
dismay. Prescott gave him afew more seconds, then chuckled.

"Do not be so concerned, Zhaarnak. We humanswill not always haveto rely on our dliesto takethe
lead. Maybe our roles will reverse again before the war isover. But either way . . . may our claws strike
deep, brother!"

Kthaaralet aslence heavy with unspoken meaning continue for ahuman heartbest, then spokeina
quiet voice.

"Thank you, Raaymmonnd'presssssscott-telmasa. Y ou react as | thought you would." That said, he
turned to Murakuma, his briskness back. " Also on the subject of the command structure for the Zephrain
offengve, Ahhdmiraasd Muhrakhuuuuma. . ."

"Yes, Sr?' Despite her resolve to maintain tight self-control, she leaned forward expectantly.

"Each of the Alliance's congtituent navies retainsfull control of its own personnel assgnments.
However, postings of high-level flag officersto crucid postions are amatter of concern to the entire
Alliance. So Sky Marshaaal MaaacGregggorr and | have taken counsdl regarding your request to be
relieved of Fifth Fleet'scommand and reassigned.” He held her green eyes with hisamber onesand
spoke with asurgeon's merciful swiftness. ™Y our request is denied.”

It was asif the trapdoor of agallows dropped open under Murakuma's feet, leaving her hangingina
limitless, empty darkness which held only one thought: So they do blame me for all those civilian dead
in Justin. It will never end. . . .

"With dl duerespect, Sir," she heard her own voice, from what seemed agreat distance, "I'd like to
hear that from Sky Marsha MacGregor."

"That isyour right. But before you exerciseit, | ask that you hear me out. You see, | would like
nothing better than to have you take an active role in the Zephrain operation.”

In Murakumas current mental state, it took a moment for the seeming paradox to register. "Uh . ...
Sr?

"Unfortunately, | need you precisely where you are, for at least three reasons. Firdt, the Strategy
Board consdersit avery red possbility that our attack from Zephrain will provoke the Bahgsinto
launching an attack of their own elsewhere, in an effort to regain the drategic initiative. If they should do
0, their optionswill be limited to those points a which we have contact with them. One of thoseis here,
and they are aware of how strongly held thissystemis." Kthaara showed aflash of teeth. " Very wdl
aware. So we think them more likely to attempt one of the other two: Justin or Shanak. And to show
their hand in Shanak would be to give up one of their most priceless Strategic assets, the location of thelr



closed warp point in that system.”

"Y ou mean—7?"

"Precisaly. We believe Justin isthe more likely target. And, on the basis of your past record, we
want you there in case this does happen.”

"But, with al due respect, Sir, no counterattack may ever be launched. We've been wrong about
ther intentions before—inevitably, given the dienness of their mentaity.”

"Truth. And we hope we are wrong in this case. Because, you see, my second reason isthat we
hope to use Fifth Heet asakind of training command, cycling officersthrough it before sending them to
fronts where we are on the offensive."” Kthaara held up a clawed hand in aforestalling gesture which, like
so many others, he'd picked up in the course of decades among humans. "Do not think of thisasa
negetive reflection on your capabilities as acombat commander. Quite the contrary. The very reason we
intend to 'raid' Fifth Fleet for command personnel isthat we have been deeply impressed by the way you
have molded your subordinates into a superbly organized command team. We want to expose as many
officers as possible to that same seasoning experience.

"Third—and | believe you will find this reason more congenia than the others—we are dready
thinking ahead to possible uses of Fifth Fleet in offensive operations.”

"But, Sir, the Bug defenses at the other end of the Justin/K-45 warp line—"

"Do not misunderstand me. We have no intention of throwing away your command in auseless,
headlong attack into such concentrated firepower. Rather, | refer to offensive operations elsewhere.”
Kthaara steepled hisfingersin yet another human gesture, although the clicking together of hisclaws
somewhat poiled the effect. "When the static warp point defensesin Justin—the minefields, the orbital
fortresses and fighter platforms, and al the rest—have been built up to alevel which dlowsusto be
confident of their ability to stop any attack unaided, weintend to deploy Fifth Fleet elsewhere, to exploit
the opportunities for future offensves that we hope the Zephrain operation will open up.”

"I hope not to be within earshot of Lord Khiniak when he hears that Fifth Fleet, and not Third Fleet,
isearmarked to go on the offensive," Zhaarnak remarked. " Permanent hearing loss could result.”

"But," Prescott argued, thistime in Standard English, "after he's given vent to hisfedings, surely hell
seewhy it hasto be that way. We can't pull our mobile forces out of Shanak, because they're dll weve
got there. In that system, the threst is an invasion through a closed warp point. A fixed defenseis
workable in Justin only because we know where itswarp points are.”

"Not that he would redlly enjoy conducting such afixed defense even if it were possible” Kthaara
opined. "The prospect of awar of movement should reconcile him to continuing to mount guard against a
possible Bahg attack on Shanak. But at any rate," he continued, turning back to Murakuma, "Fifth Heet's
degtiny isotherwise. And when it assumes the offensive, | cannot imagine anyone but yoursef in
command of it. Fifth Heet isyour farshatok." The Orion word had no precise Standard English
trandation; it encased the term "command,” but like so many other Orion words, it implied considerably
more. "' S0, to repeset, | need you where you are. The Alliance needs you there.”

What an old smoothie, Murakumathought. But she was smiling as she thought it.

* * %

For asplit second, Murakumawondered who the no-longer-really-young commander was who
stood up as she entered the room. Wher€'s Nobiki? She was supposed to meet me here, and she
knows we've only got a few minutes.

But then the commander turned to face her, and it crashed into her.

My God! It can't be! But, came the small, hurt thought, it'sbeen solong. . . .

"Hello. .. Sr." Nobiki Murakuma gave a smile that was too much like Tadeoshi's.

"Hello, Nobiki." Yes, she's always |ooked more like Tadeoshi than . . . Thethought broke off,
flinching away in familiar pain from aname she dared not let hersdlf think of overmuch. Once again, she



felt the ambiguity that shouldn't have been there, not when setting eyes on her older daughter for thefirst
timeinyears. But how are we going to get through this conversation? How do we dance around
the subject of Fujiko?

They hugged—thiswas asmal private meeting room Murakuma had managed to reserve, and
formality could be discarded.

"l can't Say," she began, a shade too chattily. "Thefinal conference has been moved up, and
afterwards | haveto leave a once. I'm just glad you were able to get in from Skywatch without any
delays."

"Yes, | waslucky." The smilegrew tremulous. "Thisisawaystheway it seemsto be, in't it?"

"Wadl, a least thistimewereableto . . ." Murakumasvoicetraled off. She beganto fed alittle
desperate, but Nobiki drew adeep breath and faced her squarely.

"l don't suppose you've heard anything new? | mean, anything you can tell me."

She's braver than | am, Murakumathought. She felt ashamed because her daughter had been the
one to broach the subject, and even more ashamed for being relieved by it.

"No, Nobiki. You know I'd tell you anything | knew. But no, there's absolutely nothing. And there
won't be, either. We can't let ourselves cherish any fase hopesin that regard, and | think we both know
it. It'sbeen well over ayear now—and SF 19 departed through awarp point that was amost certainly
one the Bugs came through to trap Second Fleet. It must have been like running into an avalanche. And
even if they'd somehow survived that, or evaded the attack force by hiding in cloak, the Bugs till hold
that warp point." She shook her head, and her nostrils flared asit was her turn to inhale degply. "No," she
repeeted very, very quietly. "Evenif they'd survived, theré's no road home.”

"They could have pressed on, and tried to find another way back to Alliance space,” Nobiki said, as
though fulfilling aduty to say it.

"The odds againgt that are incalculable.”" Murakuma drew another breath and closed her eyesbriefly,
fiercely againg the pain. "And even if that was what they tried, they must have run out of suppliesby
now. No. If that'sthe aternative, | hopethey . . . | hope Fujiko found aclean death instead.” There, I've
spoken the name. And it doesn't help. "We haveto go on with our lives."

"Whatever that means, nowadays." Nobiki wasn't going to cry—Murakumawas certain of that. But,
looking at her daughter's face, she was certain the tearswould come later. "What kind of livesare
we—are any humans—Ilooking a?"

"No livesat al—if the Bugswin!" Murakumastopped and reined hersdlf in. "I'm sorry. | didn't mean
to snap at you. But we've got to carry on asif thiswar is going to have an end. Otherwise, Fujiko's—"
She caught hersdlf. " Otherwise, what happened to Fujiko will have no meaning.”

"Meaning?'m not even sure what that is anymore.”

For aningtant, the barrier of years wavered and Murakuma glimpsed the girl Nobiki had been. And,
with renewed sadness, she knew she was having trouble caling to mind dl the details of that girl'sface,
because sheld never seen enough of it a any one given age.

"I wasn't much of amother to you, Nobiki," she said softly. "And it'stoo late now."

Asthough with onewill, they embraced, and held each other tightly for along time. And il neither
mother nor daughter could let hersalf weep.

The weather was alittle better, but otherwise the terrace overlooking the Cerulean Ocean was
unchanged since the other time they'd stood at the balustrade, as though the intervening weeks had never
happened.

"Wheredid dl thetime go?' Vanessa Murakumawondered aoud.

Theround of conferences and briefings was over, the concluding session had just broken up in the
same hall where the opening one had taken place, and aline of skimmerswaited outside to take the



various commandersto the spacefield. Murakumaredly had no business pausing to step through the
French doors. But she'd known who would be there.

"It wasn't long enough, wasit?' Marcus LeBlanc's question was as rhetoricd as hers had been, and
he interposed hisbody between her and any prying eyesthat might still be lingering insde the doors as he
took her handsin his.

"How many yearswill it bethistime?' he asked.

"I don't know." She drew adeep, unsteady breath. "I've got to go."

"Yes, | suppose you do." But he made no move to release her hands, even though they'd said the real
goodbyes the previous night, in his quarters. "'V anessa, someday thiswill al be over. And then—"

"No, Marcus." Her headshake sent her red hair swirling, and she withdrew her hands. "We can't talk
about it now. Thewar'sgoing to last for along time, and alot more people are going to be killed, and
neither of usisimmune, any more than—" Shejarred to ahalt.

"Any more than Tadeoshi was," LeBlanc finished for her quietly, and she dropped her eyes.

"I've been through it once, Marcus,”" she said in avoice thewind dmost carried away into inaudibility.
"Twice now, with Fujiko, and thistime there's not even the closure of aconfirmed death. And Nobiki. All
the years, al the wasted, empty years when she—and Fujiko—werelittle girls, growing into wonderful
young women my career never gave metimeto know."

She gazed out over the wind-whipped ocean, and more than the wind aone put tearsin the corners
of her eyes.

"I'velost too much, failed too many people,” shetold the man who knew sheloved him. "I can't risk
it again. Oh, | supposeyou'rerisking it any time you let yourself care about someone. But now, with
what'scoming inthiswar . . . No, | can't take that kind of risk again. And | won't let you take it, either.”

Shetook his hands once more, with a grip stronger than she looked capable of, then released them
and was gone.

CHAPTER THREE
"l am become Death . . ."

Therewas along moment of brittle tension on the flag bridge after TENS Dnepr emerged from the
indescribable grav surge of warp trangt. But then surrounding space began to crackle with tight-beam
communications, and Commander Amos Chung, the staff intelligence officer, turned eagerly to Raymond
Prescott. Hisface, despite its Eurasian features, was light-complexioned—his homeworld of Ragnarok
had adim sun—and now it was flushed with excitement.

"It worked, Admira! We'rein, and there's no indication that they've detected our emergence!”



"Thank you, Commander," Prescott acknowledged quietly. He didn't really want to deflate the
spook's enthusiasm, but at timeslike thisthe most useful thing an admira could do was project an air of
imperturbable calm and confidence.

And, after dl, it wasn't so surprising that Sixth Fleet had succeeded in entering the Bug system
undetected. Thiswas a closed warp point of which the Bugs knew nothing, little more than alight-hour
out from the primary. The "vastness of space”’ was ahideoudy overused cliche, and like most clichesit
tended to be acknowledged and then promptly forgotten. People looked at charts that showed the warp
network as lines connecting dots, and they tended to lose sight of the fact that each of those dotswasa
whole planetary syslem—hundreds of thousands of cubic light-minutes of nothingnessin which to hide.

Besdes, Sixth Fleet had spent over ayear stedthily probing this system with second-generation
recon drones from Zephrain. They knew al about the scanner buoys that formed a shell around the
sysem's primary at aradius of ten light-minutes. Armed with a careful analyss of the sensor emissions of
those buoys, Commander Jacques Bichet, Raymond Prescott's operations officer, and his assistants had
been ableto rig a"white-noise” jammer to cripple their effectiveness. Coupled with the Allies shipboard
ECM, that ought to enable them to emerge unnoticed from this closed warp point and vanish back into
cloak before anyone noticed them.

It wasthekind of trick that could only work once. But evidently it had worked thistime. So far, the
long-awaited Zephrain offensive had succeeded in defying the great god Murphy.

Prescott stood up from his command chair and stepped to the system-scale holo display, aready
alight with downloaded sensor data. As per convention, the system primary was aydlow dot at the
center of the plot. Just as conventionaly, Prescott's mind superimposed the traditiona clock face on the
display. Warp points generaly, though not always, occurred in the same plane as a system'’s planetary
orbits, which was convenient from any number of stlandpoints. The closed warp point through which
they'd emerged was on a bearing of about five o'clock from the primary. No other warp points were
shown—they hadn't exactly been able to do any surveying here—but planets were. The innermost
orbited at a Sx-light-minute radius, but at a current bearing of two o'clock. The second planet's
ten-light-minute-radius orbit had brought it to four o'clock. An asteroid belt ringed the primary at fourteen
light-minutes, and other planets orbited still further out, but Prescott ignored them. Planets | and 1l were
the ones Sixth Fleet had cometo kill.

A display on this scale wasn't set up to show individua ships or other astronomica minutiae. Ina
detailed display, those two planets would have glowed white hot from the neutrino emissions of
high-energy technology and nestled in cocoons of encircling drivefields. This system was amost certainly
one of the nodes of Bug population and industry that Marcus LeBlanc's smartass protégé Sanders had
dubbed "home hives." It would have been a primary target even in anorma war—and thiswar had
ceased to be norma when the nature of the enemy had become apparent. The Alliance had reissued
Generd Directive Eighteen, which had lain dormant since the war with the Rigdlians. For the second time
in history, the Federation and its dlies had sentenced an intelligent speciesto deeth.

If, infact, an "intdligent species’ iswhat we're deding with here,

Prescott dismissed the fruitless specul ation from hismind. The question of whether the Bugswere
truly sentient, or merely possessed something that masqueraded as sentience well enough to produce
interstelar-leve technology, was one which had long exercised mindsthat he fredly admitted were more
capable than his own. It wasn't something he needed to concern himsdlf with at the moment, anyway, and
he turned to the tactical display.

One ship after another was materidizing at the warp point, their icons blinking into existence on the
plot, and as Sixth Fleet arrived, it shook down into its component parts. Prescott smiled as he watched.
He and Zhaarnak had had four months since they'd returned from Alpha Centauri to Zephrain. They'd
used the time for exhaudtive training exercises, and it showed as the swarming lights on the display
arranged themsalves with a smoothness that had to be understood to be appreciated.

Sixth Feet comprised two task forces. Prescott commanded TF 61, which held the bulk of the



Fleet's heavy battle-line muscle: forty-two superdreadnoughts, including both Dnepr and
Celmithyr'theaar nouw, from which Zhaarnak was flying his lights, accompanied by six battleships, ten
fleet carriers, and twenty-four battlecruisers. Force Leader Shaaldaar led TF 62, and the stolidly
competent Gorm's command was further divided into two task groups. TG 62.1, under 106" Least Fang
of the Khan Meearnow'raaal phaa, had twelve fast superdreadnoughts and three battlecruisers, but those
were mainly to escort itsformidable array of fighter platforms: twenty-seven attack carriers and twelve
fleet carriers. In support was Vice Admird Janet Parkway, with the forty-eight battlecruisers that made
up TG 62.2.

It was gtrictly afighting fleet. There was no fleet train of supply ships, no repair or hospital ships, no
assault transports full of Marines. None were needed, for the objective was not conquest and
occupation, but pure destruction.

As hewatched, Shaaldaar implemented the plan that had been contingent on an undetected
emergence from warp. He detached ten of Meearnow's fleet carriers and temporarily assgned them to
Parkway, with ordersto stand ready to take out al the buoyswithin scanner range of the warp point the
instant the main force was detected. Prescott gazed closdly a TG 62.2's icons as they maneuvered away
from the warp point and headed in-system to reach attack range of the buoys. And to be sure Parkway
was far enough from the warp point when her carriers eventudly launched that their fighters, whose drive
field emissons couldn't be cloaked, didn't give away its location. They were Terran carriers—Borsoi-B
-class ships—and they were more dangerous than they looked. Prescott had lobbied and fought and
findly achieved hisgod of putting two squadrons of Ophiuchi fighters aboard every TFN carrier in Sixth
Feet. The two species were sufficiently smilar biologicaly that putting both aboard the same ship didn't
complicate the supply picture too much . . . and those fighter squadrons were well worth whatever
inconvenience they did cause. The ancestra proto-Ophiuchi might have traded the ability to fly for the
ability to usetools, but renunciation of the innate sense of relative motion in three dimensions that went
with naturd flight hadn't been included in the evolutionary ded. Even the Orions grudgingly admitted that
they were the best fighter pilotsin the known galaxy.

As Parkway's reinforced command pedled off, acal from the com station interrupted Prescott's
thoughts.

"Sgnd fromtheflagship, Admird."

"Acknowledge."

Zhaarnak looked sternly out from the com screen. This, Prescott knew, wasn't a personal
message—Shaal daar and Meearnow were aso in the hookup. It was the Fleet commander, not the
vilkshatha brother, who spoke.

"Asour ariva has gone undetected, Sixth Fleet will execute Contingency Plan Alpha.”

Having delivered an order that his chief of staff could have passed dong, Zhaarnak drew abreath
and continued.

"In the pagt, the Alliance's offensive operations have only been in the nature of counterattacks, usudly
to liberate systems of our own. Even Operation Pesssthouse, our first venture into enemy space, wasin
response to the enemy's appearance in the Alpha Centauri System. But now, for thefirst time, we are
griking at one of the enemy's home systems, from a quarter he has no reason to suspect poses any threat
whatever to him. We possess complete strategic and tactical surprise. If wefail to capitalize upon those
advantages, the fault will be ours alone, and we will have no excuse. However, | am confident that
everyonein Sixth Heet will live up to the unique opportunity thet isours.”

Zhaarnak's eyes flashed yellow hell, and his speech grew more idiomatic.
"Thisisthe beginning of the vilknarma, the blood-ba ance. The ghosts of Kliean, and of the Human
sysemswhich have falen to these chofaki, fly with us, shrieking for vengeance!" He let aheartbeat of

slence reverberate while the lethd fire of Orion retribution blazed in his eyes, and then he repeated the
prosaic command, " Execute Contingency Plan Alpha," and signed off.



Prescott passed the command formaly to his chief of staff. Captain Anthea Mandagallanodded in
reply, her eyes gleaming in her night-black face, and began firing off the long prepared orders—in space
warfare, aflag officer's chief of staff performed many of the functionsthat the wet navies of old had
assigned to hisflag captain.

TF 61 shaped a course for its objective of Planet |, aflat hyperbolawith thelocal sunto port. TF
62—meaning, in practica terms, TG 62.1—moved outward toward Planet I1.

"It'sHeet Flag again, Sir," the com officer cdled out.
"Put him on." Prescott smiled. He had afedling this one was going to be a personal message.

"Did | overdo it, Raaymmonnd?' Zhaarnak asked, looking unwontedly abashed. For dl the sincerity
of hisemoations, hislast speech had been most un-Orion, for the Tabby idedl eschewed volubility, and the
more important the occasion, the fewer words they were likely to use. But Sixth Feet's personnel—and
flag officers—were drawn from every one of the Alliance's races, and Zhaarnak had tried to adjust his
words accordingly. Which, unfortunately, had carried him into unknown territory.

"Not at dl," Prescott assured him. " Although some might take exception to your use of theword
chofaki." The Orion term, delicately trandated into Standard English as"dirt-eaters,” meant beings so
lost to any sense of honor asto be inherently incapable of ever being amenable to the code of
Farshalah'kiah. It was dso one of the two or three deadliest insultsin the Tongue of Tongues. "Lord
Tdphon, for example, clamsthat using it for the Bugsis like debasing currency, asit pays them too much
honor."

"I lack hisway with words. | must usetheinsults| know, even at therisk of diluting them." Zhaarnak
sraightened. "At any rate, thetime for wordsis past. We will speak to the Bahgs in another language
whenwe arrive a Planet 1."

Prescott nodded, and his eyes strayed to the view-forward display. A tiny bluish dot was dightly less
tiny than it had been when they'd begun accelerating.

* * %

All expanses of deep space are essentiadly alike, even when they possess asun for areference point.
It takes the curved solidity of anearby planet to create a sensation of place. Depending on the planet, it
can aso create a psychologica atmosphere.

The planet ahead did that, in spades.

Prescott told himself that there were perfectly good practical reasonsto view that waxing sphere with
apprehension. Planet | was the primary population center of this system, and its defenses were
commensurate with itsimportance: twenty-six orbital fortresses, each aquarter again asmassiveasa
monitor and ableto fill al the hull capacity amonitor had to devote to its engines with wegponry and
defenses. But the space station that was the centerpiece of the orbital installations dwarfed even those
fortressesto inggnificance. They were like nondescript items of scrap metal |eft over when that titanic
junk sculpture had been welded together.

But none of that accounted for the psychic aurathat affected even the most insensitive. Planet | wasa
blue-and-white swirled marble, glowing with the colors of life againg the slent ebon immensty of the
endless vacuum. Prescott had seen that gorgeous affirmation of life moretimesin his career than he could
possibly have counted, yet thistimeits very beauty only added to the surred hideous reality hismind
perceived beneath the reports of his eyes.

Space itsdf seemed to stink with the presence of billions upon billions of Bugs. Despiteits familiar
loveliness, it was al too easy to imagine that the planet itsalf was nothing more than an obscendly
pullulating spherical mass of them. For thiswas one of the central tumors of the cancer that was egting the
life out of the galaxy.

Prescott was bringing TF 61 ascloseto it as he dared. Shaaldaar, with faster ships and less distance
to cover, had aready placed TF 62 within easy fighter range of Planet |I—arelatively cold, bleak place
by human standards and |ess heavily populated than Planet I, but just aswell defended. And now he, like



Parkway, waited. There was no indication that the Bugs suspected the presence of any of them.
Zhaarnak checked in again.
"Isit time, Raaymmonnd?'
He was neither ordering nor nagging. But, as Fleet commander, he had alegitimate interest, for

Shaaldaar and Parkway were to commence their attacks as soon asthey detected Prescott's. In effect,
the human would give the go-ahead sgnd for dl of Sixth Flet.

"Almogt," Prescott replied. He was glad Zhaarnak's flagship wasin TF 61'sformation. They could
carry on a conversation—which, as the sage Clarke had foretold, was impossible across even the least of
interplanetary distances, whatever the capabilities of one's com equipment. If Prescott had been talking to
Shad daar or Parkway, minutes would have e apsed between each question and answer.

The sametimelag would gpply to the energy signatures by which they would know hed launched his
assault. It was another factor that had to be taken into account. . . .

"Excuse me, Sir," Jacques Bichet interrupted his thoughts. "We're coming up on Point Vilknarma."
"Yes, | seeweare. Infact, | believe we're in aposition to commence a countdown.”

"Will do, Sir." The ops officer turned away and began giving orders, and Prescott looked back into
the com screen.

"I'll' have the countdown transmitted directly to Celmithyr'theaarnouw's CIC," hetold Zhaarnak.
"I'll be giving the order to launch immediately after it reaches zero."

Zhaarnak gave ahuman nod and added the emphasis of his own race's affirmative ear flick. He
spared a smilefor the name Prescott had given to the point at which they would be too closeto the
planet ahead to have any redigtic hope of remaining undetected. Then he Signed off.

They reached Point Vilknarma and did past it, and Prescott spoke one quiet word to Bichet.
"Execute," hesad.
Long-prepared orders began to go out, and TF 61 responded with drilled-in smoothness.

Prescott's ten fleet carriers were Orion ships of the Manihai class. In accordance with Orion design
philosophies, they were purefighter platforms, with forty-two launching bays and little else. Now they
flung haf their fighters—two hundred ten new Terran-built F-4's, to which the Orion pilots had taken
with predatory enthus asm—toward the Bug orbital fortresses. The deadly, fleet little vessels streaked
away, homing on thelr prey like so many barracudaflashing in to rend and tear a a school of degping
killer whales, and the capita ships, al thought of concealment forgotten, roared along in their wakes.

Prescott watched the plot anxioudy asthefighters neared their targets. The F-4's carried full loads of
close-attack antimatter missiles, whose suicidally over-powered little drives built up such tremendous
velocitiesin the course of their brief lives asto render them virtually immune to interception by point
defense. . . but which aso made them very short ranged on the standards of space warfare. Thefragile
fighterswould have to get very close. Whether or not they could survive to do so al depended on how
complete the surprise was.

As hewatched, he saw that it was very complete indeed. He saw it even before Bichet turned from
hisand Chung's analysis of the incoming data.

"Admira, those forts don't even have their shields up!™ the ops officer exulted.

"So| see, Jacques.”

Even as Prescott spoke, carefully keeping his matching exultation out of hisvoice, the fighters began
to launch, and the fortresses began to die. Those warheads held only specks of antimatter, but they were
griking naked metd, and their targets vanished in firebadls like short-lived suns. Theintolerably brilliant
flashes of fury in the visual display gouged &t his optic nerve, even at this range and even through the

display'sfilters, but he didn't look away. There was a hideous beauty to those lightning bolts of
destruction, and something deep within him treasured the knowledge that thousands of Arachnidswere



dying at their hearts, like spiders trapped in so many candle flames.

Then the battle-line entered missile range of the space station, and Prescott made himself ook away
from the dying fortresses as he faced his second worry. How well would that station coordinate itsfire
with the as yet unknown defensive ingtdl ations of the planet below? He had a bad moment asthe
computer traced aluminous dotted line around the schemétic of the tation, indicating that its shields had
just come on-line. But as his cagpita ships missileswent in, there was no point defense from the planet . .
. nor even from the station. And, as detailed sensor readings began to comein and scroll up the plot's
Sdebar, he could see that the shields weren't state-of -the-art ones, either.

Chung didn't gate the obvious, Prescott noted with approval—he was getting better. Instead, he
merely offered adiffident observation.

"They mugt not have thought it was worthwhileto refit this station, Sir, sncethisis obvioudy one of
their core sysems—and therefore, by definition, not on the front lines."

"No doubt, Commander. Also. . ."

Prescott closed his mouth and didn't dlow Chung'slook of frank curiogity to tempt himinto
completing his thoughts adoud. The losses they've suffered, between Operation Pesthouse and the Black
Hole of Centauri, may have forced them to concentrate on starship construction, to the exclusion of
upgrading their orbital ingtdlations. No, thiswasn't the time to float that concept.

Nor wasit the time to be thinking of anything at al except the reportsthat poured in asthe missiles
reached the space station. With no point defense to thin out that onrushing wave front of death, the
shields leve of sophidtication hardly mattered. They flashed through a pyrotechnic display of energy
absorption that aliving eye—had it remained living and unblinded in such an environment—could barely
have registered. Then they went down, and devastating explosions began to rock that titanic orbital
congtruct with brimstone dedgehammers as antimatter met matter.

Each of TF 61's ships had flushed its externa ordnance racks, and thetidal wave of massive capita
ship missilesdammed lances of searing flame deep into the now unprotected dloy. But the station was
titanic—s0 huge that its mass seemed to blieits obvious artificidity, for surely nothing so colossa could
be an artifact. So huge that it could absorb a great deal of damage—even the kind of damage dedlt out
by antimatter warheads. A mgjor portion of it lasted long enough to get its point defense on-line, and
Prescott needed no speciadist's andysisto see that his missile fire had suddenly become markedly less
effective as fewer warheads evaded the active defenses |ong enough to strike their targets.

Wéll, there was asolution for that. A little unprecedented, but . . .

He turned to the intraship communicator in his command chair's armrest and spoketo Dnepr's
commanding officer. Certain things dtill lay in the province of the flag captain, especidly wherethe
leadership of the battle-line was concerned.

"Captain Turanoglu, you will proceed at maximum speed to beam-weapon range of the space station
and . . . engage the enemy more closdly.”

Prescott couldn't be sure Turanoglu recognized the quote, which lay outside his cultura background.
But the banditlike Turkish face showed no lack of understanding.

"Aye, aye, Sir'" he barked, and he'd barely cut the circuit before Dnepr, with the rest of TF 61's
capital ships behind her, surged forward.

Mandagdla, Bichet, Chung, and everyone else near enough to have overheard the exchange stared at
Prescott. He could understand why. Missiles, unlike directed-energy wespons, were equaly destructive
regardless of the range from which they were launched. And a missilerange, the Allies generaly
superior fire control and point defense had always given them the advantage. No Terran admird had ever
closed to within energy-weapon range of the Bugsif he could help it, and Prescott braced himsdlf for a
cdl from Zhaarnak.

None came. His vilkshatha brother was being as good as the word he'd given on Xanadu before



they'd departed: TF 61 was Prescott's, and as fleet commander Zhaarnak would support to the hilt
whatever decisions the human made. So the task force's capitd ships swept onward in formation with
Dnepr—induding Celmithyr'theaarnouw, for Zhaarnak's body, aswell as his honor, stood behind his
ppromises.

They drew il closer, the space tation swelled to gargantuan dimensions upon the visud display . . .
and the stares of his saffersturned into looks of comprehension. The key wordsin Prescott's ordersto
Turanoglu had been maximum speed. It stood to reason that the Bugs, taken by surprise by the
missile-storm and struggling to bring their systems on-line, would have given priority to their point
defense. So, Prescott had reasoned, their anti-ship energy wespons might well still be silent. And so it
proved, as his battle-line closed to point-blank range, pouring unanswered fire into the disintegrating
mass of the flame-wracked station. The holocaust blazing againgt the serene blue and white backdrop of
the planet TF 61 had come to kill doubled and redoubled as force beams, hetlasers, and the unstoppable
focused dtilettos of primary beams ripped and tore.

Y et even that unimaginable torrent of energy and the dreadful waves of antimatter warheads seemed
insufficient to the task. The space station bucked and quivered as the carnage streaming from the capita
ship gnats stinging and biting at it hammered home, yet till it survived. And as Prescott watched the
plot's sdebars, he redlized that his ships sensors were detecting the first Ehrlicher emissonsas
somewhereingdethat glaring ball of fury Bug warriors fought to bring their own surviving force beams
and primariesinto action.

"Admira," Mandagdlareported in an awed voice, "our projected course will bring us within ninety
kilometers of the station.”

Prescott's mouth opened, then closed. That can't be right, had been hisinitia reaction. It Smply
didn't sound right. In space warfare, ranges weren't measured in kilometers!

But even a minima magnification, the space station now filled much of the big viewscreen with its
death agony. It was a spectacle none of them would ever forget. The Brobdingnagian structure burned,
crumpled, collapsed in on itsdlf, shed streamers of debris. Rippling waves of stroboscopic explosonsran
across its shattered surface asanew volley of missiles, in uninterceptable sprint mode now that the range
had dropped so low, struck home.

Then Dnepr was past, and the dying wreck was receding in the screen. Another superdreadnought
followed in her wake, adding to the conflagration with force beams, lasers, and everything e se that could
be brought to bear.

And then, all at once, the uncaring computer calmly and automeatically darkened the screen to spare
its organic masters vulnerable eyes. The space station had entered itsfinal cataclysm, with a series of
secondary explosionsthat blew the ruined hulk apart. When the view returned to norma, al that was left
of Planet I'sorbital defenses were drifting, glowing chunks of wreckage.

Prescott ignored the cheers and glanced at the chronometer. Less than twelve minutes had elapsed
since held given the order to commence the attack. Shaaldaar at Planet 11, and Parkway back in the
vicinity of the warp point, would have detected his attack and commenced their own about two minutes
ago. It was, of course, far too soon for any reports from them.

"Heet Hag, Sir."

The com officer had barely spoken before Zhaarnak's face appeared, a mask of fierce exultation held
grimly in check.

"Congratulations, Raaymmonnd! But let us not delude oursdves that thiswalkover will continue
indefinitely.”

"No. We achieved tota surprise, beyond our wildest hopes. But it's wearing off. Have you looked at
the sensor readouts from the planet in the last few seconds?’

Zhaarnak's eyes flicked to something outside the pickup's range, and alow growl escaped him.



The dectronic indications of active point defense ingalations were winking into life dl over the
planet. And, like afountain of tiny icons, two hundred and fifty ground-based gunboats were rising to the
attack.

Prescott fired off afresh series of orders. TF 61's battle-line had swung past the space station on a
hyperbolic course which was now curving away from the planet, and he commanded it to continue on
that heading, opening the range to the planet and forcing the gunboats to follow. With no other option,
they accepted the stern chase held forced upon them. Even with their superior speed and
maneuverability, the need to overtake from directly astern would dow their rate of closure considerably .
.. and expose them to what he'd held in reserve for them.

The Orion fighters that had swept Planet I's skies clean of orbita fortresses were now back aboard
their carriers, rearming. Even asthey did so, the other haf of those carriers fighter complements roared
out into the void. Oncein free space, they jettisoned the external ordnance that they hadn't taken timeto
have offloaded in their launching bays. The close-range FRAMswith which they had been armed in
preparation for attacks on the orbital defenses were too short-ranged to be truly effective againgt these
new, smdller foes. Perhaps even worse, they lacked the reach to permit them to be fired from beyond the
range of thefighter-killing AFHAWK missiles the gunboats could carry on their own externd racks. If
the Bug vessdl's had been properly configured to engage fighters, FRAMswould only degrade the
maneuverability which might dlow the strikefighters to survive within the Bugs weapons envelope. And a
least the F-4'sintegral heterodyned lasers would enable them to kill gunboats with lethd efficiency once
they managed to close.

The Orion pilots screamed in to meet the gunboats head-on, and ahungry snarl of anticipation
sounded over the com links as they redlized that the Bug ground crews had been too surprised, too
rushed, to arm them againgt fighters. The unexpectedness of the sudden, savage attack—and the need to
get the gunboats launched before the Allies got around to taking out the ground bases from which they
came—had |eft too little time to adjust what must have been standby armament loads. The gunboats had
gotten off the ground with whatever ordnance they'd had on their racks when the attack camein .. . . and
none of that ordnance included AFHAWKS.

But as the onrushing gunboats and defending fighters interpenetrated and the killing began, it became
apparent that what the Bugs were carrying was quite as bad as any AFHAWK might have been. Not for
thefighter jocks, perhaps, but then the fighters weren't the gunboats true targets anyway.

Prescott watched the suspicious ease with which hisfighters clawed gunboats out of existence, and
hisjaw tightened. The Bugs weren' redly fighting back—they were just trying to bresk through. But
breaking through sometimes required combat, and those observing the combat had an unpleasant
surprise when afew fighters camein close and died in the blue-white novae of antimatter warheeds.

"So the Bahgs have devel oped the close-attack antimatter missile.” Zhaarnak was now in continuous
com linkage with Prescott, and his voice was ashen.

"So they have," Prescott acknowledged. "But why should we be surprised? It was bound to come
eventudly.”

"Truth. But perhaps ameatter of grester immediate concern isthe fact that they seem uninterested in
using their new weapon against our fighters, except as ameans to the end of bresking through to reach
our batle-line”

Prescott instantly grasped the point. Zhaarnak had put two and two together: the Bugs
long-established indifference to individua surviva, and their new possession of antimatter gunboat
ordnance. Now the human admira did the same sum and swung toward his ops officer and chief of staff.

"Anna Warn al shipsto stand by for suicide attacks!" he barked, and had it been possible, Anthea
Mandagalawould have blanched.

"Aye, aye, Sir!"
Prescott turned back to the plot, and his anxiety eased somewhat. The Orion fighter pilotswere



daughtering the gunboats too fast for the computer to keep the kill total up to date. The incandescent,
grobing fireflies of gunboats, consumed by their own ordnance as hits from fighter lasers disrupted the
warheads magnetic containment fields, speckled the visua display like the dust of ground dragon's teeth.
Only ahandful of the Bugs survived at the heart of that furnace, but the few gunboats that got through
proceeded to prove Zhaarnak a prophet. They made no attempt to fire at the capital ships. They merely
screamed into ram.

Of those few, fewer gtill reached their targets. The humans and Orions who crewed those targets
defensive weapons were, to say the least, highly motivated. But whenever agunboat with aheavy load of
antimatter-armed externa ordnance did succeed in ramming a capita ship. . .

Prescott winced as the violence of those explosions registered on the sensors. A ship so ravaged,
even if not destroyed outright, would amost certainly have to be abandoned and scuttled.

But asthelast of those gunboats died, Prescott met Zhaarnak's eyesin the com screen, and neither
needed to voice what they both knew. Planet | had no defenders left in space.

"And now," Zhaarnak said quietly, "wewill carry out our orders and implement Generd Directive
Eighteen."

* * %

The gunboats raced ahead of the monitors and superdreadnoughts as the Fleet's units moved
away fromtheir station at the only warp point from which, it had been believed, this system need
fear any threat. They had commenced the maneuver the moment their own sensors had detected
the Enemy forces announcement of their inexplicable presence with salvos of antimatter missiles.

Yet it had taken many minutes for the signatures of those missiles detonation to cross the
light-minutes to the Fleet, and it would take far longer than that for the Fleet to respond. By the
time even the gunboats, at top speed, could hope to reach the system's two Worlds Which Must Be
Defended—both of which were presently on the far side of the primary—those worlds would long
since have come under direct attack. Clearly, losses were inevitable, despite all that the planetary
defense centers might hope to achieve. Losses which must be considered very serious.

Unacceptable losses, in fact. For these were Worlds Which Must Be Defended.

The Fleet's ships interiors were labyrinthine corridors and passages, forever dimly lit, filled
only with the muffled scuttering of their eternally mute crews feet and claws as they went about
their tasksin silent efficiency. But now those interiors were filled with grinding, rasping noise and
harshly acrid smoke of drive systems straining desperately against their safety envelopes to crowd
on more speed.

The Bugs, it seemed, didn't favor massively hardened one-to-a-continent dirtsde intdlations like the
TFN's Planetary Defense Centers. Instead, the planet's whole land surface was dotted with open-air
point defense ingtallations. But even though they might be unarmored, there were scores of them, and
each of them was capable of putting up amassive umbrellaof defensivefire againgt incoming missilesor
fighters.

And they'd gotten that point defense on-line. That became clear when the first missile sdvoswent in.

Zhaarnak and Prescott |ooked at the readouts showing the tiny percentage of theinitia salvo which
had gotten through. Then they looked at each other in their respective com screens.

"The task force doesn't have enough expendable munitions to wear down anti-missile defenses of that
density," Prescott said flatly.

"No," Zhaarnak agreed. "We would run out of missiles before making any impression. But . . . our
fighter srengthisamogt intact.”

At first, Prescott said nothing. He hated the thought of sending fighter pilots against that kind of
point-defense fire. And, given the fact that TF 61's fighter pilots were Orions, it was possible that



Zhaarnak hated it even more.

"I did not want to be the one to broach the suggestion,” the human findly said in the Tongue of
Tongues.

"I know. And | know why. But it hasto be done." Stedl entered Zhaarnak's voice, and it was the
Commander of Sixth Fleet who spoke. "Rearm dl the fighterswith FRAMs—and with ECM pods, to
maximizether survivability. And launch all of them. Thisis not the timeto hold back reserves.

"Aye, aye, Sir," Prescott responded formally, and nodded to Commander Bichet. The ops officer
had recognized what would be needed sooner than his admiral had made himsalf accept the necessity,
and held worked up the required orders on his own initiative. Now they were transmitted, and more than
four hundred fighters shot away toward the doomed planet's nightside.

It helped that the Bugsinitialy made the miscal culation of reserving their point defense fire for
missiles. Perhaps they expected the fighters to be armed with standard, longer-ranged fighter missiles. Or
perhaps they even believed that the fighter pilots were acting as decoys, trailing their coats to deceive the
defendersinto configuring their point defense to engage them instead of the battle-line's shipboard
missilesin hopes of hel ping those misslesto sneak through. But then the defenders redlized they were up
agang FRAMs, againgt which no tracking system could produce atargeting solution during their brief
flight, and they began concentrating on the fighters that were launching those FRAMs.

A wave of flame washed through the Orion formation, pounding down upon it in afiery surf of point
defense lasers and AFHAWK missiles. It glared like asolar corona, high above the night-struck
planetary surface, and forty-onefightersdied in thefirst pass.

But despite that ten percent loss ratio, the remaining fighters put over two thousand antimatter
warheads into the quadrant of Planet | which wastheir target on that pass.

The darkened surface erupted in amyriad pinpricks of dazzling brightness. From those that were
ocean grikes, complex overlapping patterns of tsunami began to radiate, blasting across the planetary
oceans at hundreds of kilometers per hour like the outriders of Armageddon. More explosions flashed
and glared, legping up in waves and clusters of brilliant devastation, and as he watched, a quotation rose
to the surface of Raymond Prescott's mind. Not initsorigind form—classica Indian literature wasn't
exactly hissubject. No, herecalled it at second hand. Four centuries earlier, one of the fathers of thefirst
primitive fisson bomb, on seeing hisbrain child awake to apocayptic life in the deserts of southwestern
North America, had whispered it aghast.

And now Raymond Prescott whispered it, aswell.

"I am become Desth, the destroyer of worlds."

Amos Chung was close enough to hear.

"Uh...Sr?'

"Oh, nothing, Amos," Prescott said, without looking up from the display on which he waswaiching a
quarter of aplanet die. "Just aliterary quote—a reference to Shiva, the Hindu god of desth.”

Chung was about to inquire further, but something in the computer readouts caught his eye and he
bent closer to hisown display. After amoment, he spoke.

"Admird, something very odd isgoing on."

"Eh?" Prescott finally looked up from the visud display and frowned. The intelligence officer was
vishbly puzzled. "What are you taking about?'

"Sir, the computer analysis showsthat, dl of a sudden, there's been a dramatic degradation of the
defensvefirefromthe rest of the planet. The percentage of our stuff that's getting through confirmsit.”

"What?" Prescott blinked, then glanced across at Bichet. " Jacques?”

"Strike reports from the follow-up squadrons confirm the samething, Sir," the ops officer said. "And
Amosisright—it doeslook likeit's a planet-wide phenomenon . . . whatever 'it' ig"



"Put the materia on my screen, Amos," Prescott said. Chung did so, and the admira's eyebrows
went up. "Hmm . . . maybe the planetary command center wasin the quadrant we just hit, and we put a
FRAM right on top of it."

"But, Sir, this seemsto be more than just a case of losing the top-leve brass. Thefire from their
individua ingtalations has become wild and erratic. And besides,”" Chung went on, military formaity
fdling by thewaysde, asit often did when an intelligence specidist warmed to hissubject, "it generdly
takes time for the effects of aloss of centra command-and-control to percolate downward through a
large organization. Thiswas abrupt!"

Prescott studied the data. Everything Chung had said was true. And yet, something below the level of
consciousness told him he shouldn't be as surprised as he was. Was there some connection he wasn't
making . .. ?

Then it burst in hisbrain like a secondary explosion.

"Commodore Mandagdlal Order dl capita shipsto resume missile bombardment of the planet.
And," he continued without a bregk, turning to the com station, "raise Fleet Hag."

"Actudly, Sir," the com officer reported, "heé'sdready caling us.”
"Raaymmonnd,” Zhaarnak began without preamble, "have you been observing—?"

"Yesl And I think I know what's happening.” Prescott paused to organize his thoughts. "We've been
assuming the Bugs are telepathic merely because that was the only way to account for their apparent lack
of any other kind of communication. It'sjust been aworking hypothesis. Now | think weve just proved
it

"I do not follow—" Zhaarnak began, and Prescott recognized Orion puzzlement in the unequa angles
of hisears.

"Our fighter strike just killed God knows how many of them in the space of afew minutes,” the
human said urgently. "Every Bug on the planet—maybe in the entire system—must dl be in some form of
continuous telepathic linkage. The sudden deaths of that many of them disoriented the rest—sent them
into akind of psychic shock.”

"But, on other occasions, we have inflicted high casualty rates on Bahg forces, and never observed
anything likethisamong the survivors.”

"It may be amatter of absolute numbers, not percentages. We've never killed this many of them
before. And, to repeat, we killed them al at once." Prescott drew a deep breath, protocol forgotten as
completely as Chung had forgotten it. "L ook, Zhaarnak, I'm just theorizing as| go along—blowing hot air
out my rear end. But it's atheory that accounts for the observed facts!™

"Yes," the Orion said dowly, as he watched his own tactical display. TF 61's missileswere arrowing
in through ineffectua point defensefire. "So it does. We can turn those data over to the specidistsfor
anaysislater. For now, continue to employ your task force in accordance with your ingtincts.” Zhaarnak
sat back with the calm that comes of irrevocable commitment to a course of action. "I only hope Force
Leader Shaaldaar and Least Fang Meearnow are finding that this. . . phenomenon is system-widein
scale, not just planetary.”

"Oh, yes." Prescott felt unaccustomedly sheepish. By now, Sixth Fleet's other dementswould have
reported to Zhaarnak. "What's the word from them and Janet?"

"Ahhdmirasaal Pasarkwaaay has swept her assgned sector clean of sensor buoys. All of them which
might have been able to track usto the warp point have definitely been destroyed. Indeed, she believes
her fighters destroyed as many as aquarter of thetotal number of such buoysin this system, without
encountering asingle hodtile unit.”

"Good." Thefleet'segresswasclear . . . unless, of course, some cloaked picket ship managed to get
close enough to shadow itswithdrawd.

"Asfor Shaddaar," Zhaarnak went on, "he faced orbital defenses around Planet |1 which had rather



more warning than the ones here—their shields and point defense dike were functiona when he struck.
But hewas aso ableto launch far heavier fighter strikes againgt them.”

"That'soneway to put it." TG 62.1, while it lacked Prescott's heavy battle-line, had threetimes as
many fightersas TF 61.

"Least Fang Meearnow |ost three percent of hisfighter strength, but obliterated the orbital works. At
last report, Force Leader Shaa daar was ordering him to rearm hisfighters and send them in againgt the
planet. Infact, that assault should have commenced only shortly after your attack on this planet did in
red-time."

Prescott said nothing. Instead, he thought of al those Terran and Ophiuchi and Orion fighter pilotsin
TG 62.1 and hoped histheory wasright.

* * *

"All right, people,” Lieutenant Commander Bruno Togliatti, CO of Strikefighter Squadron 94,
operating off of the Scylla-class assault carrier TENS WAwvern, said. "Don't get cocky! Whatever is
going on, I'll have the ass of anybody | seerelying onit. Until the last frigging Bug on that dirt ball isdead,
we assumetheir defenses are a one hundred percent. So | want atight formation maintained, and al
standard tactical doctrines observed. Acknowledge!™

"Aye, aye, Sir," the pilots chorused, each from the cockpit of hisor her F-4. Lieutenant (j.g.) Irma
Sanchez answered up with the rest, but most of her attention was el sawhere. Some of it was on the
planet looming ahead, with its white expanses of desert, itsless extensive blue oceans, and its gleaming
polar caps. But mostly she was seeing anight of horror, more than four years earlier.

She and Armand had been climate-engineering techs on anew colonization project at the far end of
the Romulus Chain. The"colony" had been a drab five-thousand-person outpost, and Golan A 11 had
been an oversized dingleberry misnamed a planet—and the two of them had never noticed, because
they'd been together, and she'd been carrying their child.

Then the warships had appeared, the rumors of some horrific threat had begun to spread, and martia
law had been imposed . . . dong with an order to evacuate al pregnant women and al children under
twelve to the warships of the scratch defense force, whose life systems could not support everyone.

She and Armand had said their goodbyes on the edge of the spacefield amid the chaos of that
night—the srens, the floodlights, the masses of bewildered human misery, and the Marines|looming like
desth-godsin their powered combat armor. Then sheld gotten in line behind the Borisovs, a pleasant,
harmless couple in Agronomics. Ludmillahad been on the verge of hysterics when her two-year-old had
been taken from her, and Irmahad yielded to a sudden impulse and promised to look after the child.
Sheld dso pretended to believe the narcotic line the Marines were pushing—it was al only temporary,
those left behind would be picked up later, more trangports were on their way—while hating them for
meaking her an accomplicein ther lies.

After that, it had been a succession of overcrowded warships, amost equally overcrowded
trangports, and bleak refugee camps, dwayswith Lydia Sergeyevnain tow. Sheld been about to give
birth in one of those camps when the word had spread, despite al ham-fisted efforts at censorship, of
what had happened to the populations of the Bug-occupied worlds. That was when sheld finaly broken
down, which was doubtless why shed lost the child who would have preserved something of her lover
who now existed only as Bug digestive byproducts.

The therapists had findly put her mind back together. Afterwards, she'd done three things. She had
legdly adopted Lydochka. She had returned to her parents home on Orphicon and left her daughter in
their care. And then sheld gone to the nearest recruiting station.

Shed never thought much of the military, and shed thought even less of it Since that night on Golan A
[1. But if putting on auniform was the only way she could assuage her need to do something—anything
—then so beit.

She'd been prepared to push papers, or direct traffic, or shovel shit, if she could thereby free



someone eseto go kill Bugs. But for once, BuPers had gotten it right. Their tests had recognized in her
the qudities of anaturd grikefighter pilot—including, and most especidly, motivation. Sheld gone directly
to the new combined OCSffighter school at Brisbane, on Old Terra

Wartimelosses plusrapid Navy expangon had crested avoracious need for fighter pilots. The result
had been aradica de-emphasis of what the old-school types called "military polish” and certain others
caled "Mickey Mouse" without knowing the term's origin. An incandescently eager Irmahad never
appreciated that fact. But it till took time to train afighter jock; and she did cometo
appreciate—later—that the seemingly eterna program had kept her at Brishane too |ong to be shipped
out for Operation Pesthouse.

"Attention Angd-Romeo-Seven!" The sharp voice in her earphones that snapped her back to the
present belonged to Captain Dianne Hs ao, the task force far shathkhanaak. Unlike some of the older,
broom-up-the-ass regulars she'd been forced to put up with, Irmadidn't find it at al strange that the TFN
had contaminated the pristine purity of its own operationa doctrines by adopting a Tabby innovation. The
title trandated roughly as"lord of thewar fis" (which Irmaconsidered entirdy too artsy-fartsy), but what
it actudly meant was that Hsao was the senior fighter jock of the entire task force. She represented dl of
them at the task force staff level, she wasin charge of their operationd training and planning, and she
chewed their asses when they screwed the pooch. But she also fought their battles against their own
brass when that was necessary, too, and from what Irmahad heard, she had ahdll of atemper when it
cut loose. No doubt al of that wasimportant, but all that really mattered to Irma Sanchez, was that Hsao
wastaking to her carrier's strikegroup now . . . and that the far shathkhanaak was the voice of
command which would free her to kill.

"Angd-Romeo-Seven, execute Omegal" Hsao's voice snapped now. "l say again, Execute Omegal”

"Follow mein!" Lieutenant Commander Bruno Togliatti, VF-94's CO, barked like a basso echo of
Hsiao's soprano voice of doom, and the entire squadron rolled up behind him, put their noses down, and
hit their drives. No detailed ingtructions were needed. They al knew the area of the planet they'd been
assigned, and they dl knew the standing ordersto hit "targets of opportunity,” meaning the dense
concentrations of sensor returns that indicated Bug population centers.

The squadron followed Togliatti in, and presently Irmaheard athin whistle as her F-4 bit into the
uppermost reaches of Planet |1's atmosphere. The defensve fire was as sporadic and ineffectud asthey'd
heard. She didn't try to understand why—she merely dismissed it from her mind and concentrated on her
heads-up display where her small tactical plot superimposed downloaded sensor readings on ascrolling
map.

VFHA'starget arearolled onto the HUD while missiles which should have torn bleeding holesiniits
ranks went wide or staggered and wove like drunkards and energy fire stabbed almost randomly into the
heavens. Irmalocked in her targeting solutions—or rether, instructed the F-4's narrowly speciaized but
highly effective computer to do so. Inturn, it Signaled her as she swept into launch range.

Her FRAMs flashed away, and as they screamed downward, she pulled up, vison graying as she
went to full power and sought the reuniting formation. Ahead there were only the clean, uncaring sars. . .
and Armand's face againgt them, smiling as she remembered him while her wegpons shrieked downward
at the same monsters who'd murdered him. She stared upward at the memory of the man shed loved,
and the memory of that love only made the anguish and |oss—and hatred—~burn even hotter at her core.

Behind and below her, bits of antimatter were released from their nonmateria restraints and the
planet rocked to energy rel eases beyond the dreams of any gods human minds had ever imagined. For an
instant, an entire planetary quadrant was one vast, undifferentiated glare. Then asit faded, enormous
firebals were seen to swell, often touching each other and merging, growing until their tops flattened
because they'd reached atitudes where there was insufficient air to superhest.

[rmabecame aware that the sound she was hearing as she stared down at that Vakyrie's-eye view of
Hell wasthat of her own teeth, grinding together in agrimace of fulfilled hate.



"Out-fucking-standing, people!” Togliatti yeled. "If everybody did that well, we may not need a
second gtrike!™

Irmafdt like akid who'd been told it might not be necessary to miss another day of school because
of snow.

Asit turned out, they did go back. Nevertheless, and despite having started their attack later, they
finished it before TF 61 was done with Planet I.

* * *

Zhaarnak and Prescott didn't know that at first, of course, given the communications lag. What they
did know, asthey drew away from Planet | an hour and ten minutes after launching their first missile at it,
wasthat they had killed at least ninety-five percent of its population outright, and that the few survivors
weretoo irradiated to live long enough to experience nuclear winter on that dust-darkened surface.

They knew something else, aswel. They knew that the Bug mobile forces they'd known must be
somewhere in the system were sweeping down upon them.

The wavefront of gunboats had arrived in the vicinity of Planet | just as TF 61 departed. Far behind,
but coming into sensor range, was a battle-line from Hell: thirty monitors, seventy superdreadnoughts,
and twenty-two battlecruisers, including gunboat tenders.

But whatever had rendered Planet I's groundside defenders so ineffectua was aso infecting those
ships. That had been obvious from the moment the gunboats were detected; Prescott hadn't needed
Chung's prompting to recognize signs of confusion and disorder in that array. Zhaarnak had seenit, too,
whatever doubts he might still have harbored about the "psychic shock” theory.

Now it was uppermost in their minds asthey gazed into their respective plots at identica displaysin
which their task force and Shaaldaar's moved from Planets | and |1 respectively, on coursesthat
converged to join TG 62.2 at the closed warp point whose location, Parkway firmly assured them, no
Bug knew. They turned to their com screens and met each other's eyes.

"It has never been part of our plan to fight afleet action here," Zhaarnak said. But his eyes kept
flickering away from the pickup, and Prescott knew he was looking at the red icon of the disordered
force pursuing them.

"No, it hasn't. And that plan was formulated even before we knew the Bugs had devel oped the
FRAM."

"Truth," Zhaarnak admitted dutifully.

"Furthermore," Prescott continued, warming to hisrole as devil's advocate, "Admira Parkway
assures us she'seliminated al scanner buoys that could track us through the warp point, and her fighters
can deal with any gunboats likely to get close enough to shadow us. And, of course, their battle-line can't
possibly catch us, especidly with those monitorsto dow it down. In short, we can withdraw without
compromising the warp point'slocation.”

"Aswasour origina plan,” Zhaarnak finished for him. "And which will leave Zephrain completely
secure.”

"Lord Taphon did indicate that that was a high-priority consderation.”

"So hedid." Zhaarnak gave his vilkshatha brother a vaguely disappointed look. "I supposeit is,
arguably, our duty to follow the course you are advocating,” he said, but then hisearsflew straight up in
surprise as Prescott gave the human laugh he had learned not to misinterpret.

"Zhaarnak, the only thing | advocate isthat we take them!”

Zhaarnak hadn't had Kthaarazarthan's decades of familiarity with human mannerisms. Nevertheless,
hislower jaw fdl in amaost human way and his earsflattened.

"But . . . ater dl that you have been saying—"

"l only wanted to get al the objections out on the table now. Look, Zhaarnak, we can wait for the
intelligence experts verdict on what's caused the Bugs to be so shaken up ever since our attack began.



But for now, we know that, whatever the reason, the ships chasing us are. How often are we going to
get achancelikethis?'

"But, Raaymmonnd, there are thirty monitors out there!"

"Thirty monitorswe can kill! Haven't we been arguing for months now that alighter, fagter bettle-line
with adequate fighter support can beat monitorsif it's handled aggressvely? Well thisis our chanceto
proveit!"

"But wewill givethem achanceto pinpoint the location of the Zephrain warp point!”

"Granted. But we both know how strongly held Zephrain is. Those defenses can dedl with anything
that might get past us—not that | expect anything to.”

Zhaarnak stared at him for amoment, then spoke with an obvious effort.

"Lord Taphon did say we were not to try to lure the Bahgsinto a counterattack on Zephrain.”

"Yes, hedid, didn't he? | believe he cdled it a'palitical impossibility.' " Prescott looked morosefor a
moment, then brightened. "But, trictly speaking, we're not actually 'luring' them, arewe?' he asked, and
Zhaarnak's amber eyes gleamed.

"No. Of course not. We are merdly taking a calculated risk of revealing the warp point'slocation in
order to seize a priceless strategic advantage and destroy amajor enemy fleet. No reasonable person
could adopt any other interpretation.”

"Of course not." Prescott and Zhaarnak exchanged solemn nods, having talked each other into the
conclusion they'd both wanted to reach from thefirdt.

Fresh orders went out. The three elements of Sixth Fleet proceeded to their rendezvous, heavily
cloaked and screened by acloud of fighters. Then they completed their rendezvous. . . and
Zhaarnak'telmasa, using fine-honed military skillsto effectuate the ingtincts of athousand generations of
ancestors, turned on his pursuers.

And then something completely unexpected happened.

For only the second timein the war, a powerful Bug battle fleest—not a decoy like those in Operation
Pesthouse—tried to refuse battle.

* % %

It was hard—so hard—in their stunned disorientation. But the intelligences that controlled the
Fleet knew they must avoid battle until they could function at something like their normal level.

Nothing like it had ever happened before. Never had a World Which Must Be Defended been
seared clean in such a manner. So there had been no way to foresee its effects.

The Fleet had continued on its course towards the first stricken planet by sheer inertia, after
that first stunning psychic impact, and the others that had followed in rapid succession. By the
timeit had arrived, the attackers had been departing. The obvious course of action—therefore the
only course the Fleet was capable of adopting in its present state—had been to follow them across
the system, seeking to deter mine the location of the closed warp point by which they had entered
it.

But now the Enemy had reunited his various el ements and was seeking battle. And the
controlling minds had recovered sufficiently to realize they were in no condition to fight such a
battle. They must avoid one until they could function at something like their normal capabilities.

Suggishly, the Fleet gathered itself and began to turn away.
* % %
Sixth Heet had the speed advantage, its command and control functions were unimpaired, and
Zhaarnak'telmasa had no intention of letting the Bugs decline battle. They did their best to evade him, but
infour days of relentless maneuvering, hed finaly brought them to bay.

Now he sat on Celmithyr'theaar nouw's flag bridge and watched his plot as atida wave of fighter



icons streaked towards the enemy. The diamond dust of theiconswas a densely packed mass, belying
the wide separations that even such smd| vessasrequired when traveling a such velocitiesin precise
formations. Y et there was a greater truth to theilluson of density than to the redity of dispersion, for
those light codes represented a maximum-effort strike from every carrier in hisforce. It wasasolid
mailed fig, driving straight down the throat of the Bug fleet.

Ophiuchi pilotsfrom the TFN carrierswent in first, blasting away through the Bugs gunboat screen
with missiles, and the familiar eye-tearing fireballs of deep-space desth began to flash and glare asthe
gunboats sought clumsily to intercept. Had it been possible for awarrior of the Khan to fed pity for such
soulless chofaki, Zhaarnak would have fdt it as he sensed the desperate, drunken effort with which the
gunboats fought to protect the larger starships.

For al its desperation, that effort was the most ineffectual one Zhaarnak had seen since thewar
began. The gunboats sumbled thisway and that, some of them actualy colliding in midspace, as
hel pless as herchegha under the claws of zegets. All ther frantic efforts accomplished wasthe
destruction of fewer than twenty Allied fighters—most of them killed by nothing more than blind
luck—even asthe antimatter pyres of their own deaths it a path to the starships they had striven to
protect for the main attack wave of strikefighters.

The Terrans and Orions who'd followed the Ophiuchi inignored the tattered handful of surviving
gunboats. They left the Ophiuchi to pursue the remainder of their prey; they had targets of their own, and
they dashed inward, seeking out the monitors.

The leviathans within the Bug formation were easy sensor targets, and the fighters streaking vengefully
down upon them carried a new wesgpon: external pods with primary beam projectors. The primary, with
itsvery intense but very narrow and short-duration beam of gravitic distortion, did little damage per shot
compared to its wide-aperture cousin, the force beam. But itstight-focused fury burned straight through
shields and armor, like awhite-hot knitting needle through butter, to rend at aship'svitas.

The nimble little F-4s could have maneuvered into the lumbering monitors blind zoneseven if the
minds controlling those monitors hadn't been regling from psychic trauma. And armed with the
recognition data Marcus LeBlanc had provided, they sought out the command ships.

That, too, was easier by far than it ought to have been. The emissions signatures of the shipswere
distinctive enough to have been picked out with ease, but one of the functions of ECM wasto disguise
those signatures. Only the Bugs ECM was as disorganized and confused as any other aspect of the
Arachnid fleet's operations. The primary-armed fighters picked them out of their battlegroups with ease.

Disoriented or not, the Bugs had their wits—or whatever—about them sufficiently to follow standard
tactical doctrine. Indeed, it dmost seemed that standard doctrine was all they were capable of, for they
executed it with a sort of rote, mechanicd fataism, like poorly designed robots executing aprogram
which had been written equally poorly.

Y et however clumsy they might have been, they remained deadly dangerous foes for such fragile
attackers. The monitors were positioned to cover each others blind zones, and whatever might have
happened to the organic intelligences aboard them, the cybernetic ones remained unaffected. The monitor
battlegroups threw up solid walls of missiles and laser clusters, force beams, and even primaries. Space
blazed asthe close-in defenses vomited defiance, and yet . . .

The Bugs cybernetic servants did their best, and many fighters died. But there werelimitsin dl
things, including the effectiveness of computers and their software when the organic beings behind those
computers were too befuddied and confused to recognize that their effortsto direct the defensive effort
actualy undermined it. Even as Zhaarnak watched, entire broadsides of missles and force beamsflailed
away at single squadrons of attackers. Whenever that happened, the squadron under attack ceased to
exig, for nothing could survive under such amassve weight of fire—certainly not something asfragile as
adgtrikefighter. But those concentrations of defensive fire came at aterrible price for the defenders. It was
obviousthat the Bugs responsible for repelling the attack were pouring thefire of every weapon they had
a thefirst squadron which attracted their attention. And asthey compelled their computersto



concentrate exclusively upon the single threet their shocked organic senses were capable of singling out,
dozens—scores—of threats they hadn't engaged streaked through the chinks they'd opened in the wall
of their defengvefire.

The vast bulk of the attacking fighters swept past the firebals and expanding vapor where less
fortunate strike craft had died. Their pilots knew what had happened—how dearly such an opening had
been purchased for them—and they pressed in grimly. They swarmed about the Bug command ships,
stabbing deeper and deeper with their needlike primaries until the unstoppable stilettos of energy
reached the command datdink ingtallations.

Those systems intricate sophistication, and the interdependency of their components, made them
vulnerable to any damage—even the five-centimeter-wide cylinder of destruction drilled by aprimary
beam. It waslikelancing abail.

Command ship after command ship bled atmosphere as the primary beams chewed deep into their
hearts. And the defensivefire of battlegroup after battlegroup became even more ineffectua asthe
command ships centrd direction was stripped away. Asthey looked at their readouts, Zhaarnak and
Raymond Prescott watched the Bug battle-line devolve into a collection of individua ships asits dataink
unraveled and its corporate identity lost itsintegrity.

And againgt the finely meshed, coordinated offensive fire of afleet whose datalink was unimpaired,
individua ships stood no chance at dl.

Zhaarnak turned to his com screen, now split into two segments.

"I believe, Force Leader Shaddaar, thet it istime to bring the fighters back. They can interdict the
remaining gunboats while TF 61 dedswith the battle-line."

Prescott cleared histhroat.

"As Fleet commander, | presume you'll want to assume direct command of TF 61 for the attack.”

"By no means. Our origind understanding holds. Thetask forceisyours.”

Prescott's eyes met Zhaarnak's in the com screen, and when he spoke, it was in the Tongue of
Tongues.

"Y ou give me honor, brother, by dlowing methekill. It will not be forgotten.”

And then, with the fighterswarding its flanks against despairing gunboat attacks, TF 61 advanced
grimly.

* % %
It was dmost twenty-four standard Terran hours later when, again in split-screen conference, they

received the report that the last fugitive Bug ship had been run down and destroyed. But however long
the mopping up had required, the actua battle had lasted only two of those hours.

With their command datdink gone, the point defense of individua Bug ships—even monitors—had
been unable to abate the missile-storm which had broken over them. In silent desperation, they had been
reduced to trying to ram as many Allied ships as possible, but they were dower and less maneuverable
than their opponents, even at the best of times.. . . which thismost certainly was not.

The outcome had never redly been in doubt.

Y et the magnitude and completeness of that outcome had till been awe inspiring. If anyone had il
been able to doubt Raymond Prescott's ahilities after the Kliean Chain campaign, Operation Pesthouse,
and the defense of Centauri, no one could now. He had wielded his battle-line as a kendo master widlds
akatana, and that superbly tempered blade had responded with the readiness he had trained into it over
the months of preparation in Zephrain. For the Bugs, the result had been not defest, but annihilation.

But now their wide-ranging recon fighters had brought word that they were till not donein the
sysem.

"It standsto reason,” Shaddaar said in hisdeliberate way. "We are dl agreed that thisis—or
was—one of their important systems. So it must be linked to other Bug systems by various warp points.



As soon as they became aware of our presence here, they must have summoned reinforcements from
those systems by courier drone. The five standard daysit took usto bring their mobile forcesto bay and
then fight the battle must have given those reinforcementstimeto arrive.”

"Yes," Zhaarnak muttered. Prescott had no difficulty recognizing the emotions raging behind that aien
face. It was a characteristic of Orions—and Zhaarnak, more than most—that a successful kill only
whetted their appetite for more.

"They have no idea of our strength, or even of exactly where we are. We could go back into cloak,
ambush them. .. ."

Zhaarnak let hisvoicetrail off as he met Prescott's eyes. He could read his vilkshatha brother as
readily asthe human could read him.

"We must facefacts,” Prescott said into the silence. "Weve taken |osses ourselves—nine
superdreadnoughts, seven battlecruisers, over seven hundred fighters. . . . And our stores of missiles of
al kinds have been depleted. More importantly, the recon fighters reports make it pretty clear that these
Bugs are behaving normally. Whatever affected the Bugsin this system evidently doesn't have interstdllar
range. We had an opportunity, and we were justified in seizing it. But boldnessis one thing, and
recklessnessis another.”

Shaddaar gave asmilethat was as disconcertingly humanlike as everything el se about hisface.

"I believeit was your Human philosopher Clausawitz who observed that a plan which succeedsis
bold and that onewhich failsis reckless"

Prescott smiled back at him.

"That's precisaly the digtinction. And to take on unshaken monitor battlegroups, even if wedid
manage to obtain tactica surprise, would beto risk ajudgment of recklessness when history got around
to considering us."

Zhaarnak's features reflected hisinner conflict so well asto remind Prescott that the Orion face, like
that of humans but unlike that of Terran cats, had evolved as an instrument of communication. Findly, his
earstilted forward and he gave the fluttering purr that was hisraces sigh.

"Y ou are correct. We have accomplished our objectives, and more. We will return to Zephrainin
accordance with our origind plan.”

Sixth Heet fell back toward the warp point, covered by itsweary fighter pilots asthe strikegroups
fought aseries of bickering actions a extreme range againgt the fresh Bug gunboats.

* % %

The last Enemy units were gone, escaped from this system that they had rendered
uninhabitable.

The Fleet had failed to protect the Worlds Which Must Be Defended, or to arrive in time to
prevent the destruction of the Fleet component which had been assigned originally to that task.
The repercussions of the destruction of the Worlds Which Must Be Defended would have grave
consequences for the war effort, and the loss of so many shipsin such futile combat was. . .
annoying.

Yet the affair hadn't been a total loss. The gunboats had been ordered to track the
withdrawing Enemy starships to their warp point of exit, regardless of casualties—and they'd
succeeded.

A handful of them had even survived long enough to report that warp point's location.

* * *

TFNS Dnepr transited before KONS Celmithyr'theaar nouw. So Raymond Prescott had afew
moments to appreciate the sght of Zephrain A'sydlow glow, and the distant orange spark of Zephrain
B, before turning to his com screen and spesking formaly.

"Fang Zhaarnak, | relieveyou.”



"| stand relieved, Fang Pressssscott.”

The little ceremony had been agreed to in advance. Now they were back in the Zephrain system,
which was part of the Terran Federation, duly ceded by the Khan, and where the massive Terran orbital
fortresses made the TFN the predominant service in terms of both tonnage and personnel. So Prescott
was now in command of Sixth Fleet, and they exchanged closed-lipped grins a the formdity.

Those grins faded for amoment asthey looked into one another's eyes and recalled those who
would not be returning to Zephrain. The count was in now: 22,605 personnel of al races. There were
aso 5,017 wounded aboard the remaining ships.

But then the grins were back.

"Did your gtaff intelligence officer ever complete that estimate of the system'stota population,
Raaymmonnd?'

"Y es. Commander Chung did an extensive analys's of the sensor returns from Planets| and |1. Based
on the Bug population dengity the energy outputsimply, he estimates atota of—"

* * %

"—at least twenty billion Bugd" Lieutenant Commander Togliatti looked around the ready room,
where VF-94's surviving pilots sprawled, exhausted. " The spooks figure that there were eight to ten
billion of them on the planet we waxed, and another twelve to fourteen billion on the other one."

They stared at him, punch-drunk. They'd gone deeplessfor days, sustained by drugs, and completed
their recovery aboard Wiyvern just before warp transit. They no longer had any responsein them.

But then Irma Sanchez gave him alook of disgppointment.
"Twenty billion? Come on, Skipper! Isthat all wekilled?'

CHAPTER FOUR
" Surely that can't beright!"

Zephrain was adistant binary system. The orange K8v secondary component, with its small retinue
of what were by courtesy referred to as planets, followed an orbit of over fifty percent eccentricity. Even
at periastron, it barely swung within three light-hours of Component A. Currently, it was headed out to
the Stygian regionswhere it spent most of its year and was barely visble from Xanadu, the second of that
privileged coterie of inner planetsthat basked in Zephrain A'swarm yellow G5v light. Gazing out the
window of his office, Raymond Prescott could dmost imagine himself on Old Terra.

Not quite, of course. It was aways "not quite." The tree whose branches amost brushed against the
window was afeatherleaf, product of awell-developed locd ecosysterm which showed little sign of
yielding to Terran imports. And practiced sensestold him that the gravity was ashade on the low
sde—0.93 G, to be exact. Still, Zephrain A 11 wasasingularly hospitable world for the humanswho'd



dubbed it Xanadu.

It was equally comfortable for Orions—and they had discovered it first. Reactionarieslike
Zhaarnak's father, and even relatively enlightened old-timerslike Kthaarazarthan, had never recovered
from the Khan's precedent-shattering act of ceding the system to the Terran Federation.

The move had made sense, though. Indeed, it had become unavoidable the moment the teeming Bug
system was found on the far side of one of Zephrain'sfour warp points. On the far side of another of
those warp points lay Rehfrak, a sector capita of the Orions, with billions of the Khan's subjects,
squarely in the path of any Bug counterattack an offensive might provoke. Only the Terran Federation,
withits prodigious industrid capacity, could fortify Zephrain so heavily asto make any offensive use of
the system thinkable.

A project on that scale had required aworkforce of millions, and millions moreto service the
workforce. They'd come from every corner of the Federation. In the streets of Xanadu's instant prefab
"cities' could be seen every variety of human being that Old Terrahad spawned, and quite afew it
hadn't. That was unusud in today's Federation. The Heart Worlds once-polyglot populations had long
snce blended into "planetary ethnicities," while the young Fringe Worlds had been settled by people
seeking to preserve various traditiona ethnicities from disappearance by giving each its own planet.

Neverthdess, thismotley crew had sunk tendrils of root into the soil of Xanadu with surprising
rapidity. The population had aready outgrown government by a Navy adminigtrator, and aprovisona
government had been organized under the duly appointed Federa governor preparatory to seeking full
Federation membership. Watching the congtitutiona convention, Prescott had occasiondly found himself
wondering if someone had formed aclub for disbarred lawyers. And yet, oddly enough, some genuine
political creativity had come out of it. Architectura credtivity, too; looking to the future, they'd approved
plansfor agtately Government House on a hill above the river—named the Alph, naturally—that Prescott
could seein the distance, beyond the spacefield. Of course, actua construction was being deferred until
things became alittle less unsettled here . . . meaning, no Bugsasingle warp transit away.

Which, Prescott reminded himsdlf briskly, is why we're here. He turned away from the window.
Zhaarnak was waiting with the patience that was one facet of his seemingly contradictory character.

"Havethey arrived yet?" the human asked.

"Yes. Infact, they arewaiting in the outer office."

Prescott nodded, sat down at his desk, and touched a button.
"Send Small Claw Uaariaand Captain Chungin.”

Uaaridsd ath-ahn, Zhaarnak's staff intelligence officer, was the senior of the two spooks. By the
generaly recognized rank equivalencies, a"smal claw of the khan" was somewhere between acaptain
and acommodore. So she led the way into the room, and Prescott reflected on how unusud it wasto
see an Orion femae wearing the jewe ed harness that was their navy's uniform. Not so very long ago, it
would have been unheard of, and that, too, was a change which owed more than alittle to the Terran
example. The patriarcha Khanate had been headed in that direction even before it discovered just how
capable human femaes could be aswarriorsin thefirst two interstdllar wars. Since then—and especially
snce |ISW 3—the move towards full femae integration into the military had gone on with what (for the
extremdly tradition-bound Orions) was enormous rapidity.

On the other hand, femde Orions till had to "prove” their worthinessfor their ranks by being even
better at the same job than the vast mgjority of males could have been. In some ways, Uaarids position
was a bit easier than mogt, for Prescott knew that her father was an old friend and war comrade of
Zhaarnak's. He dso knew his vilkshatha brother well enough to redize that he retained enough of his
race's old sexism to find hisintelligence officer extremely pleasant to look upon, athough he would no
more consider taking liberties with her than he would have considered it with one of his own daughters.
But in one respect, at least, Uaariawas a perfect exemplar of what it took for afemale to succeed in the
Khanate's military: she was very good at her job. Infact, shewasvery, very good. Despite her youth,



Prescott considered her to be one of the half dozen finest intelligence officers, human or Orion, he'd ever
met, and he knew Zhaarnak relied upon her andysesimplicitly.

Asdid Prescott himsdlf.

"Stdown," heinvited.

"Thank you for seeing us on such short notice Fang Pressssscottt, Smal Fang,” Uaariamurmured,
lowering hersdf into one of the chairsin front of Prescott's desk as naturdly asif she hadn't been raised
to St on piles of floor cushions.

"No problem. When the two of you requested this meeting, we were eager to hear the results of your
andysis of what we observed during the offensve.”

"Particularly,” Zhaarnak added, "your interpretation of the unprecedented confusion that overtook the
Bahgs after our first mgjor surface strike on Planet 1."

"We till cannot be certain asto the cause," Uaariareplied cautioudy. "Our working hypothesisis il
the same one Fang Presssssscottt advanced at the time: that dl the Bahgsin agiven system arein some
kind of telepathic rapport, and that destroying that many of them at once had an effect on therest smilar
to...to..."

"To hitting them over the head with ahammer," Chung offered.

"Something of the sort," Uaariadlowed. "But whatever the precise mechanism of the phenomenon,
its effectswere clearly system-wide."

"A pity they are not universd," Zhaarnak muttered.

"That wouldn't do us much good, considering that the disorientation is only temporary and no oné's
ever figured out how to coordinate attacksin different systems," Prescott observed. One human head
nodded and two sets of Orion earsflicked in agreement. Simultaneity was ameaningless concept in
interstellar space. "But even s0," the admird continued, turning back to Uaaria, "this seemsto offer an
advantage we can exploit when attacking heavily populated Bug systems.”

"Indeed, Fang. In order to throw such a system's defenders off balance, the inhabited planets should
be bombarded as early and as heavily aspossible.”

"Hmmm. . . ." Prescott considered that for amoment. The ethical issues such apolicy would have
raised in awar with any other race never even entered his mind—these were Bugs. But that didn't mean
there weren't practica problems.

"Anidea combination of circumstances et usland the punch we did," he mused doud. "Possbly an
unrepeatable combination. Still, it's something to bear in mind. For now, though, please continue with
your other conclusons.”

"A few conclusionsand agreat deal of speculation,” Uaariademurred. "'l will let my colleague here
gate our first conclusion, asit was hewho arrived at it."

"Before we left Alpha Centauri last May," Amaos Chung began, "I got Admira LeBlanc to copy me
the data by which his Lieutenant Sanders had inferred the existence of five Bug 'home hives Based on
the observations and sensor information we recorded during the engagement, I'm prepared to state that
the system we attacked was Home Hive Three."

Prescott and Zhaarnak exchanged glances. Chung's announcement had the same kind of resonance
as Sanders briefing at Alpha Centauri: it imposed at least the beginnings of form on the threst they faced.

"Wearenot," Chung went on, "in apostion asyet to place Home Hive Threein any larger context,
aswe havenoideawhereit liesin relaion to any other Bug system—"

"Naturdly,” Zhaarnak said, and it was Prescott's turn to nod agreement. Not asingle scrap of Bug
navigational data had been captured in the entirewar. Or, more accurately, tonnes of it might have been
captured, but no one had any way to know.

"—hbut I've run acost analysis of the defenses we encountered there. Y ou may find the results



informative.

"A 'cogt andysis?' Even someonefar lessfamiliar with the Tongue of Tongues than Prescott could
have read the incredulity in Zhaarnak's voice. "How wasthis possible?’

"The energy-emission readings allowed usto estimate the system's total economic output. And by
andogizing to our own defensve ingallations, we can estimate how much of such output is required to
maintain them. Admittedly, thisisacase of estimate piled atop estimate. But if our figuresare at dl
vdid—and we believe they are—the defenses were strangely light for the system they were protecting.”

Both admirds sat up straight.

"Light?" Prescott echoed. He recalled that mastodonic space station. " Surely that can't be right!™

Chung read the admira's thoughts.

"Yes, Sir, | know. That space station at Planet | was huge, and they had another onelikeit at Planet
I1. And | dont like to think about the firepower those orbita fortresses could have put out if we hadn't
caught them flat footed." The spook visibly braced himself againgt an anticipated blast of high-ranking
skepticism. "Neverthdess, if our assumptions are correct, the maintenance costs of those defenses
amounted to only about forty-eight percent of the gross system product.”

"That soundslike quitealot,” Prescott observed mildly, understating the case by several orders of
magnitude. He tried to imagine the reaction of certain human politiciansto aproposal to spend that much
on orbital defenses. The perfect crime, aninner imp whispered. Give ‘em all heart failure and then
laugh like Hell. . . .

"Onthefaceof it, Sir, perhaps. But the corresponding percentages for Sol, Alpha Centauri,
Vakhazeeranda, and Gormus are much higher. Thefigures are available for your perusa.”

"W, of course," Zhaarnak interjected. "After dl, those sysems are—"
The Orion stopped abruptly as understanding dawned, some fraction of a second after it had dawned
on Prescott, and Chung nodded, recognizing that they'd grasped the point.

"Y es. Those systems can't be considered inisolation. They draw on other syssems—many other
systems. They're the capitas of interstellar polities, except for Alpha Centauri, whose unique strategic
importanceliftsit into the same class: systems which must be protected at any cogt, including the
diverson of resourcesfrom elsewhere. But . . . if our assumptions are even closeto right, that's precisely
the status the 'home hive' systems ought to hold among the Bugs! They shouldn't haveto rely solely on
thelr own resources, ether.”

"All right, Commander," Prescott acknowledged. ™Y ou've made your point. Home Hive Three wasn't
as heavily defended asit should have been. Do you have atheory to account for this?'

"The mgority view among the intelligence community here,”" Chung answered obliquely, "isthat it'sa
matter of resource dlocation. The Bugs skimp on static defensesin order to build the biggest mobile fleet
posshble”

"Thereishistorica precedent for that,” Zhaarnak remarked to Prescott. "The Rigdians had smilar
priorities”

"And," Prescott ruminated, "it would help account for the size of the mobile fleets they've kept
throwing at us. And for the fact that those fleets have taken terrific losses without batting an eyelash—or
whatever their equivdent is." He nodded to Chung. "Y es, Amos, your theory seemsto make sense.”

"Excuseme, Sir." Chung wasdl diffidence. "I didn't say it's my theory."

"But didn't | understand you to say that it's the consensus of the sp—of the intelligence community?
"Itis, Sr. But | don't happen to agree withiit."

"S0," Zhaarnak inquired, "only you areright, then?'

Uaarids eyes met those of the Ninety-first Smal Fang of the Khan unflinchingly.

"Not only him, Sir. | share hisview," she said, and Prescott's lips gave aquirk too brief to be called a



amile
"l begin to understand why you two asked for a private mesting. All right, talk to us," he ordered,
and Uaarialeaned forward earnestly.

"It isour considered judgment that the Bahgs did not draw on more outside resources for the defense
of Home Hive Three—and, presumably, the other home hive systems, as well—because they do not
have such resources.”

Zhaarnak recovered firgt.

"In light of the resources we have watched the Bahgs expend without apparently so much asflinching
over the past few years, Smal Claw, | suggest that you have abit of explaining to do."

"Certainly, Sir." Uaaria seemed to gather her thoughts. "To begin, let me cite two facts we observed
in Home Hive Three. First, the incredible population densities on the two habitable planets. Second, the
total absence of energy emissons or other indications of any Bahg presence e sewhere in the system.
There were no orbita habitats, no hostile environment colonies on any moons or asteroids.”

She paused expectantly.
"Well, yes" Prescott said. "That's undeniable enough. Although . . ."

"Although the precise relevanceis not yet gpparent,” Zhaarnak finished for him, just abit moretartly,
and Uaaria gave an ear flick of acknowledgment.

"I believe that the relevance will become apparent, Small Fang. Taken together, these two facts
indicate that the Bahgs are interested only in life-bearing planets of the same kind favored by both our
species, and that they are willing to accept what we Zheeer likou'valkhannaiee, or even Humans, would
consider obscene overcrowding of such planets. Admittedly, we cannot begin to estimate how many such
planets they have thus packed with their species. But as Ahhdmiraaaa LeBlasanc and his subordinate
Sasanderzzz have deduced, the existence of five sub-types within their ship classes, distinguished by
differences in construction technique as marked as those between two closdly associated
races—Humans and Ophiuchi, let us say—implies the existence of five distinct subgroups among the
Bahgs, each with itsown identity."

"I think | seewherethisisleading," Prescott interjected. "But please continue.”

"It ssemsto us, given the Bahgs apparent propensity for overcrowding any available life-bearing
planet to the limits of its capacity before considering expansion, that each of these five subgroups
occupies no more than afew densdy populated systems like Home Hive Three."

Chung could restrain himsdlf no longer.

"Which meansthat, contrary to what we've been assuming al dong, the Bugs don't have afar-flung
interstellar imperium like the Federation or the Khanate. If Home Hive Three, say, wasthe nodal system
of asub-empire with anything like the number of sparsely settled colonid systems we have for each nodal
system, they'd've drawn on the resources of those colonies and built really scary defensesfor it."

"And s0," Uaaria concluded as Chung stopped for breath, *Home Hive Three had to rely on itsown
resources, and those of no morethan avery few other systems. By extension, that should be the case
with the other four home hive systems, aswell.”

"| see” Prescott thought for amoment, in asilence which, he noted, Zhaarnak didn't break. Then he
looked from Uaariato Chung and back again. "Very cogently argued. But | wonder if you've thought out
the full implications of what you're saying."

"Sir?' Chung sounded puzzled.

"Y our theory isthat the Bugs have put dl their eggsin asmal number of baskets. Not fragile baskets,
unfortunately; | don't like to think about the battle those 'light' defenses could have given usif we hadn't
caught them with their metaphorical pants down. But if you'reright, the number of smilar battleswere
going to haveto fight is much lower than anyone has dared to believe or even hope.”

"Do not forget, we must first find those 'baskets.' " Zhaarnak's expressive face was a battleground for



excitement and caution, and histone reflected that struggle. " Of the remaining four home hive systems, we
have only identified one so far. And five occupied systems—meaning up to five warp point
assaults—stand between that one and Ahhdmiraaaa Muhrakhuuuuma'sfleet.”

"Granted. Still .. ."
Prescott turned to the spooks.

"All right. Set your conclusions down asaformd report and tell Annal want it dispatched by specid
courier to Alpha Centauri. | want to bounce your theory off Admira LeBlanc ASAP. Maybe he can
poke afew holesthat haven't occurred to any of usinit. But if youreright, you've just given usthefirst
piece of good news the Alliance has had since the war began. If you'reright,” he repeated sternly.

He understood, and shared, Zhaarnak'sinner conflict. He wanted to beieve Uaariaand Chung were
right, as heingtinctudly felt they were. But he aso understood why he wanted to believeit. And because
he did, he was reluctant to trust hisingtincts, influenced as they were by a hope bordering on desperation.

"And there is another aspect to the matter,” Zhaarnak said heavily. "If thistheory is correct, Home
Hive Three's defenses were maintained by that system aone, with the help of afew others—for it goes
without saying that amere five industridized systems, be they ever so heavily developed, could not
possibly produce the forces we have aready encountered in combat.”

"Of course not, Small Fang," Uaaria agreed quickly enough to beat Prescott toit.

"So therefore," Zhaarnak resumed, "your initid cost estimate for maintaining Home Hive Three's
defensesis somewhat high as a percentage of that one system's economic output, for it had some outside
help. But till, the figureis probably correct to well within one order of magnitude. Say, ten percent of the
gross system product. Not, be it noted, ten percent of the government's budget, whatever that may mean
for Bahgs. No—ten percent of the gross system product. And that isjust what they are prepared to
spend for their static defenses, and completely exclusive of their mobile forces! Can you imagine what
that would meanintermsof . . . well, of the standard of living of the population?*

"No," Prescott admitted flatly. In fact, hed thought of it before Zhaarnak brought it up, but only to
regject it as unthinkable. It suggested a society, if that was the word, which existed only to expand, and
expanded only to secure the meansfor further expansion. A true cancer. They'd be eating each other
samply to stave off famine. . . temporarily.

Dear God, Prescott, not normally ardigious man, thought with full appreciation of what he was
thinking. What are we really dealing with?

CHAPTER FIVE
"Weknow it's coming."

By the standard dating of Old Terra, December 2364 passed into January 2365. Prescott and



Zhaarnak were out with Sixth FHeet in the cold reaches of the Zephrain system, five light-hoursfrom the
glowing yellow hearth of Zephrain A, asthe year changed, holding station on the warp point leading to
what they now knew to be Home Hive Three.

January became February, and they were till there.

"We can't go back yet," Prescott said patiently, looking into Zhaarnak's grumpy visage on the com
screen. He was back aboard TFNS Dnepr, and the Orion was back aboard Cel mithyr'theaarnouw,
and they were both in Task Force 61's formation again. Of course, herein Zephrain space, Dnepr was
Sixth Feet's flagship, while Zhaarnak commanded TF 61 from Celmithyr'theaarnouw. Thereld been
examplesin Terran history of rotating command structures which had actually worked in practice. Not a
lot of them, of course, but Amos Chung, who was something of a historian, was fond of bringing up the
ancient pre-space admiras Halsey and Spruance. Prescott, who'd done alittle research of hisown,
harbored some fairly strong suspicions that even those two semi-mythical commanders had experienced
their fair share of bumps and bruises a ong the way. Not to mention a not-so-minor pothole a aplace
cdled Leyte Gulf. And even if they hadn't, no inter-species dliancein history had ever attempted asmilar
arrangement.

Not successfully, at any rate.

Y et thistime, it actudly did work. In point of fact, Prescott was more than alittle surprised by how
wdll the entire Alliance managed to function in partnership. There was till the occasiond spat, and
there'd even been one or two knock-down, drag-out fights. The worst of them had been between
so-called political leaders, and Prescott was forced to admit that more often than not those quarrels had
been provoked by human politicos. There seemed to be something about human nature which promoted
amore bare-knuckles approach to palitical interaction. The Khanate of Orion had its own political
factionalism, and even the Ophiuchi had experienced the odd generation or so of feuding political
combinations. Asfar as anyone knew, the Gorm never had, but, then, the Gorm were strange in alot of
ways.

On the other hand, when Orion disagreements and character assassnation reached the level which
appeared to be the norma state of affairsfor the Terran Federation, the bodies were usualy aready
stacked two or three degp and another round of civil war couldn't be too far away. The steadily
increasing tension between the Corporate Worlds and the Fringe Worlds made that even worse,
normally, but a least Samud Johnson's famous formulation still held: the prospect of hanging did
concentrate one's mind wonderfully. It even helped Fringer and Corporate Worlder find sufficient
common ground to concentrate on fighting the Bugs instead of one another. Sort of.

WEell, onfighting the Bugs as well as one another. Humans being humans, they seemed quite capable
of waging both battles smultaneoudy.

Because of that, the sometimes prickly Orions had been unwontedly tactful and forbearing where
human political processes—and even individua politicians—were concerned. The fact thet for dl of their
differences over how to go about manipulating their fellow paliticians Tabby and human politicos were
very much adike under the skin probably aso helped. Many of them might cherish boundless contempt for
the other sde'stactics, but al of them understood precisaly what the object of the game was.

Differences of opinion on the military side tended to be more concrete and immediate and |ess about
personalities and ideology. Oh, there were chauvinistic bigots (like Zhaarnak's father, for example) on
both sides of dmost any interspecies line, and fundamentd differencesin outlook and honor codes could
contribute mightily to the . . . energy with which questions of strategy, tactics, and logistics were debated.
But by and large, the people on the opposing sides of those debates found themsel ves forced to confront
hard and fast limitations on physical resources and strategic opportunities. And, of course, al of them
knew that if they let themsalves get distracted by infighting over pet projectsor prioritiesand lost this
war, there wouldn't be another in which they could restore their position. If dl esefailed, the Joint Chiefs
and the chiefs of naval operations of the Alliance's member navies had al demonstrated aruthless
willingnessto summarily sack any officer who habitually created unnecessary problems between species.



Thered been quite afew such "reliefsfor cause’ during the first year or so of the war; there had been
exactly none of them since.

Of course, even without any chauvinism at al, there would have been plenty of other factorsto kick
sand into the gears. Language differences, for one. The recent advancesin trandation softwarewere a
great help . . . when the software was available. Unfortunately, the demands that software made on the
computers on which it ran meant that it wasn't redly practical on anything much smaler than acapita
ship. That |eft the crews of lesser starships and strikefighter squadronsto labor under dl of the inherent
limitations of an organic trandaing interface.

Theworst potentia problems of al lay between human and Orion. Standard English had emerged as
the lingua franca of the non-Orion members of the Alliance, because both the Gorm and the Ophiuchi
were at least capable of reproducing the sounds English used. None of the other Allies, however, could
do the same thing for the Tongue of Tongues, whatever the occasiond highly atypica individua—Ilike
Prescott himsdf—might be able to manage. And in what was clearly a specid dispensation of the great
Demon Murphy, the Orions whaose language no one el se could spesk were not only the touchiest and
most prone to take offense of thelot but far and away the second most powerful member of the Alliance.

After so many years of brutal warfare against acommon foe with whom any sort of accommodation
was clearly impossible, however, most of the rough edges had been ground away . . . onthe military sde,
at least. There smply wasn't any other choice when the only dternative to close cooperation was
annihilation. The worgt of the bigots on both sides had been retired or shifted into less sengtive positions,
athough asgnificant but thankfully smal number of them continued to crop up—aways at extremdy
inopportune moments, of course. And the occasiona officer who created problems for everyone out of
stupidity or ambition continued to survive. . . usually because they enjoyed the protection of powerful
politica patrons.

Y et there remained an enormous difference between the ability of aliesto fight in cooperation,
however close, and the ability to switch the ultimate command authority of afleet back and forth across
specieslineswithout any friction at dl. In fact, Prescott had come to the conclusion that Sixth Fleet's
rotating command structure probably wouldn't have worked at al if it hadn't been headed by
Zhaarnak'telmasa and himself—or, a least, by two beings who shared their rel ationship or something
equivdent toiit.

"I was not speaking of us so much asof you." Zhaarnak's response to hisorigina observation pulled
Prescott back up out of histhoughts. "I can stay out here with thistask force, and Force Leader
Shad daar with his. But you are needed back on Xanadu. There are too many details which require the
Heet commander's persond attention, and you could exercise overal supervision of these exercisesfrom
there aswdl asfrom here”

Prescott shook his head.

" At the moment, Xanadu isfive light-hours away. | couldn't exercise on-scene command from there.”

"Doyou redly need to?"

"Yes. And I'm not talking about the exercises.”

"Y ou mean—7?"

"We know it's coming, Zhaarnak."

They both knew what "it" was.

Not long after their meeting with Uaariaand Chung, reports from second generation recon drones
sent through the Home Hive Three warp point had laid to rest any doubts they might have cherished
about whether Sixth Fleet's departure had been tracked. It was now clear, beyond any possibility of
self-deception, that the Bugs knew the location of the closed warp point through which death had come
to Home Hive Threg's worlds. For now they were tractoring their orbita weapons platforms there from

Home Hive Three's other warp points, and positioning clouds of mines and armed deep space buoysto
support them. The next incursion through that warp point would be far less pleasant than the lagt.



Prescott and Zhaarnak had taken a caculated risk when they'd lingered in Home Hive Three to
annihilate the disoriented Bug mobile forces even at the possible cost of giving away the warp point's
location, but that kind of choice was what admirals were paid to make. The vilkshatha brothers had
earned their salaries. And afterwards, they'd viewed the recon drones reports with equanimity. Having
made their decision, they were prepared to accept its consequences. To have been spared the need to
face those consequences would have been sheer luck. And, as awise man had noted centuries before,
luck islike government. We can't get dlong without it, but only afool reliesoniit.

Neither Prescott nor Zhaarnak was afool, and so neither was unduly disturbed by the Bugs
fortification of their end of the Home Hive Three warp connection. What was disturbing wasthe large,
fresh mobile fleet the Bugs were steadily amassing behind those static defenses.

"All right," Zhaarnak conceded, "we both know that an attack on this system isinevitable. But not
necessarily during the course of these exercises! Y ou cannot stay out here permanently, you know."

"I know. But dl indicationsfrom the RD2s are that it's coming soon."

"If s0, what of it? We have allowed for this possibility all dong. And you cannot say we have not
prepared for it."

Zhaarnak gestured at something outside the range of his com pickup—jprobably, Prescott guessed,
an auxiliary plot like hisown, displaying TF 63 asacloud of color-coded lights swarming in stately
procession around the violet circle of the warp point.

Sixth Fleet's third task force hadn't joined the other two in the scorching of Home Hive threefor the
excdlent reason that it didn't include asingle vessdl that could move under its own power. Instead, Vice
Admira Alex Mordechai commanded orbitdl fortresses—fifty-seven of them, the smdlest ashigasa
superdreadnought and the largest even bigger than the Bug monitors. Untrained eyes might have looked
at the arrangement of those iconsin the sphere and seen chaos. But Prescott recogni zed the product of
careful planning rooted in well-devel oped tacticad doctrine.

Interstellar travel was possible only viawarp trangit, and only one ship a atime could safely perform
such trangit, lest multiple onesirritate the gods of physics by trying to materidize in overlgpping volumes
of space. So it had dways been atruism of interstellar war that the defender of aknown warp point
knew exactly where attacking ships had to appear . . . one at atime. In the face of such an advantage,
many people—disproportionately represented, it often seemed, in the fields of politics and
journaism—were a alossto understand how any warp point assault could possibly succeed except
through the defenders incompetence. To befair, asimilar attitude hadn't been unknown among military
officersin the early days—especialy given the momentary disorientation that overtook both mindsand
instruments after the profoundly unnatural experience of warp trangt. With beam-weapon-armed shipsor
fortresses stationed right on top of the warp point, the befuddled attackers would emerge one by oneinto
aravening hell of directed-energy fire. If missile-armed vessds were available for supporting
bombardment from longer ranges, so much the better. The pre-space expression "make the rubble
bounce' wasn't gpropos to the environment, but it neverthel ess came to mind.

Things hadn't quite worked out that way, for the lovely picture had run aground on certain hard
redlities. One was that, while the defender knew where the attack would come, he had no way of
knowing when it would come. Another was that no military organization could keep dl its units
permanently at the highest Sate of dert. Taken together, those facts meant that attackers might appear at
any time, without warning and in unanticipated strength, to pour their own point-blank energy fireinto
surprised defenders. Nor had it proven possible to clog the mouth of awarp point with mines; the grav
surge and tidal forces associated with the warp phenomenon made it impossible to keep the things on
sation directly atop it. The space around a point could be—and was—covered with lethal
concentrations of the things, backed up by independently deployed energy weapon platforms, but any
mine or platform left directly on top of an open warp point was inevitably sucked into it and destroyed.
So dthough it was possible to severdly constrain an attacker's freedom of maneuver, the defender was
seldom able to deny him at least some space in which to deploy hisfleet asits units arrived.



And then, with the passage of time, had come what the TFN designated the SBMHAWK: the
Strategic Bombardment Homing All the Way Killer—a carrier pod that was a small robotic spacecraft,
capable of trangting awarp point only to belch forth three to five strategic bombardment missiles
programmed to home in on defending ship types. Because they were throwaway craft, the carrier pods
could and did make mass smultaneous trangits, accepting a certain percentage of losses asthe price of
smothering awarp point's defenders with sheer numbers of missiles. With such abombardment to
precedeit, the prospect of awarp point assault had become as nerve racking for the defender asfor the
attacker—arguably more 0, because the attacker at least knew in advance when hewas going in, and
could prepare himself for the probability of death.

But eventually the march of technology had provided the defense with what it had most
congpicuoudy lacked: warning of the attack. The second-generation recon drone had been designed to
alow covert warp point survey work by robotic proxy—an excellent ideain auniverse that held Bugs.
But it dso had amore directly military use. With its advanced stedlth features, it could probe through a
known warp point undetected and report back on any mobilization that portended an attack . . . just as
Sixth Fleet's RD2s had been doing.

Onething, however, hadn't changed. The name of the game was to position your assets so that every
unit was at its own principal weapons optimum range from the warp point, and Alex Mordechai had
done just that. His beam and missile-armed fortresses clustered around the warp point in concentric
shells, prepared to pour fireinto that immateria volume of space. His six BS6V's, each one the basefor a
hundred and sixty-two fighters, maintained station further out, outside direct wegpons range of the warp
point. All the bases were on rotating general-quarters status, and had been ever since the RD2sfirgt
reported the Bug force building up like athunderhead at the other end of the warp line. And in addition to
the fortresses, the plot showed the lesser lights of unmanned munitionsin multicolored profusion: twelve
hundred patterns of antimatter mines, seven hundred and fifty laser-armed deep space buoys, twelve
hundred independently deployed energy weagpons (less powerful than the buoys detonation-lasers, but
reusable), and eight hundred SBMHAWK carrier podstied into the fortresses fire control.

Nothing, surely, could come through that warp point and live.

"Maybeyou'reright," Prescott conceded. "And | have got desk work waiting on Xanadu." Lots of it
, hethought bleakly. Lots and lots of it. "I tell you what. Admiral Mordechai has an RD2 that's due to
return from Home Hive Threein about four hours. I'll just wait until he's had a chance to study its data. I
nothing's changed dramatically, then I'll go back."

"Y ou are procradtinating, Raaymmonnd,” Zhaarnak said sternly.

"l annot! It just can't hurt to—"

"Excuseme, Admird."

Surprised by the interruption, Prescott turned to face his chief of staff.
"What isit, Anna?"

"Sir," Captain Mandagalla's black face was very controlled, " Jacques has just recelved amessage
from Admiral Mordechai. The RD2'sjust returned. Its data hasn't been downloaded yet, but—"

Prescott spared a quick glance for Zhaarnak, who'd heard it too—Mandagallawas within the
pickup's range—before breaking in on her.

"Have Captain Turanoglu sound General Quarters, Commodore.”

"Aye, aye, Sir." Mandagdlahurried off towards the com section, waving urgently for Jacques Bichet
tojoin her, and Prescott heard Zhaarnak giving smilar ordersin the Tongue of Tongues.

They didn't need to wait for the RD2's report. The drones were dispatched through the warp point
for twenty-four-hour deployments. That represented their maximum endurance, and they returned before
that timelimit only if their éectronic and neutrino-based sensestold them onething.

The attack was under way.



The generd quarters call whooped through Dnepr's echoing corridors, and the other elements of
Sixth Fleet were uncoiling themselves to lunge towards the warp point to support Mordechal’'s command.
Prescott ignored it dl and kept his eyesriveted on the plot and— Y es, there wasthetiny light of the
fleeing RD2. He watched, unblinking, for what he knew would follow it.

Heknew . . . but even so, he sucked in his breath when it happened.

It wasn't something anyone grew accustomed to—not even someone like Raymond Prescott or
Zhaarnak'telmasa, who'd seen it before.

The Bugs had introduced the tactic, unthinkable for any other race, of mass smultaneous warp
trangts. Prescott knew he had no business being shocked by the phaanx of red "hostile” icons that
suddenly appeared—and, in fact, he wasn't. What he felt was flesh-crawling, ssomach-quivering horror at
the mindset behind it: absolute indifference to persond survival.

Asif to emphasize the point, the usua percentage of those scarlet lights began going out.

Prescott had seen actud visud imagery, not just CIC's dispassionate icons—recorded robotically
from long range, of course—of asmilar assault when he and Zhaarnak stood with their backs against the
wall in defense of Alowan. That had been bad enough, yet he'd seen worse—and from amuch closer
perspective—in the final desperate stages of the Bugs assault on Centauri. So he wasn't deceived by the
peaceful way those lights flickered and then vanished, leaving afleeting afterimage on the retina. When
two solid objectstried to resume existence in the same volume, the result was of an intengity to stressthe
very fabric of spaceltime. Indeed, no one redlly knew precisdly what happened—the phenomenon had
never been studied closaly enough, and doubtless never would be.

Every TFN officer had seenimagery like that . . . in away. The Federation had learned the hard way
that there was only so much smulators, however good, could teach its personnd. And so regular
deep-space drills, with real hardware, were part of the day-to-day existence of the Fleet. As part of
those drills, SBMHAWK s werefired through warp points, where—as aways—a certain percentage of
them disappeared in those intolerably brilliant spasms of madly released energy.

Y et there was a difference between those exercises and this. SBMHAWK s were, after dl, just
expendable machinery.

But, then, so werethe Bugs. . . by their own definition. And as Prescott watched thoseicons vanish,
he redlized anew that humankind and the Bugs were too dien to share the same universe.

The deaths of Bug ships from interpenetration ceased immediately after trangt. But those ships kept
dying without letup, for Mordechai was clearly resolved to burn Zephrain space clean of them before
they could deploy away from the warp point. Swathes of deep space buoys vanished from the sphere,
committing thermonuclear suicide to focus the gathered energies of their desthsinto lances of coherent
X-raysthat impaled the Bug ships amost too fast for their typesto be identified. Almost too fast, but not
quite. . . and Prescott frowned. Thesewere dl light cruisers.

That wasn't like the Bugs. True, inthefirst years of thewar, they'd used light cruisersfor their initid
assault waves. But that had changed with their introduction of the gunboat. Smaller and far cheaper than
even an augtere light cruiser design, gunboats were even better suited for this self-immolating form of
attack, and that was precisely how the Bugs had come to use them. But today they weren't, and Prescott

began to worry.

"Raise Admiral Mordechal," he ordered his com officer. The command was barely out of his mouth
when a second mass smultaneous transit appeared. These were gunboats—and Prescott'sworry
hardened into certainty.

Mordechai must have seeniit too. Hed let himsdlf be drawn into expending practicaly al of his
bomb-pumped lasers on the light cruisers of the first wave. He dtill had his reusable independently
deployed energy weapons—but the IDEWS puny powerplantstook haf an hour to power them up
between shots, which meant effectively that they were good for only one shot per engagement each. He
was faced with the choice of using them against the gunboats, or holding them in reserve againgt the big



ships he knew were coming.

Fortunately, he had another card to play: the defensively deployed SBMHAWKS. By thetimethe
communications lag alowed Prescott to speak with him, held aready decided to use those, rather than
the IDEWS, to counter the gunboats.

An SBMHAWK pod'sfire control was normaly extremely effective, but only within limited
parameters. Designed to survive the addling effect of warp transt and then find and attack its designated
target type, itsfire control suite was extremely powerful but limited to asingletarget for every bird inthe
pod. The entireidea, after dl, wasfor the pods combined fire to swamp and overwhelm the defenses of
their targets, so dispersing the individua pod's missiles between multiple targets was contraindicated.

Bug gunboats were far more fragile targets than even the smallest starships. Although they did mount
point defense, unlike strikefighters, they didn't have very much of it, and asingle hit from any wegpon was
sufficient to destroy them. Which meant that just as dispersing fire againgt starships was an exercisein
futility, concentrating the entire load of an SBMHAWK on such avulnerable target would have been a
wasteful misuse of criticaly valuable wegpons.

But there was away to avoid doing that. The pods Mordechai committed were linked directly to the
extremely capable fire control systems of TF 63'sfortresses. The pods didn't haveto find their targets;
the fortresses did that for them, and the clouds of missilesthey expelled were more than sufficient to
compensate for the targeting problem posed by the gunboats numbers. The space between the warp
point and the nearest fortress shell began to blaze as the energies of antimatter annihilation expended
themsdves on the rdatively ingignificant masses of mere gunboats, leaving no debris. But the little craft
pressed the attack with the insensate pers stence humans had come to know over the last few years, and
the fortress crews braced themselves for the worst: kamikaze attacks by gunboats whose crews knew
they'd have no chance at a second pass.

Asit happened, they were mistaken about what congtituted the worst.

After the attack on Home Hive Threg, it was no news that the Bugs had developed the close-attack
antimatter missile. But no one had fully reasoned out the implications of that fact, as gpplied to mass
assaults by gunboats which could externaly mount sixteen of the things and ripple-fire twelve of themin
the course of asinglefiring pass. They should have, but the Allies were accustomed to thinking of
FRAMs as fighter munitions, and even the TFN's F-4, the most capable strikefighter anyone had yet
deployed, could mount only four of them. There was an enormous difference between that weight of fire
and what a gunboat was capable of putting out . . . asthe Bugs proceeded to make horrifyingly evident.

The gunboats drove in through the defensive fire of the forts. Scores of them perished in the attempt,
but there were smply too many of them for the fortressesto destroy them dl, and as each individud that
broke through reached knife range, it salvoed twelve FRAMSs. No point defense system in the galaxy
could stop aFRAM onceit launched, and even the mightiest fortress staggered likeagdleonina
hurricane asthat concentrated flail of super heated plasmaand radiation smashed home.

Prescott was as horrified as anyone by the sheer carnage asingle gunboat could wreak with afull
ripple-salvo, and even as he watched, the surviving Bugs departed from their standard practice by
breaking off after that devastating pass rather than seeking sdlf-immolation. Instead, they broke back
towards the warp point, firing their remaining FRAM on the way out.

Jacques Bichet, studying the readouts intently, offered an explanation.

"It makes sense, Sir. Four FRAM hits can inflict dmost two and ahdf times as much damage asa
ramming attack by a'clean’ gunboat could.”

"So of course they're not ramming.”" Prescott's voi ce sounded far too calm to hisown ears, but he
nodded. "1t would be better if they were," he went on, and Bichet gave him a puzzled look. But he was
gpesking more to himsdf than to the ops officer. "Their willingness to make suicide attacks has dways
caused usto unconscioudy picture them inthe mold of human rdligious fandtics, eagerly seeking saif
destruction. But they're not. The Bugs don't want to die. It'sjust that they also don't want not to die.



They smply don't care. Well never understand that—never understand them. And | don't think we
want to understand them."

Bichet shivered and turned away, seeking the concrete world of facts and figures. He studied the
readouts of the subsequent waves of mass s multaneous emergences from warp, and his eyes narrowed
as he redlized that something €lse was happening that was new. He started to call it to Prescott's
attention, but Amos Chung was studying the same data, and he besat the ops officer toiit.

"Admird, there are some gunboats in these latest waves, but fewer in each. Mogt of what's coming
through now seem to be pinnaces.”

Prescott looked at him sharply. The pinnace was the largest type of small craft which could be
carried interndly in a starship's boatbay, and the only small craft type (other than a gunboat) that was
independently warp-capable. Now that he knew what to look for, he recognized the signsin the readouts
himsdlf: the lesser mass combined with inferior speed and maneuverahility, relative to gunboats. The Bugs
had used them in the kamikaze role before, especidly againgt Fifth Fleet in the origind Romulusfighting,
but the Allies hadn't seen much of them in the past year or two. The assumption had been that the Bugs
had finally decided that pinnaces did too little damage, even as kamikazes, to make practical
weapons—particularly because they were much easier to kill than gunboats were.

"What can they be thinking?' Chung jittered as he watched the pinnaces take murderous losses from
Mordecha's AFHAWKS. "Granted, they're too smdll for the minesto lock them up astargets, and we
can't use standard anti-ship weapons against them, but ill . . "

"Well soon find out," Prescott muttered asthefirst of the pinnaces closed to attack range of the inner
fortress shell.

Part of the answer emerged instantly. The Bugs had loaded the pinnaces externa ordnance racks
with FRAMSs. They couldn't mount anywhere near the load agunboat could manage, but what they could
mount was devastating enough in its own right, and more shields went flat under antimatter fists, more
armor vaporized and splintered, more atmosphere streamed through broken plating, and more human
beingsdied.

Nasty stingers when they get close enough to fire, Prescott conceded grimly to himself ashe
watched them attack . . . and watched the fortresses defensive fire thresh their splintered formations with
death. But not many of themwill.

Hewasright. Very few of them got close enough to fire, but then he watched as one of the pinnaces
continued straight onward in the wake of its FRAMS, closing in on the fortressit had targeted. Unlike the
gunboats, it was making asuicide run, and the range was too short and its closing velocity too high for it
to be stopped. Itsicon converged with the fortress's, blended . . .

The readouts went wild, and the icon of the fortress vanished as completely asthat of the pinnace.

"Admird!" Chung yelled. "We getting downloaded data from the nearby fortresses—we can assess
theforce of that explosion.”

He paused momentarily while the computers did just that, and his pale-complexioned face went
bone-white as the uncaring cybernetic brains presented the numbers.

"Sir, that pinnace must've had its cargo bay |oaded with at least six hundred FRAMSs! That'sthe
equivaent of sixty timesan SBMHAWK 'sentire missile load!™

Prescott blanched. No fortress could take that!

Maybe not many of themwill have to take it, he thought amoment later, as he watched whole
flights of pinnaces vanish like mothsin the flame of defensvefire. Smdl craft, likefighters, could be

engaged by point defense, and the fortresses point defense crews had suddenly become very highly
motivated.

"Jacques” the admird snapped. "Order dl standby carriersto launch their ready fighters. They can
get into range faster than we can.”



Mordechai's fighter bases, further from the warp point than hisinnermost fortress shell and thusfar
unscathed, were dready launching.

But even asthey did, thetactica picture became till more complicated. Bug monitors began to
emerge from warp, and asthey did, they began to deploy small craft of their own. These were assault
shuttles. . . and they, too, had been crammed full of antimatter munitions to enhance their deadliness as
kamikazes. Asthey came stresking in to ram, the fortresses were forced to divert still morefire from the
retreating gunboats to concentrate on the incoming threat—which, of course, improved the latter's
chances of completing their own firing runs and then breaking off.

On the main plot, the spherical area of space around the warp point, insde the innermost shell, now
resembled astroboscopic ball of swarming, flashing lights. And through that maglstrom, the first monitors
were advancing ponderously towards the fortresses—fewer fortresses than anyone had expected to be
there at this stage of the battle.

"My fightersare fully engaged,” Mordechai reported, as Dnepr and her consorts drew into position
to reinforce the decimated fortresses and a conversation without time lags became possible. "But the
ready squadrons were configured to engage ships and gunboats. None of them are armed with gun
packs. Most of the BS6V's don't even have the packsin stores!”

Prescott's face tightened in understanding. Againgt targets as smdll, fragile, and nimble as small craft,
"guns' werefar and away the most efficient close-in wegpon. They weren't actualy anything apre-space
human would have considered a"gun,” of course, but they were the closest thing twenty-fourth-century
humanity had, and their clusters of individualy powered flechettelike projectiles covered afar greater
volume than the focused pulse of any energy wespon.

"They'll just haveto usether internd lasers, Alex," Prescott told the fortress commander grimly. "And
a least my fightersarejoining in, aswell."

"Thank God for that!" Mordechai's face was smoke-blackened, and behind him Prescott glimpsed a
scene of desperate damage-control activity. "Are you arming the next wave with gun packs?'

Prescott hesitated some fraction of a heartbeat.

"Negative, Alex. Ther battle-line's main body is bound to come through any time. I'm going to need
them in the anti-ship role. They'll launch with FRAMS, not guns.”

"But, Admird—"

"Incoming!" The scream from somewhere behind Mordechai interrupted the task force commander.
His head snapped around towards the shout, and . . .

... Prescott's com screen dissolved into a blizzard of snow, then went dark.

Prescott closed his eyes and waved the young com rating silent.

"I know, son," hesaid. "'l know."

He didn't need to hear the "Code Omega' from Mordechai's command fortress. HE'd seenitsicon
blink out of existence on the plot.

Y et he had no time to grieve, for the Bugs final surprise gppeared on the plot with soul-shaking
suddenness.

By now, everyone was inured to mass s multaneous warp transits of Bug gunboats and even light
cruisers, however incomprehensble the mentality behind them might be. But suddenly Raymond Prescott
was back at the "Black Hole of Centauri,” face-to-face with something no human being, no Orion, could
ever become inured to. Not gunboats, not cruisers—superdreadnoughts.

Twenty-four of them appeared as one, lunging through the invisible hole in space between Zephrain
and Home Hive Three. He watched them come, watched them pay the inevitable toll to the ferryman as
five of them interpenetrated and died, and a part of him wanted to flatly deny that any living cresture
could embrace such atactic.



But these living creatures could do just that, and they had. It was asmaller wave than they'd thrown
through at Centauri, yet "smdler" wasapurdy reative term which meant nothing. Not when any navy
was prepared to sacrifice so many personne, so many megatonnes of warships, so casualy.

People wonder why the Bugs have never developed the SBMHAWK. There's no technological
reason for them not to haveit. But the problem isn't technological. It's. . . philosophicdl, if theword
means anything as applied to Bugs. They probably can't imagine why anyone would want to use
technology to minimize casudties.

The surviving superdreadnoughts began to fire. They were using second-generation anti-mine balistic
missiles, sweeping away the minefields and the independently deployed energy wegpons—and as
seconds turned to minutes, the latter didn't fire back.

"Why arethe IDEWsjust sitting there?' Prescott demanded.

"Admiral Mordechai'sfortress was the one tasked to control them,” Mandagallareplied. "Admira
Traynor is shifting control now, but it takes time for the standby to gear up to order them to fire."

Something that will have to be rectified in the future, Prescott thought behind his mask of enforced
cam.

"Are Force Leader Shaaddaar's second-wave fighters ready to launch?' he asked aoud.
"Yes, Sir," Bichet said. "In fact—"
"Good. Tl himto launch them."

Three minutes had ticked by before the serioudy reduced volley of energy-weapon buoy fire lashed
out a the Bug capital ships. But now Prescott's battle-line was moving inward, pouring in long-range
missile fire to support the fighters that were aready beginning to engage, and there was something odd
about the fire coming to meet it.

"What's the matter with the Bugs fire control ?* the admiral asked, and Bichet looked up from his
console.

"Weve been able to identify the classes of those superdreadnoughts, Sir. And they don't have as
many Arbalest command ships asthey should for that many Archers. Ther interpenetration losses
must've included acouple of Arbalests.”

"Thank God for that,” Prescott said with feding. About time we got a break, he added silently ashe
watched Shadldaar's fightersdashin.

* k% %

Irma Sanchez functioned as emotionlesdy as any other component of the F-4 as she maneuvered the
fighter around the flying stedl mountain of death that was a Bug superdreadnought. It was only after shed
commenced her atack run in the big ship's blind zone and launched her FRAM |oad that she dlowed
hersdf to visualize Armand's face, and the imagined face of a certain unborn child.

Segments of the superdreadnought bulged outward in ashroud of blinding flame asthe
matter/antimatter explosionstore out the ship'singdes. To Irma, it was as though she had thrust aknife
into aBug's guts, forearm-deep, and dug and dug. . . .

Canyou fed pain, you motherfuckers? | know you can't scream, but can you hurt? | want you to
hurt, and go on hurting. . . .

"Sanchez!" Lieutenant Commander Togliatti's yell ripped from her earphones. "Pull up!”

But she raked the flanks of the wounded monster with hetlaser fire before she wrenched the F-4 into
ahard turn and flashed away.

* * *

The battle was sunning in itsintengity, but not aslong in duration asit seemed at thetime.
Afterwards, Prescott and Zhaarnak would fredy admit that the Bugs might have broken through if they'd
used all their superdreadnoughts in mass waves. But the remaining SDs and monitors began coming
through the warp point in amore conventiona fashion. There wasn't asingle undamaged fortressin the



inner shell |eft to receive them, but Prescott's battle-line was there. And the second wave of fightersfrom
the BS6V s arrived, armed with primary packs and eager to hunt monitors. After six of those titanic ships
had died, the Bugs broke off the attack.

Prescott was |eft staring at aplot that wasfar less colorful than it had been. Few of the fortresses of
theinner shell remained, and virtudly al of those were critically damaged. The stardustlike lights of mine
patterns and weapon buoys were largely gone. And Sixth Fleet had lost six superdreadnoughts, three
assault carriers, two battleships, nine battlecruisers and over six hundred fighters.

But, hethought wearily, we held.

* % %

All things considered, the Fleet had had the better of the exchange. True, in addition to six
monitors, forty-one superdreadnoughts had been lost. So had all ninety-three light cruisers, and
over ninety-five percent of the gunboats—but they didn't count. Admittedly, the failure to
penetrate to the system's inhabited planet was disappointing. Sill, the probe of the defenses had
yielded valuable information, which could be put to good use when the new technology currently
nearing the end of its devel opment process was operationally deployed.

* % %

Prescott put down the sheet of hardcopy he'd been studying as Zhaarnak entered the office.

"Y ou should not let yoursdlf dwell upon it, Raaymmonnd,” the Orion said with the reproving concern
awarrior's vilkshatha brother was permitted.

"I know." But Prescott's eyes kept straying toward the flimsy paper, then shying away from it
towards the window with its swaying featherleaf limbs and the panorama of Xanadu beyond them.

Sixth Fleet'sfind casudty figureswerein: 24,302 dead. Fortress Command was still tracking down
some unaccounted-for escape pods, but the fortresses confirmed dead were around 23,000. It was
worse than the losses in ships and orbital fortresses. And it had been inflicted despite months of
preparation aimed at preventing it.

Zhaarnak studied his vilkshatha brother as unobtrusively as possible. His caution wasn't really
required, for Prescott carried too heavy aload of grief and guilt to notice.

It was odd, redly. Until this Human had come like some chegnatyu warrior from the ancient myths
to succor his own bleeding command and save the lives of billions of his people, Zhaarnak'diaano had
never thought about how Humans might ded with the aftermath of battle. What true warrior would have
cared how chofaki felt? And evenif held ever felt the dightest curiosity, how could he have understood
how such an dien being, sprung from such an dien culture, felt about such things?

But Raymond Prescott had overturned that comfortable, bigoted chauvinism. He had stunned
Zhaarnak with his courage, shamed him with the gdlantry with which Human ships sood and died to
defend an entire twin-planet system of people not their own. He had astonished Zhaarnak with his
command of the Tongue of Tongues, his grasp of the precepts of Farshalah'kiah . . . and his
understanding of awarrior'sgrief for his farshatok and hispridein dl they'd died to accomplish.

And because Raymond Prescott had done and understood those things, Zhaarnak'telmasa knew
what a chofak felt when those under his command fell. And he knew that aswell as Prescott understood
and honored the ways of the Zheeerlikou'valkhannaiee, he was a so the product of his Human code,
his Human sense of honor . . . and respongbility. It was difficult for Zhaarnak to wrap his mind around
some aspects of that part of his vilkshatha brother, yet hed made great stridesin the years since
Prescott had shown him there was another truth, another Warriors Way that wasjust asvalid, just as
true, asthe Farshalah'kiah itsalf. And so he knew it would take time for his brother to hedl. Timefor
him to accept what any Orion commander would aready have seen—that no one could have anticipated
what the Bugs would do. Alex Mordechai's death wasn't Raymond Prescott's fault, yet that death was
one more burden Prescott would bear, and it would weigh al the heavier upon him because he would tell
himsdlf that Mordechai had died believing his Fleet commander had refused to commit the fighterswhich



might have saved so many of his people from the Bugs kamikazes.

There waslittle Zhaarnak could do to speed that healing process. What he could do, he would. But
for the moment, dl that consisted of was digtracting his brother from hisgrief.

"Atleast," he said briskly, "we have a definite set of recommendations to submit to the Joint Chiefs of
SF il

"Right!" Prescott siwung around to face him, ghosts put behind him . . . for the moment, at least. "If
necessary, I'll go to Alpha Centauri and argueit to Lord Taphon and the Sky Marshd persondly. We
need more BS6V s and more fighters for them. The day of the close-in warp point defenseis over.
Energy weagpon-armed fortresses are nothing but death traps.” He ordered himsalf not to recall hislast
glimpse of Alex Mordechai'sface. "We need to smother the approachesto that warp point in mines and
IDEWS, supported by distant missile-armed fortresses and even more distant fighter platforms.”

"In particular,” Zhaarnak added, eyes gleaming as his vilkshatha brother roused himsdlf from his
melancholy, "we want enough fighters to maintain a constant patrol of the warp point in strength.”

"Precisdy!"
Zhaarnak let his own eyes stray to the window. The featherleaf had grown.

"Wewill be ableto report something else, aswell. Something that should be of interest to your
Ahhdmirseaal LeBlaaanc.”

"Y ou mean the new tactics the Bugs employed? Their smdl craft's heavier antimatter loads and the
gunboats new effectiveness?’

"No. Thosewereimplicit in our initial report of the action. | mean the inference we have drawn from
the Bahgs uncharacteristic withdrawd after sustaining heavy but not annihilating losses."

"Ummm. . ." Prescott frowned thoughtfully. "1t is just inference, you know," he cautioned after a
moment.

"Truth. Nevertheless, they seem to be displaying anew sengtivity to losses, at least by their own
previous standards. Y ou and | both saw them recoil in Alowan, but that was aspecia case. That time,
they were obvioudy exploiting an unexpected opening with whatever forceswere localy available, and
they could not afford to see those forces destroyed until they were able to reinforce behind them. But
this time, they had monthsto prepare their assault. No doubt that explains much about the sheer weight
of their atack, but surdly it must aso mean that they were given sufficient timeto assemble dl available
forcesto support the operation. Y et despite the time they were given to concentrate, they broke off
rather than accept annihilation. Can it be that they arefindly beginning to fed aneed to conserve ther
major combatants? That it was not possible for them to assemble sufficient reservesto fed confident of
their ability toresst our attacksif they perssted in their own asthey dways have before?”!

He cocked his ears at Prescott, his expression eager, and watched the line of speculation he had
gparked working behind his brother's eyes.

"It isnot unreasonable, Raaymmonnd,” he continued, " cong dering the number of such shipswe have
destroyed in the course of thewar." He leaned forward with a predator's controlled eagerness. "And if it
istrue, perhapsit istime for ariposte into Home Hive Three"

Prescott considered. He couldn't let himself believe that the Bugs were at last beginning to scrapethe
bottom of their barrel of mgjor combatants—not without stronger evidence.

"Remember how many fortresses the RD2s have detected covering their end of thewarp ling," he
cautioned Zhaarnak. "Even if they're running short of starships, they've got plenty of firepower waiting for
lﬁ"

"Granted. But that very drone data provides us with excellent SBMHAWK targeting information on
those fortresses. And their supporting mobile forces have just received a serious battering, including the
lossof practicdly dl of their gunboats.”

"Wetook losses, too." For amoment, Prescott's eyes flickered back toward the sheet of hardcopy,



then shied away once more.

"But we have reinforcements on the way—heavy carrier and battle-line units to more than make up
our losses.”

"Until those reinforcements get here, we can't afford to risk heavy lossesto our own mobileforces.
For now, those forces are essential to the defense of the system.”

Prescott recognized the signs of sobering in his vilkshatha brother. Zhaarnak knew that the warp
point lay practically denuded of itsinner defenses, but the Orion stuck to hisguns.

"Agreed. But we have the shipyard facilities here to repair our units battle damage and replenish our
expendable munitions—unlike the Bahgs in what was once Home Hive Three" Very briefly, carnivorée's
teeth flashed in russet fur.

Prescott considered only amoment. Characteristically, held been attempting to moderate Zhaarnak's
aggressve ingtincts because he understood them only too well.

"All right. | agree. Our strikegroups should be back up to strength by thefirst of slandard April. Well
tell the staff to plan on that date, and factor in those of our damaged ships we can get back into action by
then—which should be dl but the realy heavily damaged ones."

"Good. Let us set up agaff conference to discussthe details.” Zhaarnak stood, and ashe did,
something outside the window caught his eye. "Raaymmonnd, what is that ?'

Prescott stood up and followed Zhaarnak's pointing hand. In the distance, beyond the spacefield, the
land rosein acurve of the Alph River. Atop that hill, abuilding of monumenta proportionswasin the
early stages of congtruction.

"Oh, that. The provisona government of Xanadu has decided to go ahead with the plansfor
Government House. It's going to be quite an establishment for such ayoung colony. A lot bigger than
they need or can afford, redlly."

"But it was my impression that they were postponing actua construction until such time asthe system
is secure from attack.”

"That'swhat they were planning. But after the battle, they voted to go ahead with it.”

Zhaarnak reminded himsdlf that his vilkshatha brother was, after dl, an dien—and, as such, was
bound to occasiondly say things that made no apparent sense.

"Ah ... Raaymmonnd, do they not understand that—?"

"Oh, yes. We haven't tried to censor the news of the battle. They know that even though the Bugs
were stopped, it was anear thing. They also know the Bugs are till only onetrangt away, and that,
barring amiracle, they'll be back to try again.”

"Then. . . ?' Zhaarnak's voice trailed to an uncomprehending hat, and Prescott smiled.

"I bedieveit'stheir way of saying that Xanadu istheirs, and that they mean to stay here permanently.”
"But, Raaymmonnd, we have never even considered evacuating this planet!”

"Oh, no. They're not making the statement to us. They're making it to the Bugs."

"Tothe Bahgs?"

"Yes. What they'retdlling the Bugsis. . ." Prescott sought for away to explain it. "Zhaarnak, are you
familiar with this human gesture?' He held up hisright hand, loosdly formed into afist but with themiddle
finger verticaly upraised.

"I know of it. Like so much elsethat pertainsto Humans, | have never redlly understood what it
means. But | believe | am beginning to.”



CHAPTER SIX
April Fool!

KONS Celmithyr'theaarnouw hovered motionlessin space while the units of Sixth Fleet gathered
about her in ponderous ranks of destruction. The superdreadnought was once again the fleet flagship, for
Sixth FHeet was going back to Home Hive Three, and that meant Zhaarnak'telmasa was once again its
commander.

Zhaarnak sat in his command chair, watching the quiet, efficient bustle of his gaff, and dlowed
himself once moreto fed that pridein hiswarriors which only an Orion—and, he reminded himself, one
or two very specid Humans—could truly understand. Since Raymond Prescott had changed his
perception of al things Human, Zhaarnak had attempted to make up for the many yearshed lost in
understanding the virtudly hairless, naked-skinned, flat-faced aliens who once had humbled amost a
thousand of their own years of the Zheeerlikou'valkhannaie€e's pride and were now their dlies. The
demands of thewar had left him preciouslittle timefor his studies, but his vilkshatha reaionship with
Prescott had compensated by giving him a priceless and unique perspective. And because hed gained
that perspective, he was aware of the difficulty inherent in correctly trandating the term far shatok into
Standard English. The best the Humans had been able to do was amere literd rendering: "warriors of the
fig." Sofar asit went, that was afair enough trandation, but the full concept—the concept of agroup of
warriors o finely and completely integrated asto represent the individua fingers which combinedinto a
lethal weapon astheir commander'sfist was closed—carried connotations and implications few Human
analysts had ever truly grasped. There were levels of mutual commitment, strands of trust and courage, a
willingnessto sacrifice everything for victory—or for one another—and afinefuson of efficiency init
which seemed to have eluded even some of the best Humans who had considered the concept.

Perhaps that was because so few Humans truly understood the full implications of the
Farshalah'kiah. Raymond did, of course, but, then, Raymond was an extraordinary individual, whatever
his birth race. Most Humans, though, Zhaarnak knew, viewed his own species concept of honor through
aveil woven of obstaclesthat ranged from the same sort of stereotypical contempt he himsdlf had once
had for the ill-understood concepts of Human honor, to smple incomprehension which strove with
genuine open-mindedness to cross the gap between two very different races . . . and failed. He knew that
many—perhaps most—Humans found his own people unreasonably touchy in matters of persona honor.
That they found the notion that the only truly honorable form of combat required awarrior to risk hisown
life bizarre and vainglorious, and that many of them believed the Zheeer likou'valkhannaiee never truly
bothered to think at al, because it was so much smpler to react as an honor-bound automaton.

Perhaps that was chauvinigtic of them, but held been more than sufficiently chauvinigic himsdf in his
time. And, athough he might not particularly care to admit it, there were those among the Khan's
warriors who fit that stereotype depressingly well. But what those Humans missed was the absolute
centrdity of an Orion warrior's sense of honor to the way in which he defined himsdlf. It was that sense of



honor which told him who hewas, which linked him to dl of the generations of hisfathers and mothersin
honor and charged him never to disgrace them. It gave him the ability to know what his Khan and his
people expected of him, and—even more importantly—what he expected of himsalf as his Khan's
representative in the defense of his people. And so, in away he sometimeswondered if even Raymond
fully recognized, it was that sense of honor which tied aspecies of fiery individuas, with dl of the natura
independence the Humans associated with the Terran species caled "cats,” into the unified cohesion of
the Zheeerlikou'val khannai ee and had launched them into the creation of thefirst interstdllar imperiumin
recorded history.

It waswhat made dl of his people, warriorsand civilians dike, farshatok in agresater sense, and he
wished he could find the way to explain that side of them to their Human dlies.

But perhapsit is not something which can be"explained,” he thought, watching theicons of Sixth
Feet settleinto their final formation in his plot. Perhapsit is something which may only be demonstrated.
Y et whether it can be explained or analyzed or nat, it can certainly be shared, for surely each and every
one of thewarriors of this Fleet, whatever their races, have become farshatok.

It was almost time, and he made himself lean back in hiscommand chair. He felt the tips of hisclaws
gently kneading in and out of its padded armrests, and his mind went back to that moment when the
awareness of the many strands of honor which bound this force together had suddenly flowed through
him.

"I don't likeit," Raymond Prescott said unhappily, looking back and forth between Zhaarnak and
Force Leader Shaaldaar.

"I am not especidly delighted with it mysdlf, Raaymmonnd,” Zhaarnak replied mildly. "Unfortunately,
| do not see an dternative.”

"Truth," Least Fang Meearnow'raal phaa agreed glumly, and the Tabby carrier commander and Rear
Admiral Janet Parkway, his human counterpart, exchanged grim looks.

Unhappy as Prescott might be, Meearnow was even less happy, although for somewhat different
reasons. Like every Orion carrier commander, he disapproved in principle of the gunboat. He was far
too canny atactician to reject the innovation, even if it had come from the Bugs, but he regarded it asno
more than aclumsy substitute, fit to be adopted only by those species so handicapped by nature asto be
incapable of truefighter operations.

But however little he might care for the weapon systemn, he wasn't about to underestimate the
effectiveness of massed gunboat attacks, especialy upon starships during the first moments after awarp
trangt. Not only was the effectiveness of shipboard wegpons degraded by the addling effect of trangit,
but so were the e ectromagnetic catapults of Meearnow's beloved carriers. In those brief ingtants of
vulnerability when no weapon could fire and no fighter could launch, the shoals of gunboats with which
the Bugs routinely smothered warp points could be lethd.

"The SRHAWK s should blunt of theworst of the threat without this sort of desperation tactic,”
Prescott argued, yet he heard anote of obstinacy in his own voice, a stubborn resistance to accepting
Shaddaar's proposa based less on logic than on acute discomfort with the entire notion.

"Y es, they will blunt theworst of thethrest . . . if they perform astheir devel opers hope and if the
Bahgs react to them as we hope,” Zhaarnak agreed, and his vilkshatha brother nodded in unhappy
acknowledgment of his point. "We dare not rely upon those hopes, however. Certainly not before we
have had the opportunity to test them in actual battle. And we do know that we cannot task the
SBMHAWK swith the anti-gunboat role thistime.”

Prescott nodded once more. The sheer scale of the fixed fortifications the Bugs had thrown up on the
far dde of the warp point to Home Hive Three had stunned even the most pessmistic Allied andyst. As
of the last RD2 report, they had emplaced no less than two hundred and seventeen OWPs, supported by
just over sixty of their specidly designed warp point defense heavy cruisers. The cruisers were extremely



dow, but that was because they'd been designed asllittle more than dightly mohbile wegpons barges
whose sole function was to back up more conventiond fortifications. That made each of them
considerably more dangerous than any norma starship design of the same displacement would have
been.

Nor were the fortresses and cruisers done. No Allied analyst was prepared to explain why the Bugs
failed to make the same heavy use of laser buoysand IDEW that the Alliance did. Prescott certainly
wasn't, but that didn't mean he couldn't be grateful for that particular Buggish blindspot. Unfortunately,
they compensated to some degree for the oversight by the sheer density of the minefields they routinely
employed.

Thoseinevitable clouds of mines had been duly laid to cover the gpproachesto thiswarp point, and
thefact that it was a closed warp point made it even worse. Still, there were ways to deal with mines,
even on closed warp points. Besides, that much had been anticipated. The numbers of fortresses being
picked up by the RD2s had not, and they were the true reason for Sixth Fleet's disquiet. Even now, it
was less the sheer number of OWPs the Fleet must confront than the speed with which they'd been
assembled which had taken Sixth Fleet'sintelligence types by surprise. Everyone had seen ample
previous examples of the resources the Bugs were prepared to commit to defensive works, but in the
past, they'd aways been dower to emplace fortificationsin forward star systems. Certainly, they'd never
been able to equa the speed with which the Terran Federation's Fortress Command could do the same
thing.

This timewas different. They'd obvioudy assembled the core of their new fortress shell by smply
towing the OWPs which had guarded the star system's other warp points into position to cover thisone.
But that accounted only for ardatively small percentage of the total number of forts now placed within
weapons range of it. Obvioudly, they'd taken a page from the Terran playbook and shipped the individual
fortresses forward as component parts, to be assembled on site. It was something they'd done before,
but thistime they'd set records for construction speed that not even the Federation's technicians could
have equaled.

And that was the crux of the problem which had brought the senior flag officers of Sixth Fleet to this
conversation. The numbers of fortresses waiting to resist them left them no choice but to commit thefull
fury of their SBMHAWK s againgt the OWPs. Which, in turn, meant that few or none of those
SBMHAWK s could be used for the task of suppressing the combat space patrol of gunboats the Bugs
routinely maintained to cover the warp point.

The SRHAWKSs might provide a least partid compensation, although as Zhaarnak had just pointed
out, they remained an unproven concept. Personally, Prescott expected the new system to prove much
more effective than its detractors predicted, and much less effective than its proponents hoped. Not that
he didn't gpprove of the somewhat devious thinking behind it. Or of the notion of hoisting the Bugs by
their own petard . . . literally.

The Arachnids had introduced what the Allies had code-named the "suicide-rider” at the Béttle of
Alpha Centauri. Asusud, it was atactical concept which emphasized their dienness: a sizeable antimatter
containment field and the equipment necessary to manufacture the large quantity of antimatter intended to
gointoit just before battle. It required relatively little interna hull volume, yet if aship mounting it
managed to perform a successful ramming attack, the ensuing explosion wasinvariably lethd to the
attack'starget. While not very effective at catching targets which were capable of evasive maneuvers, it
had demongtrated its effectiveness against immobile OWPs and cripples only too convincingly.

It had a secondary effect, aswell, for the sheer power of the explosion was sufficient to damage
garships and forts even without striking them directly if they werein sufficiently close proximity to the
blast. And asasort of tertiary Sde effect, it was capable of completely destroying any fighter, gunboat,
mine, buoy, or small craft which found itself within the blast zone when it went up.

The Gorm were widdly and correctly noted for amethodical, logical gpproach to problem solving,
and not for legps of the imagination or sudden flashes of inspiration. Y et it was the Gorm who'd come up



with the notion of applying the same principle—with afew modifications—to the Bugs. Theinitid
suggestion had languished for severd months without attracting much support, until the Ophiuchi, who'd
lost more than afew gtrikefighter pilotsto suicide-riders and the blast effect of smal craft kamikazes
overloaded with antimatter, heard about it. They thought it was a marvelousidea, and after some
strenuous lobbying, the OADC had convinced the TFN's BuWeaps to devise what looked exactly likea
standard SBMHAWK carrier pod, right down to ECM which duplicated its active sensor emissions, but
was, in fact, stuffed to the gillswith an antimatter charge amost twenty percent the size of that carried by
asuicide-rider. The ideawas that since the Bugs used their gunboat CSPs to attack and destroy
SBMHAWK S before the pods could stabilize their systems, find their targets, and launch their missiles,
those gunboats would also swoop down on the SRHAWKS, attack them . . . and be destroyed in the
resultant explosion.

Given that the Bugs regarded themsalves as completely expendable, the new weapon was almost
certaintoinflict heavy losses on them, and those losses would continue even after the Bugs figured out
what the SRHAWK was. After dl, it should be effectively impossible to distinguish between the two
even if oneknew they existed. That meant that any SRHAWK could be a standard SBMHAWK, and
from the Bugs viewpoint it would undoubtedly make perfectly good sense to sacrifice agunboat and its
crew in exchange for the destruction of aweapon which might threaten to damage alarger vessal.

But Sixth Fleet didn't have enough SRHAWK sto destroy dl of the gunboats in the combat space
patrol waiting in Home Hive Three, even assuming that they worked perfectly and that the gunboats
attacked every one of them.

Unfortunately, we also don't have time to do anything about it, Prescott thought, feding asglum as
Meearnow looked. That's another consequence of how quickly the Bugs got their defenses organized this
time around. It would take months—weeks, &t the very least—to ship in enough additional
SBMHAWK to take out the fortresses and the CSP, and we don't have months. In fact, we've had to
move Heaven and Earth just to make our April first schedule. And if we let it dip past, who knows how
many more OWPsthe bastards will have dredged up in the meantime?

"l fill don't likeit," hesghed, "but | don't see any aternative, either.” Helooked at Shaaldaer.
"Please don't take my resistance to the ideawrongly, Shaaldaar. Believe me, | fully appreciate your
crews willingnessto run such risks. And the cold blooded part of me can accept the logic behind it. |
supposeit'sjust . . . too Smilar to too many things we've seen Bugs do. | know the reasonsfor it are
completdy different, but the thought of anything that makes us even remotely liketheminany way . ..
bothersme.”

"| gppreciate that, Admiral," the massve Gorm replied. "But, asyou say, our reasons for making the
suggestion are quite different. And dl of the crews have volunteered.”

"And we shall accept their offer,” Zhaarnak said firmly, speaking as the commander respongble for
the operation and meseting his vilkshatha brother'seyelevely. Unlike their Human dlies, the
Zheeerlikou'valkhannaiee had amassed avast Sore of experiencein fighting and training shoulder to
shoulder with their Gorm partners. They were not Gorm themselves, and Zhaarnak knew there were
nuances of the Gorm philosophica concept of synklomus they had not completely grasped even now.

Y et they'd seen what that concept meant to the Gorm, and they fully accepted that however different the
Gorm might be, they understood the essence of the Farshalah'kiah.

He deeply respected his vilkshatha brother's Human determination to safeguard his Gorm dlies
personnd asfiercely ashewould hisown. It was, he knew, afundamenta part of Raymond's own
unyielding code of honor. But Zhaarnak'tel masa also understood the Gorm who had made this offer, and
hewould not diminish their honor by rgecting it.

The Fleet had anticipated the moment when the Enemy would return to the System Which

Must Be Defended which had died. Nothing of importance remained here, whether for the Fleet to
defend or for the Enemy to destroy, and yet the ruined system was still a point of contact between



them. Eventually, the Enemy must attempt to expand that point of contact.

Once, the Fleet would not have concerned itsdf with the Enemy's plans to exploit an avenue of
attack, for it would have been the Fleet which sought to use that same avenue to attack the Enemy. But
that doctrine had cometo require. . . modification as the result of recent unfortunate events. Fortunately,
although the concept of passive defense had never been an acceptable strategic stance for the Fleet, the
tactica need to occasionaly stand upon the defensive had been recognized. The wherewitha with which
to do so existed, if not in the quantities or with the degree of sophistication which the Enemy appeared to
bring to the same task, and so did a doctrine to employ that wherewitha.

The Enemy's devel opment of his stealthy reconnaissance drones complicated things, of course,
just as the destruction of the industrial node within this System Which Must Be Defended had
reduced the resources available. It had taken the Fleet some time to realize that the new drones
even existed, far lessto hypothesize their capabilities, and to date there was no immediate
prospect of similar devices for the Fleet. Or, rather, the Fleet had more pressing concerns than
the need to develop a robotic survey device when they could use swarms of expendable gunboats
or pinnaces for the same sorts of missions. The Enemy's new reconnai ssance capability did pose
its own problems, however, particularly the fact that, as yet, the Fleet could neither reliably
intercept and destroy the drones nor even know for certain when one might have spied upon its
own defensive deployments. Stll, there might actually be a way to make the Fleet's
reconnai ssance disadvantage compensate for its material weakness.

* % %

Craft Commander Laalthaa crouched on the saddldlike construction which served his people asan
accel eration couch and watched his small tactica repeater plot asthe rest of the squadron settled into
place about his gunbost.

Unlike the Orions, the Gorm thought the gunboat was amarvelous idea. Part of that differencein
viewpoints could have resulted from the psychologica differences between the two species, but the vast
mgority of it semmed from the physical differences. Quite smply, the three-meter-long, centauroid,
massively-thewed Gorm made extremely poor fighter pilots. Just cramming someonetheir Szeinto
something as small as afighter cockpit was hard enough in the first place. Add the fact that the
reactionless drive used by strikefighters had a much shalower inertia sump and so imposed bruta
g-forces on their flight crews—and that Gorm physiology was poorly adapted to handle such
forces—and the reasons L aalthaa's species preferred the gunboat became evident. The fact that
gunboats, unlike fighters, could make independent warp trandits was another mgjor factor, but Laalthaa,
like most Gorm, was honest enough to admit that in some ways that was almost an afterthought.

Y et it wasthat "afterthought” which had brought Laalthaa and his squadron to this moment, and he
felt his own tension and anticipation reaching out to and returning from his crewmates.

Laathaa knew that none of the other races dlied to the Gorm shared their sense of minisorchi, but
he was devoutly glad that he did—especidly a amoment like thisone.

On an emationd levd, it was difficult for him to understand how anyone could function without that
ability to sense the emaotions and the innermost essence of hisfellows. On anintellectud levd, it was
obviousto him that it was not only possible but that in very many waysit appeared to be the norm. But
that intellectua acceptance that beings could live and love and even attain greatness without minisorchi
did nothing to abate his pity for them. What must it be like for them, at amoment like this, when each
found himsdlf trapped within the unbreachable boundaries of his own mind and heart? When he faced the
crucible of combet dl aone?

He shivered inwardly at the very thought and made himsdf concentrate once more upon his
ingtruments even while the other members of his crew stood at the back of his thoughts and fedlings.

"Stand by for trangit!” Force Leader Shaaldaar's order sounded over his helmet communicator,
stripped of its minisorchi by theimpersondity of eectronics, and Laalthaa settled his double-thumbed
hands more firmly upon his controls.



* * %

"Begin the attack," Zhaarnak'telmasa commanded, and the waiting shoa's of SBMHAWKS,
SRHAWKS, and AMBAMPsflashed into the invisible flaw in space Sixth Fleet had cometo invade.
They flicked out of existencein Zephrain and remateridized in Home Hive Three, and the bailing light and
fury as dozens of them interpenetrated and destroyed one another announced their coming to the Bugs.

* % %
The Fleet was as ready asit could have been.

Of course, not even the Fleet could be completely ready at all times, and so, as had been
anticipated, the actual moment of the Enemy's attack came as a surprise. But the Fleet had
allowed for that in its own planning, and the gunboat combat space patrol responded almost
instantly to the fiery wall of explosions as the robotic missile pods erupted from the warp point.
They turned directly into the attack, accepting that at least some of those pods would be targeted
on them, not the sensor images of the orbital weapons platforms awaiting the attackers. Turning
into them would simplify their targeting solutions and make them marginally more accurate, but it
would also permit the gunboats' point defense to most effectively engage any missiles which were
fired ... and it was necessary if the gunboats were to lock up and destroy the pods before they
attacked more important units.

Of course, some of the pods managed to stabilize their internal systems, lock on to the targets
they'd been programmed to seek out, and fire before the gunboats could range upon them. Still
others—the ones which carried the minesweeping missiles—fired even more quickly, since they
wer e area attack weapons which were not required to pick out individual targets. That was
inevitable. But the vast majority were still stabilizing when the gunboats opened fire upon them.

As important as it was to destroy the pods, it was almost equally important for the gunboats
to retain the ability to engage the star ships which must follow them into the system. The Fleet had
considered the two responsibilities, which were at least partly mutually exclusive, and devised an
approach to reconcile them. All external ordnance—missiles and FRAMSs alike—would be
reserved to engage the starships. Only the gunboats' internal weapons systems would be released
for employment against the pods. That might make them somewhat |ess efficient as pod-killers,
and it would inevitably require themto close to shorter attack ranges, but it would also preserve
their ability to engage larger targets when the time came.

And so the Fleet's combat space patrol swooped into the clouds of stabilizing missile pods,
selected itstargets, and fired.

Theresult was . . . unanticipated.

"Trangt now!"
Laathaa heard Force Leader Shaaldaar's order, and he obeyed.

The Fleet's CSP staggered in surprise as the gunboat-trap pods hidden among their
missile-carrying counterparts blew up in its face. The resultant explosions were less
violent—mar ginally—than the fiery holocaust of a proper suicide-rider or the blast when two
missile pods inter penetrated upon transit. But they were quite violent enough for their designed
function, and over thirty gunboats vanished almost simultaneously in the fireballs of their own
creation.

The remainder of the combat space patrol hesitated briefly. Not in fear or out of
self-preservation, for those concepts had no meaning for the Fleet. Rather, the surviving gunboats
paused long enough for the intelligences which commanded the Fleet to decide whether or not to
continue expending them. The decision was made quickly, dispassionately, with none of the need
to balance crew survivability against military expediency which might have afflicted another



Species.
The gunboats swerved back to the attack, closing in on their targets and engaging at
minimum range, and the devastating explosions of the SRHAWKS resumed.

As always, the CSP's efforts wer e insufficient to destroy more than a relatively small
percentage of the total number of missile pods the Enemy had committed to the attack, and the
cost in destroyed gunboats was relatively high. Certainly it was much higher than the Fleet had
experienced in any similar operation in previous engagements, and the gunboat squadrons
suffered a higher than anticipated level of disorganization as a resullt.

The Fleet wasn't particularly disturbed by that outcome, however. By the very nature of
things, gunboats were designed to be lost, and the degradation of the Enemy's pre-attack
bombardment was well worth the price. Besides, the losses they'd taken, numerous though they
might have been, remained considerably lower than would have been the case under normal
circumstances. As the Fleet had anticipated, the Enemy had programmed few or none of the
standard robotic missile pods to target gunboats in this attack. The Fleet took note of how well
the new technology had performed its intended function and prepared for the next stage of the
engagement, confident that any confusion from which the surviving CSP units might suffer would
be more than offset by the inevitable disorganization any fleet suffered in any warp point assault.

The minesweeping missiles were a matter for somewhat greater concern. As thiswas a closed
warp point, it had been possible to place mines directly atop it, and the Fleet had done just that.
Unfortunately, the Enemy's mine-clearance missiles had proven even more effective than usual at
blowing lanes through the minefields. If the Enemy's star ships succeeded in breaking through the
CSP, they would find numerous chinks in the mine barrier to exploit.

But, of course, first he had to get past the CSP.

The surviving gunboats prepared themselves to maneuver into the blind zones of the Enemy
star ships as they emerged one by one, in the Enemy's usual, inefficient manner, from the warp
point. The greater than normal number of surviving gunboats should wreak havoc upon an
opponent too persistently stupid to recognize how he handicapped himself by inserting his units
into combat piecemeal rather than simultaneously. When the first starships appeared, they
would—

And then, abruptly, the Fleet's calculations went awry.

* % %

It was called " synklomus.” The Gorm word trandated into Standard English as""House Honor," and
it was avery smple concept. But, like many smple concepts, itsimplications were profound.

The Gorm homeworld was a place of massve gravity, deadly background radiation, and the
dangerous floraand fauna of an ecosystem evolved to survivein such an . . . extreme environment. That
homeworld had bestowed upon the Gorm a physica strength and toughness, and aradiation resistance,
which gave them many advantages over other species who had evolved in kinder, gentler environments.
And it dso explained what fueled the Gormish soul.

Virtualy every aspect of Gorm society, rdigion, and honor focused on the lomus, or household. The
lomus was centra to everything any Gorm was or might become. It was not alimitation—ather, it wasa
liberation. A support structure which encouraged each individua to explore hisor her own capabilities,
talents, and desires. But even more importantly, membership within the lomus carried with it
synklomchuk, the duty owed to the house-kin under synklomus.

Inthefina analyss, every aspect of synklomchuk came down to asingle obligation, aresponse to
the harshness and danger of their homeworld which was programmed into the Gorm on an amost genetic
level. And that obligation wasto die before they dlowed any other member of the lomus to cometo
preventable harm. Any harm.

For dl their digpassion, dl of their justly renowned logic, there was no fiercer protector in the known



gaaxy than a Gorm. Nor was there amore implacable avenger. Perhapsthey lacked the fire of the
Orion, or theflexibility of the Terran, or the ingtinctive cosmopolitanism of the Ophiuchi, but the Gorm
compensated with a determination and aremorseless, driving purpose which Juggernaut might have
envied.

It was synklomus and synklomchuk which had once brought the Orions and the Gorm to war, for
the Gorm had been determined to protect the lomus of their species from conquest by the militant
Khanate. But in the course of fighting one another, Gorm and Orion had aso learned to respect one
another, and at the end of their war, the Orions had offered the Gorm the unique associated status with
the Khanate they continued to enjoy to thisvery day. It had been amark of the Orions respect for the
smaller and less powerful opponent who had fought superbly, with a gallantry and a determination any
adherent of Farshalah'kiah could not but appreciate, and who had come within centimeters of victory
before they were defeated. And as the Gorm came to understand the Orions better, they had extended
the concept of their lomus to include their one-time enemies and newfound alies.

Just asthey had now extended it to the entire Grand Alliance.

That was what the Bugsin Home Hive Threefaced on April 1, 2365. An enemy they would never be
able to comprehend or understand, but one whose determination and refusal to yield fully equaled their
own.

There were only sixty Gorm gunboatsin al of Sixth Fleet. Every one of them made smultaneous
trangt into Home Hive Three on the hedls of the SBMHAWK bombardment.

Nine of them interpenetrated and destroyed one another, and ninety-nine Gorm died with them. But
fifty-one of them survived, and the Bugs had never expected to see them. The defenders had anticipated
the normd Allied assault pattern—astream of tightly focused but individud trangts, desgned to get the
maximum number of starships through the warp point in the minimum amount of time without
interpenetrations. That was what they'd always seen before, and it was what their doctrine had been
adjusted to confront.

And because it was, the surviving gunboats of the warp point combat space patrol were taken totally
by surprise. With their squadron organizations and datanets already badly damaged by the SRHAWK
surprise, they were still maneuvering to swing into the blind spots of the anticipated starships when the
Gorm gunboats emerged instead and began to fireinto their own blind spots.

Craft Commander Laadthaaand hisfdlowswere ill hideoudy outnumbered, but they rode the
advantage of that surprise with ruthless efficiency. Of the sixty gunboats which made transit into Home
Hive Three, only twelve survived to return to Zephrain, but their attack shattered what remained of the
Bug combat space patrol.

L adlthaa was not among those who returned.

* * %

Raymond Prescott's face was like a stone as Jacques Bichet and Anthea Mandagdllatalied the
surviving Gorm gunboats.

The losses weren't quite as severe as Prescott had anticipated. But that, he told himsalf as Bichet
completed the ligt of the dead, was only because he'd never expected any of themto return dive.

Bichet finished hisreport, and Prescott inhaled deeply. Zhaarnak had delegated tactical command of
theinitid assault to his vilkshatha brother, snce Prescott's TF 61 contained virtudly dl of the heavy
battle-line units suitable for awarp point assault operation. That respongbility left no timeto let himself
truly fed the weight of the sacrificia price Shaaldaar's gunboats had just paid.

"Enemy losses?" he asked in adreadfully expressionlesstone.

"The SRHAWK s must've taken ared bite out of them even before the Gorm ever made trangit,” the
ops officer replied. "CIC estimates that between them and the gunboats, they destroyed virtudly the
entire combat space patrol.”



"And thefortresses?"

"Concentrating al of the SBMHAWK s on them and the warp point cruisers paid off in abig way,
Sirl" Mandagd|lareplied exultantly before the ops officer could answer. The chief of staff was bent over
her console, studying the raw numbersfrom CIC. "My God, Admira! According to the Gorm's sensor
data, the SBMHAWKSskilled all of the cruisers—al sixty of them! And they blew hell out of the
fortresses, too! There'sno more than seventy of them left!™

Prescott's eyebrows flew up in surprise. Only seventy? Thereld been over two hundred of them
before the attack!

"Do the RD2 results confirm those numbers, Jacques?' he demanded.

"Asfar as| cantell, yes, Sir," the operations officer said. "It's hard to be certain. There were so many
explosions going on during the actua shooting that the on-site drones sensor recordsleave alot to be
desired, and we're only just beginning to get the follow-on flight back through the point. CIC is setting up
the andysis now, but the preliminary take tracks right with the Gorm's estimates.”

"Thereisone odd aspect to it, though, Sir," Amos Chung offered from where held been studying the
same data.

"Odd?’
"Yes, Sir. There doesn't seem to be enough wreckage."
"What do you mean?"'

"Just that, Sir. There doesn't seem to be enough wreckage for the |eftovers from the better part of
two hundred OWPs."

"Comeon, Amos,” Bichet said. "Wetook the damned things out with antimatter warheads! Enough
of those don't leave very much in the way of wreckage."

"l understand that," Chung replied. "But we didn't have that many warheads, Jacques. That was the
entire reason we couldn't spare any of them to go after the gunboats.”

"We can worry about the amount of wreckage later,” Prescott decided. "What mattersright now is
whether or not we killed enough of them to continue to the next phase of the assault. Jacques? Anna?"

"Were within parameters, Sir . . . bardly,” Mandagala said after amoment. She and Bichet
exchanged glances. "We've done much better against the fortresses than we anticipated, and there are
open assault lanesin the minefields. On the other hand, there seem to have been substantialy stronger
reserve forces in the system than we expected. Before they pulled back out, Shaaldaar's people picked
up two more waves of incoming gunboats, each of them considerably more powerful than the CSPwas.
They aso detected the approach of aBug fleet built around at least twenty-five monitors. And athough
Jacquesis right about the numbers of fortresses we've already taken out, the seventy or so survivors
appear to be pretty much intact. They were putting out plenty of fire when Shaadaar's gunboats pulled
out, anyway."

"And we don't have enough reserve SBMHAWK s to take them out with a second wave," Prescott
thought aoud.

"Doesn't look that way, Sir," Bichet agreed.

"On the other hand, Raaymmonnd,” Zhaarnak put in from the com screen at Prescott's elbow, "we
seem to have earned a high return on the investment we made with the first wave."

"Agreed." Prescott nodded firmly. "I'm just not certain that the return was high enough for our
purposes.”

"Sir," Bichet sad diffidently, "if we move quickly, well have more than enough timeto get the entire
fleet through the minefield lanes before the main Bug force can get into shipboard wegpons range of the
warp point. Well take some heavy fire from the surviving fortresses, and at least one gunboat strike will
reach us before we get completely clear of the mines, but wecan doiit.”



"And in deep space, we can match our speed and maneuverability and our advantage in fighters
againg their numbers,” Zhaarnak observed.

"We could," Prescott agreed. "But would we be justified in doing that?' He held up one hand before
Zhaarnak could reply. "I don't doubt that we can get through the mines before they hit us, Zhaarnak. I'm
just questioning whether or not we can justify risking heavy losses—or even, conceivably, the complete
loss of Sixth Fleet? 1'd be more than willing to fight the mobile units, if it weren't for the fortresses—or the
fortresses, if it weren't for the mobile units. But | don't think we have the reserve strength to justify taking
both of them on when we don't haveto.”

"| didike the thought of alowing any of them to escape,” Zhaarnak grumbled. "Especialy when the
SBMHAWK s and Shaaldaar's far shatok have dready achieved such an enormous success! Such
opportunities should not be wasted.”

"I hate not following up on an opportunity the Gorm paid such apriceto buy for us," Prescott
agreed. "And I'd prefer to finish them off, mysdlf. The only problem | haveisthat I'm not sure they'd be
the oneswho got finished!"

"Thereisthat," Zhaarnak admitted with the ghost of a purring chuckle. Then heinhaed deeply. "I am
awaysimpressed by your ability to maintain your strategic equilibrium, Raaymmonnd. And, asaways,
you are correct once more. Thisisnot Telmasaor Shanak. Desperate chances may be justified under
desperate circumstances, but even the Bahg forces which the gunboats detected are insufficient to
threaten our grip on Zephrain . . . unlesswe advance too rashly and allow them to whittle down our own
strength before they counterattack.”

"My own thought, exactly." Prescott nodded. "What we've aready accomplished represents amajor
victory, and | fed confident that we've forestaled any thoughts the Bugs might have entertained of
launching another offengve against Zephrain." He shrugged. "We structured this entire operation from the
beginning so that we could shut it down a any moment of our choice, right up to the instant we actudly
made trandt into Home Hive Three and committed to action with their main forces. I'd say thisisatime
to count our winnings and walk away from the table.”

"My heart may not befully init," Zhaarnak sghed, "but my brain agreeswith you. Very well. We
shall satisfy oursaves with the'mere’ destruction of ahundred and fifty fortresses, their entire CSP, sixty
heavy cruisers, and severd hundred patterns of mines."

He bared hisfangsin alazy carnivore's smile and chuckled once again, thistime more loudly.

"A modest little victory," he observed, "but our own."

* % %

Three standard weeks later, they werein Prescott's office on Xanadu, staring at each other. Prescott
let the sheet of hardcopy flutter down onto the desktop.

"l didike being had," hefindly said through lipsthat were an immobile sraight line of anger.
"That isatrifle srong, Raaymmonnd.”

"Thehdl itid You'veread thisreport. One of our RD2s actudly caught them in the act of emplacing
the buoy and observed what happened when they activated it! Presto! A new fortress!”

"l suppose,”" Zhaarnak philosophized, "that it wasinevitable that they would develop third-generation
ECM buoys. We oursalves have had them for sometime.”

"And never deployed them because there was no percentage in reveding the system's existence to
them," Prescott agreed. "After dl, it isn't nearly asuseful to usasit isto them. The great advantage of
something that can spoof sensorsinto thinking it's any class of ship—or fortress—isthat it can dilute the
effect of mass SBMHAWK attacks. And they don't have SBMHAWKS!"

"Truth," Zhaarnak agreed with adry humor and an outward control that would have fooled most
humans. ""On the other hand, we now possess empirica proof that our own ECM 3 buoys should function
just aswdll astheir developers predicted if the Bahgs ever do develop the SBMHAWK."



Prescott gave afurious snort and scowled ferociously down at the hardcopy report, and Zhaarnak
joined his own scowl to his vilkshatha brother's. Uaariaand Amos Chung had delivered the latest bad
news less than an hour before this meeting. Now that the analysts knew wheat to look for in their probe
data, they'd been able to amass amore complete satistical picture, and the current estimates were that
no more than ninety of the fortresses Sixth Fleet had attacked—and none of their supporting heavy
cruisers—had been redl. All of the others had been artificialy generated sensor ghosts.

"Remember how puzzled we were by the shortage of wreckage?' Prescott said after along,
fulminating moment. His voice was less harsh than it had been, for held reached the stage where he was
once again capable of wryness.

"Indeed . . . even though we did destroy afull third of the real fortresses."

The Orion spent amoment in silent, brooding contemplation of the number of SBMHAWK sthat had
been wasted. Thanks to the enormous productivity of the heavily industrialized Human Corporate
Worlds, the expenditure was only an inconvenience, not adisaster. Still, it would require monthsto ship
replacement missile podsto Zephrain, and while Sixth Fleet waited for them, any fresh offensve would
be out of the question. Hefound that he. . . didiked the notion of having been so thoroughly taken in by
something like the Arachnids, and he felt his claws creep ever so dightly out of their sheathes. Then he
shook himsdlf out of the mood.

"If anyonewas had, in your human idiom, Raaymmonnd,” he said, "it was me. | wasin command for
the operation.”

"l was sucked in just asfar asyou were," Prescott reminded him. "If you'll recall, you took the course
of action you did on my advice."

"Nevertheless, the responsibility ismine. So isthe embarrassment.”

Prescott groaned.

"Therés going to be plenty of that to go around,” he observed. "By now, our initia report of the
action—complete with our original estimate of Bug losses—has reached GFGHQ. Which meansit's
probably reached the media—"

An indescribable low moaning sound escaped Zhaarnak, and Prescott cocked an eyebrow at him.

"It is even worse than that, Raaymmonnd,” Zhaarnak admitted. "I have been putting off telling you
this, but. . . . Well, the news has a so reached Rehfrak.”

"Yes?' Prescott prompted, puzzled by the reference to the Orion sector capita that lay one warp
trangt away from Zephrain, and Zhaarnak looked out the window to avoid hiseyes.

"The governor there has decreed a celebration, compl ete with a spectacular parade, in honor of our
'victory.' He hasinvited you and meto participate. | am afraid | took the liberty of accepting for both of
us, before. . ."

He indicated the sheet of hardcopy with avague wave, like an object to which there was no
well-bred way to refer by name.

Prescott buried hisface his hands, muffling his groan.

Presently, helooked up and sought Zhaarnak's eyes. The Orion was aready looking a him levelly.
"Y ou're thinking what I'm thinking," Prescott stated, rather than asked.

"Yes, | suspect | am."

Therewas no need to verbalize what it was they were both thinking: that the new findings, unlikethe

preliminary report, had not yet been dispatched to Alpha Centauri. Instead, they considered each other in
speculative silence. Then Prescott gave his head an emphatic shake.

"No, of course not—"
"Out of the question,” Zhaarnak declared s multaneoudy.
"GFGHQ needsto know that the Bugs have the DSB-ECM 3."



"Mog certainly.”

Thusthey briskly put temptation behind them. Afterwards, the human sigh and the Orion rustling purr
wereadmodgt inaudible.

Wi, Prescott reflected with a small, crooked grin as he considered the date of the battle, Zhaarnak
has been after me to explain some of our human holidaysto him. At least now | have an excellent
example of how April Fool's Day works!

Kthaarazarthan looked across his desk at histwo human visitors and nodded reassuringly in the
manner of thelr race.

"Yes, Sky Marshaad, | have sent personal messages to both Lord Telmasa and Fang Presssssscottt,
assuring them of my unabated confidence in them. | have aso sent a persona message to the
Khan'a'khanaaeee dating the same thing—athough that was redly little more than aformality, for Small
Fang Zhaarnak was never in any red danger. | imagine your own similar message was of more urgency.”

Ellen MacGregor winced. The media-induced hysteriawas dying down by now. But it had created
such an uproar in the Legidative Assembly that sheld thought it was worth explaining thefacts of lifeto
Federation President Alicia DeVriesdirectly. Admittedly, the Presidency wasn't what it once had been.
The Corporate Worlds had amended the Federation's Congtitution into a parliamentary cabinet system,
with the actud levers of government in the hands of the Legidative Assembly that they and their Heart
World dlies controlled. But the popularly eected president still commanded akind of prestige unequaled
by the prime minigter . . . and was till commander-in-chief of the armed forces.

"I think were past the point where there's any danger of anything stupid being actualy done, as
opposed to merely said,” she said cautioudy. "1t wouldn't have been so bad at any other time.”

Kthaaraknew hishuman politics well enough by now to understand what she meant. The second
message from Sixth Fleet headquarters had reached Alpha Centauri while aspecia select subcommittee
of the Assembly's Naval Oversight Committee—including Chairman Waldeck—had been on ajunket to
NovaTerra Naturally, they'd seized the opportunity to extend their stay and hold endless hearings,
basking inthe medialimelight and artificidly prolonging the furor.

"Y ou are due to appear before them later this afternoon, are you not?* the Orion asked with a
twinkle of mischievous mdice.

"Don't remind me!" MacGregor kneaded her forehead, behind which she felt the beginnings of a
migrane

The other human present didn't quite dare to emulate Kthaara's smile, dthough the temptation was
undeniable.

"Therésagood sideto this," he ventured cautioudy instead, and MacGregor turned her brooding,
dark-brown eyes on him.

"Whatever would that be, Admira LeBlanc?

"Well, Sky Marshd, if you think about it, the public's reaction has been one of disappointment that
not as many Bugswere killed asthey'd been led to believe. It may be petulance, but at least it isn't
panic.”

"Hmmm . . . Something to be said for that, | suppose.”

"Also," LeBlanc continued, stroking hisbeard thoughtfully, "therésthe analysis by Sixth Fleet'stwo
top intelligence types, Uaariaand Chung.”

"The—7?" MacGregor furrowed her brow, then nodded. "Y ou're talking about the addendum to the
second report?”

"Yes, Sir. Admiral Prescott and Lord Telmasa both endorsed it.”

"I remember seeing it, but | haven't had timeto read it, what with the hearings,” MacGregor admitted,
looking back over the vigtas of wasted time much as Zhaarnak and Prescott had contemplated their



wasted SBMHAWKS.
"What do they say?' Kthaara asked.

"They were struck by the way the Bugs behavior in seeking to exaggerate the strength of their warp
point defenses seemed to dovetal with their behavior at the time of their attack on Zephrain. Asyoull
recall, they broke off the assault while they still had forces left.”

"So they did," Kthaara acknowledged. "Very out of character. They have dways pressed on without
regard to losses when an outcome was ill in the balance.”

"Well, Uaariaand Chung put al thistogether with their theory of the Bugs socioeconomic structure,
which Admiral Prescott forwarded to us after theinitia incurson into Home Hive Three—"

"Yes, | remember," MacGregor put inimpatiently. "Y ou briefed usonit. | found mysdlf wondering if
we dared to let ourselves believe abit of it."

"Then you'l be even more hesitant to believe what they're theorizing now, Sky Marshd. They think
the Bugs new sengitivity to losses, and their attempt to defend the warp point as chegply as possible,
arguethat they're findly getting overextended. If they are, then theloss of Home Hive Threg'sindustria
base would have made them even more so—which would help explain why it's only just now becoming

gpparent.”

"The very fact that they have nothing left to defend in Home Hive Three might have influenced their
decision not to commit as much actua—as opposed to illusory—force to its defense as they could have,”
Kthaara observed.

"Still and dl," LeBlanc rejoined, sticking to hisguns, "they've never passed up an opportunity to bleed
an attacking force before, regardless of lossesto themsaves." He met his superiors eyesunflinchingly. "I
don't know for certain that Uaariaand Chung have the right answer. But something has changed in the
Bugs behavior."

"Hmmm.. . ." MacGregor frowned. "Interesting. Possibly even rlevant.” She sood up dowly. "But at
the moment, I'm due for another hearing before the select subcommittee—where, you can be assured,
interest and relevance will both bein short supply.”

* * *

L egidative Assemblywoman Bettina Wigter'sirritatingly nasal voice had never been an insufferable
political handicap, because sound mixers directed by a sophisticated computer program edited it out of
her broadcast campaign speeches. But Ellen MacGregor, Sitting across the table from her, had to endure
it, for thiswas a closed session of the subcommittee. . . and an opportunity for Wister to vent her raging
contempt for dl things military without risk of voter fallout.

"l am appalled, Sky Marshd, by your blatant bypassing of properly condtituted civilian authority!
Your improper and illegal action in communicating directly with Presdent DeVries, attempting to shield
your Prescott from the consequences of his criminal incompetence, isadap inthefaceto the Legidative
Assembly—and to the people of the Federation, whom it represents!”

MacGregor didn't need to consult the legal officer seated behind her to answer that one.

"I remind the honorable assemblywoman that as Sky Marshd, | report directly to the President, in
her capacity as Commander in Chief. The Nava Oversght Committeeisnotin my chain of command,
for dl the profound respect in which | hold it." Since becoming Sky Marsha, shed learned to say things
like that without gagging, and alifetime's habit of self-discipline had held her dcohol intake steedly.

"How typicd! | warnyou, Sky Marshd, the time will come when the human race, under the
enlightened guidance of the Liberal-Progressive Party, will have evolved to a state of consciousnessfar
above the mindless aggressiveness you and your kind represent! Wewill no longer need hired thugs like
you and Prescott to fight the wars that you yourselves provoke, cresting imaginary enemiesin order to
judtify your own existence!™

"Point of persond privilege, Mr. Chairman,” MacGregor said with amildness which deceived



absolutely no one—except, perhaps, Bettina Wister—as she turned to the corpulent figure at the head of
thetable. "Do | gather that the honorable assemblywoman from Nova Terrais accusing the Navy of
'provoking' the war with the Bugs? A war in which alarge number of "hired thugs have forfeited their
own existence by dying in defense of the Federation againg this imaginary enemy'?

Agamemnon Waldeck sighed inwardly. Wigter represented Nova Terra, so there'd been no way to
keep her off the sdlect subcommittee visiting her own bailiwick. And there were times when it was useful
to let her rant on unchecked. But thiswasn't one of those times.

The problem was that she actudly beieved the dogans she spouted. Which, Waldeck thought,
explained her long-term poalitical success, dthough it might be atactica liability a just thismoment. She
was mush-minded enough to reflect her congtituency perfectly. Wedth and security had insulated Heart
Worlderslike those of Nova Terrafrom the real universe for so long that they could ignore it and float
blissfully about in ararefied aimosphere of ideological abstraction, and, under norma circumstances,
Wigter had to periodicdly reassure them that she floated with them, lest they worry that she might be
letting her feet comeinto contaminating contact with redity. Otherwise, they could fly off on ahysterica
tangent, like the arrested adol escents they were.

At the moment, of course, Nova Terran public opinion had suffered something of a sea change where
the military was concerned. Playing host to the most powerful warp point assault in the history of the
galaxy, conducted by creatures which intended—literally—to eat you and your children diveif they
broke through, was enough to make even Heart Worlders as militant as any Fringer could have desired.
That had required acertain . . . modification of Wister's public attitude towards the Navy, and she hated
it. She (or her staff organization and handlers, at least) was canny enough to know she had no choice but
to embrace her voters current pro-war enthusiasm, and she'd doneit, but that in turn only strengthened
the virulence of her true contempt and hatred for the military.

Eventualy, Wadeck knew, when the war had been won, Nova Terras present militancy would fade
back into its usua mush-mindedness. It might take awhile, but it would happen as surely asthe sun
would rise, and when it did, the original, unmodified Wister would once again become a political asset
rather than aliability.

Waldeck himsalf had no such worries. Corporate Worlds like his own New Detroit were quite
democratic; the voters smply voted asthey weretold, just asthey did everything else asthey weretold,
by those who dispensed their livelihood. Waldeck was a great believer in democracy. No other system
was S0 perfectly controllable.

And, he reminded himsdlf, it was by manipulating the Heart Worlds into supporting them that the
Corporate Worlds had gotten a choke hold on the Legidative Assembly. Soit ill behooved himto
complain about the necessary elements of that manipulation—such asindulging cretinslike Wister. Putting
up with her tiradesin closed sessions like this one was probably the only way to keep the bile shefelt
over what she was forced to say in public from killing her off before the war could be won, &fter al. But
she could be s0 boring! After awhile, there came atime when the grownups smply had to cut her
off—as he proceeded to do.

"l am certain, Sky Marshd," he rumbled from deep insde his enormous bulk, slencing Widter in
mid-sentence, "that you won't read unintended meanings into what was perhaps an unfortunate choice of
words on the part of the honorable assemblywoman.” He gave Wister a side-glance that killed arenewed
bleat aborning. "Indeed," he continued, "this entire course of events has placed al of usunder agreat dedl
of gress. It dl points up the need for better coordination between the military and civilian authorities, to
prevent future misunderstandings. Don't you agree?”

MacGregor's eyes narrowed with suspicion at Waldeck's conciliatory tone.

"Misundersgtandings are certainly to be deplored, Mr. Chairman,” she observed cautioudy.

"Excdlent! Werein agreement.” Waldeck leaned back and folded his hands over his ample paunch.
"| believe the current unplessantness could have been avoided if Sixth FHeet's command structure had



included a high-ranking human officer who wasmore. . . Wéll, let us say, more sengtive to the politica
nuances than Admira Prescott. His battle record spesksfor itsdf." Another queling Sde-glance at
Wiger. "But he tendsto lose sight of the need for the Federation's high-ranking military officersto
cultivate politica awareness.”

MacGregor's eyes narrowed till further, becoming dark dits of apprehension.

"What, precisgly, are you proposing, Mr. Chairman?' she asked, and Waldeck sttled hisbulk into
an even more comfortable posgtion.

"Thereisan officer whose services have, in my view, been sadly under-utilized since Operation
Pesthouse, owing to certain . . . unresolved questions concerning his conduct in the campaign. | suggest
that he be assigned to Sixth Fleet in some appropriate capacity. There, he could advise Admiral Prescott
on the political redities, a subject on which he's demonstrated admirable sengtivity in the past.” Waldeck
heaved himsdlf up and leaned forward. "I refer to Vice Admird Terence Mukerji.”

At first, only shocked speechlessness saved MacGregor from saying the unsayable. Then, asthat
faded, cold calculation took its place. Waldeck had been about as clear as his compulsive deviousness
ever dlowed himto be: Rehabilitate Mukerji and send himto Sixth Fleet, and this committee will
make no further trouble about Prescott.

"Yed" Wigter exclamed, no longer ableto restrain hersdlf. "Admird Mukerji understands the proper
role of the military in a congtitutiona democracy—unlike afascistic beast like Prescott! HE's dways
shown the proper deference to the el ected representatives of the people! He—"

MacGregor ignored the noise and |ooked steadily into the eyes that peered out from between
Wadeck'srolls of fat. She knew she would have to accept this. So it wasn't worth the political priceto
say what she wanted to say: "Unresolved questions' my ass, you tub of rancid lard! There was
never any guestion about Mukerji's cowardice in Operation Pesthouse. He should have been
shot—and would have been, if he hadn't spent years assiduously sucking up to you and other
maggots like you.

No, the most we could do was relieve him. And it was Raymond Prescott's report that enabled
us to do even that much. And now even that is going to have to be undone, as the price of keeping
Prescott where he is and able to function effectively.

She waited until Wister had run out of breath or rhetoric or, perhaps, both. Then, ignoring the
assemblywoman totaly, she addressed Waldeck.

"I'll certainly take your suggestion under advisement, Mr. Chairman. Perhagps something of the sort
can be arranged.” Shetold hersdlf that her self-imposed limitsin the matter of Scotch could go to hell,
just for tonight. But even that thought couldn't keep her from adding one thing, in acarefully diffident
voice. "Onepoint, Mr. Chairman. Inlight of the. . . history of Admiral Mukerji's relationship with
Admiral Prescott, have you considered the possible impact of this move on the efficiency of Sixth Fleet's
command structure?' Waldeck looked blank. Shetried again. "I mean, the effectiveness of Admiral
Prescott—and, by extension, of Sixth Flest—in doing itsjob, which is protecting al of usfrom the Bugs.”

Waldeck continued to wear an uncomprehending look, as though MacGregor had spokenin a
foreign language—as, in fact, she had. Then he brushed it aside.

"Well, I'm sure any difficulties can be worked out. And now, the Chair will entertain amotion to
adjourn.”



CHAPTER SEVEN
ToHold Back Hdll

Another wave of fighters swept outward, glinting in the light of the blue giant star called
Reymiirnagar—dazzling even across 3.6 light-hours—and arrowed away towards awarp point which,
from the standpoint of the Bugs, judtified this sysem's nickname: "Hell's Gate."

Actudly, Reymiirnagar was caled that because one of its eight warp points led to the system of Telik,
which the Bugs had turned into afair gpproximation of Hell after their first war with the Star Union of
Crucis. Still, the mammoth asteroid fortresses which now guarded the system had given the name awhole
new meaning. There were only six of those monstrous congtructs, squatting sullenly within the minefields
that protected them from ramming attacks. But they had expelled waves of missiles, over and over, each
armed with the warhead equivalent of a deep-space laser buoy, to sear the warp point's circumambient
space with bomb-pumped x-ray lasers.

And that warp point is about to get even more hellish, thought a shaken Aileen Sommers.

She stood before the great curving observation screen on the flag deck of Glohriiss. Theflagship
was a converted Niijzahr -class fast superdreadnought, but she thought of it as an assault carrie—which,
functionaly spesking, it now was. The deck vibrated under her feet as another squadron of fighters began
to launch—thefirgt fighters the Crucians had ever buiilt.

No, shereminded hersdf firmly. Not "Crucians.” The correct term is ghornaku, or "sharers of union.”
The Zarkolyans and Tdikans and Br'stoll'ee and so forth like being called "Crucians' dmost asmuch as
the Scotsand Welsh like being called "Englishmen.”

But, she amended the thought as she watched the fighters streak outward, it's appropriate for those
pilots. They redly were Crucians, members of the batlike (to Terran eyes) race which had founded and
gl dominated the Star Union.

Wingmaster Demdfii Furrahad also been aracia Crucian. Sommerswould take to her gravethe
memory of her first Sight of Survey Hotilla 19's mysterious rescuer in the com screen—thefirst time the
two races had ever set eyes on each other. How long ago had it been . . . ? She did the mental arithmetic
with practiced ease. Fourteen standard months. It was now April, 2365, on theworld she didn't et
herself spend too much time remembering.

Shefdt another launch through the soles of her feet, and watched as the fighters flashed outward into
the starfields. " Green" wastoo weak aword for these pilots, going into action for the first time after crash
training in their race'sfirgt fighters. But Sommers had watched that training, and understood the
implications of what she was weatching. The Crucians were unique; toolmakers who were aso functiond
flyers. A speciesthat possessed two such extreme specidizations at once was like acustard piein the
pompous face of scientific dogma. Sommers couldn't bring herself to worry about the headache the news
would give human xenologists. What mattered was that the Grand Alliance now had an dly—uwithout



knowing about it just yet—uwith the potential to produce even better fighter pilots than the Ophiuchi.

Now that they have fighters, cametheinevitable, guilt-inducing afterthought.

Asif to underlineit, Feridoun Hafezi appeared beside her, looking his most disapproving.

"Dontsay it!"

"Don't say what?' Hafezi's black eyebrows were arches of uncomprehending innocence.

"Y ou know perfectly well what! Y ou're going to tell me | had no authorization to give the Crucians
grikefighter technology.”

"l wasn't going to say that. Besides, | don't haveto. Y our own guilty conscience obvioudy aready
diditforme”

"I do not have aguilty conscience! How could | have kept it from them, short of blowing up al of SF
19'sfightersand carriers, aswell aswiping al our databases? Should | have done that just to keep avita
technologica edge away from arace that's fighting for its existence against the Bugs? A race, | might add,
that saved our persond bacon! And furthermore—"

"All right, I admit it! Y ou don't have aguilty conscience.” Hafezi held up ahand to ward off renewed
expostulations. "Besides, that redly wasn't what | wasthinking of."

"Oh?" Sommers cocked her head. " Then how come you're looking like the righteous wrath of Allah?"

"Y ou know perfectly well why," he grumped, echoing her in away of which neither of them was
aware, and she sighed.

"| thought we'd been over that. It'svital that | accompany this fleet persondly, as an earnest of our
commitment to—"

"Y ou could have sent meto represent you. Or Milos." He waved vaguely outward, indicating the part
of the formation where Kabilovic was launching his human and Ophiuchi-piloted fighters—the few that
weren't scattered around the Star Union to serve as training cadre—in support of the Crucians. "Or . . .
somebody. But you've got no business anywhere near this battle, Aileen!”

It had been some time since they'd called each other by anything but first namesin private. She gazed
a him gppraisangly.

"Therewouldnt, by any chance, be any persond fedlings behind thisline of argument, would there?"

"Of course not! I'm merely pointing out that you're too vauable to be risked.”

"Asisobviousto any dispassionate, objective person,” she deadpanned.

"Precisaly! Y ou're the ambassador, damn it! The Crucianstrust you. Y ou're irreplacesble.”

Sommers could no longer sustain astraight face,

"What acrock! Y ou know aswell as| do that my ambassadoria satusis, to put it very politely,
unofficial. | don't exactly carry credentids from the Federal Foreign Secretary, you know. How could 1?2
In case you haven't noticed, we're completely out of contact with home.”

"That's just the point. Survey commanders have aways had broad |atitude in dedling with newly
contacted races. As senior officer, you represent the Federation. Y our status may be alittleirregular, but
itsill red." His sudden smile was like the sun through arift in dark clouds. "Don't be such adamned
hypocrite! Y ou didn't let questions about your authority prevent you from going ahead and handing the
Crucians every hit of technology in our databases, and offering them full membership in the Grand
Alliance”

"No, | didn't, did I?" Sommerslooked thoughtful. "All things consdered, maybeit'sjust aswell that
we're out of touch with the Federation!™

After their combined commands had finished off the last Bugsin the red-giant syslem Sommers had
come to know as Pgjzomo, she and Wingmaster Furra had managed to establish communication of a
rudimentary sort. It hadn't been up to deep philosophica discourse, but it had sufficed for Furrato



suggest that SF 19 proceed, escorted by the Scout Wing she'd been supporting, to the great base at
Reymiirnagar, four systems away. The suggestion had made excellent sense to Sommers, who'd been
only too willing to put as much distance as possible between SF 19 and the Bugs.

Reymiirnagar's blue giant primary had ared dwarf companion, one of whose barren moonsheld a
hostile-environment settlement of Telikans. Their koa a-bear-like forms (albeit with arms of gorillalength)
had brought home to Sommersthat she was deding with amultispecies polity. Thetalesthey'd told had
brought home even more.

A little over astandard century before, the Crucians had encountered an enemy beyond their most
diseased minds imaginings of horror—an enemy who committed acts inconceivable to any savethe
demons of lierschtga, the anti-god of their theology. Hence, in the absence of any responsesto
communication, the Crucians had named their enemy the Demonic Realm (it might sound alittle
old-fashioned, but Sommers specidists had assured her that no other trand ation captured the flavor of
the Crucian term) and its denizens the Demons. The Star Union had survived only through afortunate
dispensation of astrographics. . . which hadn't been so fortunate for the Telikans.

The Demon ondaught—the kind of grinding, crushing, unfeding advance Sommersfound dl too
familia—had never been halted by the outmatched Crucians. Rather, it had findly reached a system
where its sole avenue of further advance had been aclosed warp point through which the Crucians
retired . . . without revedling itslocation. That closed warp point had been in the Telik system. Heroic
efforts by the forces of Warmaster Nokgjii Rikka—now the most revered, dmost deified, figurein
Tdikan higtory, Crucian though held been—had won time for the evacuation of part of the Telikan
population. But at length the last ship had departed through the cosmic anomaly which the Demons could
not find unless shown the way. The Telikan refugees had received two things from the Star Union whose
location their race's tragic sacrifice had preserved inviolate: resettlement on the world of Mysch-Telik
("New Tdik"), and confirmation of Nokgjii Rikka's dying pledge that their homeworld would eventualy
be liberated.

Sommers had learned dl of this as she and her expertslabored to establish in-depth communications
with the Star Union's representatives. Given both sdes experience in such things, it hadn't taken long.
L ess than two standard months had passed before she offered the Star Union co-equa statusin the
Grand Alliance—including full accessto technology the Crucians found dauntingly advanced—in
exchange for assistance to her command and a promise of future cooperation in taking the war to the
Bugs. Little more time than that had passed before the Niistka Glorkhus, the " Speaking Chamber," or
al-Union legidature, had retified the tregty produced by Sommers legdl officer—amere lieutenant, who
was surely the most junior individua ever to draw up such adocument.

It waswell that matters had proceeded so swiftly. Bardly wasthe figurative ink metaphoricaly dry on
the treaty when the word had arrived: the Demons had returned to Pgjzomo.

The Crucians had held, but only at the cost of heavy casudties—including Warmaster Tuurdii Kerra,
who'd arrived to take over from Wingmaster Furraduring the four months that had passed since the
latter'sfirst contact with Sommers. Less than three standard weeks | ater, when the Bugs had come again
in greater force, Furra—once again in command, following the warmaster's desth—had been unable to
do much more than beet afighting retreat through awarp point other than the one Sommers had
traversed to reach Reymiirnagar, seeking to draw the Bugs away from the most direct routes into the Star
Union's heart.

However, in doing so Furra had led them toward the worlds of the Star Union member race known
asthe Br'stoll'ee. First in the Bugs path, three systems away from Pgjzomo, had been the infant
Br'stoll'ee colony of Rabahl—a fabuloudy rich system with no less than three habitable planets.

Over the long generations of watchful waiting, the Star Union had built up amassive Reserve FHeet of
mothballed warships, ready for ingtant activation, and the Reserve's mobilization had begun the moment
Wingmaster Furrasfirst courier drones from Pgjzomo had spread the tidings that the War of Vengeance
had begun. Thefirg of the Reserve formationsto reach the front had, by asuicidd self-sacrifice againgt a



technologicaly superior enemy that Sommerswondered if humans could have matched, won timeto
evacuate Rabahl's colonists. The Bugs had taken possession of an empty system, which they'd
proceeded to convert into an impregnable bastion.

By then, the Bugs had completed their survey of Pgjzomo, and located the system's third warp
point—the one leading eventudly to Reymiirnagar.

The heroes of Rabahl had inflicted losses sufficient to bring Bug offensive operations to afew months
halt. But it couldn't last, and at length the remorsda ess machine had begun clanking forward again,
smashing itsway through system after system in aseries of battles almost unimaginablein their
destructiveness and intengity.

But by then, desperate improvisation had borne fruit. Despite al the difficulties—language barriers,
technologica incompatibilities, building up a Crucian infrastructure that could make the machines that
made other machines—fighter production had commenced earlier than anyone had aright to expect.
Thosefirst fighters and their haf-trained pilots had been rushed to Reymiirnagar. They'd arrived there by
the time the remnants of the defending force had straggled in from the neighboring system of Tevredan,
convoying that system's evacuated Telikan colonists and bearing the news that Reymiirnagar was next.

Warmaster Robalii Rikka, great-great-grandson of the famous Nokgjii Rikka, commanding First
Grand Wing, joined the two humans at the observation screen, bringing Sommers back to the present.

"Ambassador,” the Crucian addressed her gravely, "the fightersare al away. Would you liketo
observe a my holo display?'

"Thank you, Warmagter." Sommers knew it was alittle irregular for the ambassador of an dlied
power to be dlowed on the flagship of awar fleet engaged in battle, but thiswhole Stuation was
irregular. The Crucians, vastly experienced in interspecies diplomatic relations, had possessed a pretty
good ideaof how spuriousthetitle "ambassador” was even asthey granted it to her. But they'd dso
learned how far behind the Federation they were in technological terms—and she hadn't tried to hold
back the fact that this meant they were very nearly asfar behind the Demons. She might not be an
officialy accredited diplomatic representative, but to them sheld represented something far more
important than that: hope.

Something el se she hadn't held back was her total ignorance of how her own race and its friends
werefaring. It mattered scarcely more than the legdities of her status. Even the possibility of powerful
ad againgt the Demons was enough to win awholehearted commitment from the Cruciansto join the
Grand Alliance at such time asit could be contacted.

Too bad the Grand Alliance doesn't know it has a new member, Sommers reflected. A member
which, while maybe not in the same league as the Federation or the Khanate, is consderably larger than
ether the Ophiuchi Association or the Empire of Gormus. And one with some offsetting tech advantages
of itsown, like those anti-shield missles and their laser warheads. Or those box launchers of theirs. And
one whose peoples are just as motivated as any human or Orion to hate the Bugs.

She thought of that motivation as she looked into Rikka's holo display and recalled the earlier stages
of this battle. The Crucians had displayed once again their capacity for countering Bug technological
superiority with sheer guts, and she'd watched, speechless, as swarms of corvettes had gone unflinchingly
in againgt the mammoth ships emerging from the warp point. Those corvettes, smaller than any starships
the TFN had used since the Second Interstellar War, dmost a century and ahalf ago, were little more
than second-generation ECM ingtalations with engines strapped on, and their crews had spent
themsalves like wastrels to get in among the invaders and use their ECM 2 to jam the Bugs command
dataink. By their suicide—there was no other word—they'd momentarily stripped away the Bug
battlegroups ability to coordinate their offensvefire. . . or point defense.

The Crucians had prepared for this moment by towing their asteroid fortresses and orbital wegpon
platforms across the Reymiirnagar system from the Telik warp point to this one, which they'd never



expected to have to defend. Now that awesome array of fixed defenses had taken ruthless advantage of
the Bugs fleeting vulnerability and poured missilefireinto the maw of the warp point, turning it into a
searing hell of x-ray detonation lasers. Bug ships had died at arate that, Sommers had told hersalf, must
surely be more than even Bugs could endure.

Robdii Rikka had evidently been thinking the same thing.

"l hadn't wanted to commit thefightersin thisaction,” he said. "I'd hoped to hold them in reserve for
atime when they're truly ready and can be employed with decisive effect.”

Sommers nodded. It seemed ashameto tip their hand now, reveding the Star Union's new fighter
capability rather than waiting until it could be sprung as an overwheming surprise. She knew exactly how
Rikkafdt.

But, like Rikka, shed watched in the holo display asthe Bugs, characteristicaly, kept coming without
any apparent consciousness of the terrific losses they'd sustained. And as the deaths of the last of the
gdlant little corvettes had given the invaders back their command datalink and the rate of those losses
had dropped, Rikka had seen that every remaining card had to be played.

Hed given the order to launch the fighters.

Now they were sweeping outward from Glohriiss and her Sgters acurving wal of tiny lightsin the
holo digplay that converged on the warp point and the spreading infection of "hogtile" icons. No words
were spoken as Rikka and histwo human companions watched. They knew that, but for the few fighters
piloted by Kabilovic's veterans, every one of those lights represented a young being about to pit an
untried vehicle and al-too-brief training againgt enemies that summoned up nightmares from the depths of
his cultures mogt terrible mythology.

But, Sommers reminded hersdlf, those pilots had more than their inadequate training and nonexistent
experience standing behind them. They had countless generations of ancestors who'd sought prey in the
skies of the Crucian homeworld, siwvooping and soaring through a three-dimensiona environment.
Humans had to be taught the kind of spatia sense the Crucians got gratis from their upbringing and from
their chromosomes.

The light-points swept in, and swatches of them were blotted out by the tremendous weslth of
defensivefire from the Bug ships. But the missile-storm from the fortresses was unabated, and the
damage it inflicted inched back up asthe fighters distracted the Bugs point defense. And asthe Bugs
sought to gpportion their resources in response to multiple threats, more and more of the fighters got
through, aswell.

Sommerswasn't aspeciadist in fighter operations, but she was sure Kabilovic would confirm the
impression that grew on her as she watched the display with occasiona sde-glances at the Satitica
readouts. The Crucian pilots displayed the raggedness one might expect of newbies, but little of the
awkwardness and none of the hesitancy. What they performed was an inexpert dance, but it wasa
dance. And they remembered the fundamenta rule of fighter warfare, and used their superior
maneuverability to work their way into the blind zones created by enemy starships drivefidds. It was
what made the tiny craft so deadly, despite their limited ordnance loads, that Federation and Khanate
had once been forced to forget their own enmity, however temporarily, out of sheer salf-preservation in
the face of the fighter's genocida Rigdian inventors.

Sommers maintained her ambassadorid gravitas when thefighters claimed their first Bug ship.
Hafezi, under no such congraints, whooped something in Iranian.

There weren't enough fighters to be decisive by themsalves. But they complicated the tactical
problem faced by Bug ships aready dedling with the massve bombardment from the fortresses, rather
like aswarm of mosquitos around the head of aman trying to fend off abear. And Rikka's battle-line
wasclognginto misslerange.

And yet the Bugs kept emerging from the warp point, in their patented nightmare way.

Will that nightmare ever stop coming back for me? Sommers wondered.



But then there came akind of crack, amost audible. Rikka, Sommers and Hafezi looked at each
other wordlessly, recognizing it a heartbeat before the readouts confirmed it. The Bug shipsdready in
Reymiirnagar space turned away, and new ones ceased to appear. The cacophony of death began to
give way to adiminuendo.

Sommers became aware that she was drenched with swest. Barely able to make the effort of turning
her head, she looked around the flag spaces. The Crucians were physicaly and psychologically ableto at
least partly suppresstheir need for room, which otherwise would have made space vehicles out of the
guestion for them. But this areawas gill more open and spacious than any human ship'sinterior, and she
was able to see many of the crew.

Thelr reaction wasinteresting. It wasn't the demondtrative jubilation that humans might have evinced.
It wasn't her own drained weariness. It was akind of dawning awe. The Demons had been stopped.

"They'll be back," Rikkawas saying. "And in greater strength. But reinforcementsareontheway . . .
induding many more fighters. We will be ready for them.”

Sommersnodded. They would. Reymiirnagar would hold. Humanity, without knowing it, had an dly
thet would live.

Assuming, said the voice she could never dismiss, that it's not too late for humanity. And once
again her nightmare returned—nher real nightmare, the one that battle and sex and afew other things
could momentarily banish but which always came crowding back to fill her waking consciousnesswith
unthinkable dreed.

So it was confirmed. The elusive survey flotilla had survived after all. There was no other
explanation for the fact that these other Enemies— ediscovered after their seeming vanishment
so long ago—now had the small attack craft that had given the Fleet so much trouble, and which
their own technological base could not have produced unaided. Worse, much of the huge stockpile
of mothballed war ships the Fleet had built up since the Old Enemies' disappearance, steadily
assembling the mammoth reserve forces its doctrine called for, had been seriously depleted by the
war against the New Enemies. Those ships had been intended as the spiked mace which would
demolish any fleet the Old Enemies might have managed to build up by the time the Fleet found
them once more. Now, at the very moment for whose inevitable coming all of those years of
industrial effort had been committed, virtually all of the reserve had already been destroyed.

[t was most inconvenient.

Of course, the strength of the warp point defenses—especially those asteroid fortresses—had
also been unexpected. Such fortresses, unlike ordinary orbital weapons platforms, could hardly
have been brought in piecemeal from elsewhere. To justify such extraordinary protection, there
must be something special about the system from which the Fleet had just been repulsed. Perhaps
it was these Enemies’ equivalent of one of the Systems Which Must Be Defended.

But the attack craft had been the worst surprise. Now the Old Enemies had access to the
technology of the new ones. That made it even more imperative that the two threats be kept from
communicating with each other. Which, in turn, necessitated diverting more resourcesto this
front. One of the Systems Which Must Be Defended had been assigned the responsibility for
dealing with the Old Enemies while the others continued to concentrate upon the new, but that
decision had been made in large part because the Old Enemies' technology had appeared
substantially inferior to that of the New Enemies. Now, it seemed, that might no longer be the
case. .. and that the resources of a single Systerm Which Must Be Defended might not be enough.

But it would have to be. For one of the other four was now radioactive cinders, leaving only
three to deal with the far greater threat posed by the New Enemies.

It was, indeed, inconvenient.



CHAPTER EIGHT
Ride Boldly

Rear Admira Andrew Prescott had discovered that he hated survey missions. Thiswas only the third
he'd commanded, but that was enough to know that he hated survey missons.

Someone had to command them, he admitted, and the ships assigned to them these days certainly
made them big enough to be arear admird's responsbility. And the rise to flag rank which had made him
acandidate for the job, while less meteoric than his brother Raymond's explosive eevation, was both
professondly satisfying and amark of his superiors confidence in him. For that matter, his assgnment to
Survey Command at this particular point in the war was an enormous compliment . . . looked at in the
proper light, of course.

He sighed and tipped back in his command chair on TENS Concorde's quiet, efficiently functioning
flag bridge while he contemplated the peaceful imagery of the main plot. They were nine months out of
System L-169, floating near yet another anonymous, uncharted flaw in space, and he'd spent alot of time
on Flag Bridge over that long, weary voyage. Theflotillahad charted sixteen new warp points during that
time, including the present object of its attention, which wouldn't have been dl that many for a peacetime
cruise of that length but was quite an accomplishment under wartime conditions of stealth and caution.

Y et despite their achievements, the peculiar amalgam of tension, concentration, and utter boredom of
their mission so far would have been impossible to best. It wasfar harder than acivilian might have
believed for people to remain dert and watchful—even deep in unexplored, potentially hostile space for
weeks on end—when absol utely nothing happened.

Of course, boredomis a lot better than what we'd be feeling if something did happen, he
reminded himsdlf, and let hiseyeslinger on theicons representing his command. Every unit was cloaked,
and Concorde's sensors couldn't actually have found them al, even knowing where to look, but CIC
managed to keep track of dl their postions anyway.

Survey Flotilla 62 boasted twenty-three ships, from Concorde and the Borsoi-B-class fleet carrier
Foxhound al theway down to four Wayfarer -class freighters and the escort cruisers Dido and Yura.
They weredl fast ships, too, and the flotillal's nine battlecruisers and three carriers represented a powerful
griking force. But they weren't supposed to do any gtriking. If they were forced to, then their mission
would havefailed in at least one respect, for dl this effort and tonnage truly focused on insuring thet the
five Hun-class survey cruisers and their crews of highly trained specidists were alowed to do their jobs
unmolested and undetected, and everyone knew it. Especidly the aforementioned specidists, who
somehow managed (solely out of deeply ingrained professionalism and courtesy, no doubt) not to look
too obvioudy down their noses at the ignorant louts from Battle Fleet assigned to do unimportant things
like keeping the Bugs off their backs.

Prescott's lipstwitched in afaint smile. It was possible, he supposed, that he was being just abit



overly sengtive. Under more normal circumstances, he suspected he would actually have enjoyed Survey
Command. Even under those which presently applied, he wasn't completely immune to the wonder and
delight of going places and seeing things no human could possibly have seen ever before. Unfortunatdly,
circumstances weren't normal. Worse, he was one of those ignorant louts the specialists deprecated
(athough very respectfully in his case), for he'd never served aboard a single Survey Command vesse
before he was assigned to ramrod an entireflotilla.

If it hadn't been for the war—and the Bugs—he probably would have repaired that omissonin his
resumé by now. The Prescott family had along, distinguished tradition of serviceto the Federation's
navy. Indeed, there'd been Prescottsin the TEN for aslong asthered been a TFN, and before that
they'd served in the pre-Navy survey ships of the Federation, and before that they'd served in wet-navy
ships clear back to the days of sail and muzzle-loading cannon. In many ways, the Prescotts and the
handful of familieslike them were anachronismsin a service whose officer corpstook saf-conscious
pridein itstradition as ameritocracy. Ability was supposed to matter more than family connections, and
by and large, it did. Y et everyone knew there were dso dynasties within the Navy, familieswhose
memberswere just abit more equd than anyone dse.

Andrew Prescott had aways known it, at least. There were times held felt guilty over theinsde track
an accident of birth had bestowed upon him, yet in an odd way, that advantage had actually conspired to
make him a better officer than he might otherwise have been. Family tradition was a powerful force, and
generation after generation of Prescotts had smply taken it for granted that their sons and daughters
would carry on their own tradition and excel in the process. Andrew's parents had been no exception to
that rule, and thereld never been any question in anyone's mind, Raymond's and his own included, what
the two of them would do with their lives. Y et the knowledge that the name he bore might give him an
unfair advantage or let him get by with less than the maximum performance of which he was capable
(and, worse, that some among hisfellow officerswould think it might, whether it did or not) had given
Andrew a specid incentive to proveit hadn't. Hed entered the Academy determined that no one would
ever have the dightest reason to believe he hadn't earned whatever rank he might attain, and that
determination had stayed with him ever since.

At the same time, held been aware for yearsthat he was being groomed for eventual flag rank, and in
the peacetime TFN, that had meant at least a brief stint attached to Survey Command. An admira was
supposed to have well-rounded experience in al phases of the Navy's operations, which meant that on
hisway to his exalted status he had to have histicket punched in battle-line and carrier ops, survey
missions, dirtsde duty with BuShips and BuWegps, War College duty, JCS staff duty, and probably
some diplomatic service, aswell. Asboth a Prescott and an officer who'd demonstrated high ability (and
ambition), Andrew had been in line for the appropriate ticket punching when the Bugs appeared. Hed
commanded the battlecruiser Daikyu, and held dready known his next command would be the Borsoi
-classfleet carrier Airedale, after which held been dmost certain to move over to Survey for at least one
tour with one of the smaler prewar flotillas. Not asits CO, of course. That was ajob for the specidists
who spent virtudly their entire careersin Survey. But he would have commanded one of the survey
cruisers, which would have given him some hands-on experience with the job. From there, he would
probably have moved up to take over adestroyer squadron or acruiser divison and might well have
finished up with asecond Survey tour asaflotillastactica coordinator, in command of its attached escort
of "gundingers”

But dl nonessentia personnd reassgnments, including histransfer to Airedale, had been frozen when
the sudden explosion of combat rocked the Navy back on its hedls. That had been fortunate in many
ways, given Airedale's destruction with al hands at Third Justin, but it lso meant that, asthewar's
enormous casualty toll shattered the Bureau of Personndl’s neat, peacetime training and promotion plans,
Prescott never had gotten a carrier command. On the other hand, he'd been kicked up to commodore,
despite hislack of carrier experience, at least eight years sooner than could possibly have happened in
time of peace, and held made rear admird by forty, barely two years after that. He could wish his
indecently rapid promotions owed lessto the old tradition of stepping into dead men's shoes, but he was



scarcedy doneinthat. And by prewar standards, virtualy dl of his new-minted flag officer colleagues and
he were dragtically inexperienced for their ranks. Ticket punching had been placed on indefinite hold,
because the holders of those tickets had suddenly found themselves faced with doing something no Navy
officer had donein sixty years: fighting an actua war.

But it aso meant held never gotten that assgnment to Survey, either, and more than afew Survey
officers (including, unfortunately, Captain George Snyder, who commanded SF 62's Huns from TFNS
Sarmatian) deeply resented being placed under the command of someone who had no exploration
experience of hisown. Snyder was at least professiona enough to keep his resentment under control and
accept Prescott's authority gracefully, but he was Survey to histoenails. He might be forced to admit the
force of thelogic which put experienced Battle Heet officersin command of flotillas which might runinto
Bugs a any moment, yet that didn't mean he had to likeit. And, truth to tell, Prescott had to admit that
therewas at least alittle reason on Snyder's side. Survey work was a speciaist's vocation, and it was
painfully obviousto Prescott that Snyder, two ranks his junior or not, knew far more about the art and
science of their current mission than he did.

The rear admiral rummaged in atunic pocket and dragged out his pipe, and athroat cleared itsdlf
pointedly behind him.

He glanced over his shoulder with agrin as he extracted atobacco pouch as well, then stuffed the
pipe dowly under the disapproving frown of Dr. Meanie Soo. He met her gaze squardly, noting the
twinkle lurking in her dark eyes, and replaced the pouch and reached for hislighter.

Dr. Soo—Surgeon Captain Mdanie Soo, formaly speaking—was theflotilla's chief medica officer.
But her commisson wasa"hodilities only" one, and she would dwaysremain acivilian a heart, with little
of the veneration career Navy types extended to the lordly persons of flag officers. And for al that she
wastechnicaly his subordinate, he dwaysfdt just alittle uncomfortable giving her orders, sincethe
white-haired surgeon captain was amost thirty years hissenior. But al that was fine with Prescott. Soo
had more medica experience than any three regular Fleet surgeons, and although she wasthe only officer
of theflatillawho could legdly remove him from command, he found her enormoudy likable. Which was
one reason he enjoyed provoking her with his pipe.

Smoking wasn't—quite—officialy banned on TEN ships, but that was solely a concession to the
Fleet'sincreasing percentage of Fringe Worlders. Modern medicine had been able to handle the physica
consequences of abusing one's lungs with tobacco smoke for centuries, and the lingering Heart World
and Corporate World laws banning the vice in public places had less to do with hedlth concerns than with
coreworld standards of courtesy. Or that was they way they saw it, anyway. Fringers were more
inclined to seeit as an enforced courtesy, one more example of the intrusion of the Federa government
into matters of persona choice which were none of its business, and the result had been an amazing
resurgence of ahabit which had been amost entirely wiped out over three hundred years earlier. And an
ingstence that they be permitted to indulge in that habit publicaly, as per the persond liberty provisons of
the Condtitution.

AsaHeart Worlder himsalf, Prescott felt no need to make his pipeinto apolitical statement. It was
smply something he enjoyed, dthough he'd found latdly that he took asort of gloomy pleasurein
knowing his vice was bad for him. And inindulging ahabit he knew at least half his staff—and especialy
Dr. Soo—disapproved of strongly.

Does them good, he thought. Hell, think how miserable they'd beif | didn't give them something to
disapprove of!

He chuckled mentally as he gpplied the lighter and sucked in thefirg fragrant smoke. Asaways, the
ritud was soothing and comforting, and the fond resignation of his staffers only made it more so, inan
odd sort of way.

Probably asign of senility on my part, he told himsdf with another menta laugh, studying hisunlined
facein aninactive com screen. Or maybeit'sjust the beginning of lunacy brought on by termina
boredom.



Or tengion, perhaps.
"That isatruly disgusting habit . . . Sir,” S00's soprano voice observed. It was, perhaps, asign of her

essentidly civilian background that a mere surgeon captain would make such aremark to arear admird,
and Prescott smiled around the pipe stem.

"Oh, yes? Well, a least it's not as disgusting as something like chewing gum!™ heretorted. "And given
all the other thingsthat could happen to me—or any of us—out here, | fear that even your disgpproval,
much though it pains me, isendurable. Besides," he jabbed athumb upward at the mesh covered opening
directly above hiscommand chair, "1 had that air intake relocated specificaly to prevent my smoke from
offending your effete, over-civilized nogtrils™

"And snuses. And lungs,” she agreed.

"All those persnickety internal components,” he said with alordly dismissive gesture.

"Jugt wait until your next physical, boy-o."

"Hal" He grinned at her again, then looked over his other shoulder. Commander Joshua Leopold, his
chief of staff, was bent over a console with Lieutenant Commander Chau Ba Hai, his operations officer,

conversing in lowered voices rather like those of students who hoped the professor wasn't going to call
on them until they got their class notes straightened out.

"Problems, Josh?' Prescott asked mildly, and Leopold looked up quickly.
"We don't have a complete report yet, Sir," he said.
"What's the ddlay, Commander?"

Leopold was not mided by the admira's amiable tone. Andrew Prescott was afair man and a
consderate boss, but God help the man or woman he decided wasincompetent or (far worse, in his
book) a dacker.

"We're having problemswith interference and disorientation again, Sir," Lieutenant Commander Chau
said before Leopold could respond. The dark-haired, dightly built ops officer was the staff officer
technicaly responsible for the use of the new RD2 recon probes, and he met the admira’s gaze squarely.
"I know the probes are officialy cleared for field use, but they ill don't reorient well after
emergence—epecialy from an uncharted point. The guidance and memory systemsjust aren't tough
enough to handlethe grav surgeyet.”

"Y ou're saying the data have been delayed.”

"Yes, Sr. I'mafraid | am. We lost seven out of eight from our flight, and the docking program on the
only one we got back aborted. | had to bring it in on atractor, and it's pretty well scrambled. In fact, the

computer rejected our first two dataruns. I've got two yeomen decoding now, but I'm afraid these things
can dill sand some improvement.”

"Undergtood,” Prescott said after amoment. "Inform me as soon as you have something postive;
don't bother with preliminary reports. And check with Sarmatian, too, Josh. Captain Snyder and his
people seem to have some sort of mystical understanding with those drones of yours.”

"Aye, aye, Sir," Leopold said just atad stiffly, and Prescott nodded and turned back to his own plot.

"That was nasty, Andy," Soo chided too quietly for other earsto hear, and he quirked an eyebrow at
her

"Nasty? Whatever do you mean, Mdly?' he asked equaly softly.

"Commander Leopold isanice young man, and that crack about Captain Snyder was alow blow.
Weadl know he's somekind of electronic genius. Isit redly fair to underline his superior performance for
Commander Leopold and Commander Chau?"

"It keeps them on their toes, Mdly. Besides, why do you think Snyder is an 'eectronic

genius—adide, of course, from his extensive Survey Command experience? I'll tell you why. Some
senior SOB like me dumped dl over him when hewasjug alittle feller, and he got good just to spite the



bastard. That's known as proficiency enhancement.”

"I don't believe I've ever had the mysteries of command explained to me quite so clearly, Admird."
Dr. Soo grinned. "But, then, I'm only an old country doctor who got drafted. As soon asthis
unpleasantness with the Bugsis over, I'll hie me back to my cottage and retire for good.”

Prescott snorted derisively. Dr. Soo had been number two in the neurosurgery department at Johns
Hopkins-Bethesda back on Old Terra before she volunteered for nava service. And sheld volunteered
only because she knew about the grim, genocidd redlity behind the "unpleasantness’ with the Bugs and
couldn't not try to do something about it. She knew he knew it, too, and that he was damned glad to
have her. It had aways been TFN policy to assign only the best medical taent to survey flatillas, for there
was dways the chance of running into some new and nasty microorganism or disease, and there was no
time to reach base med facilitiesif something went wrong in the Long Dark. Thelonger (and much more
risky) survey missions which had become the norm over the last five years had only reinforced the logic
behind that policy, but Dr. Soo was heavy metd even for survey duty.

"Watch me," she assured him. "But as a pseudo-civilian, I've been wanting to ask you something. It's
driving mecrazy, infact.”

"What? Asking for free professional advice? For shame, Doctor!" Prescott chuckled, but he aso
swung his chair to face her fully and cocked it back. "Okay, Mely. What's on your mind?'

"These probes keep breaking down. Everybody knows that, and Josh and BaHai just lost seven out
of eight, and the one they got back at dl isobvioudy pretty addled. So how come you professiona
military types carry on like they're the greatest thing sSince diced bread if they're so temperamenta and
unreligble?’

"Because those probes are what's going to win the war—if anything will—once we get the kinks
out," Prescott said flatly. Soo's eyebrows rose at his suddenly dead serious tone, and he reminded
himself that she redlly was the pseudo-civilian sheld called hersdlf. It was easy to forget, most of thetime,
given how thoroughly and well sheldd gained command of the areas of responsibility which were her own.
But questions about things like the probes drove home the fact that she truly wasn't aNavy surgeon. Not
the way men and women who'd spent their entire careers attached to the Fleet were, at any rate. She
smply didn't have the background to understand why the new probes were like agift from the gods
themsdavesin the eyes of professond navd officers.

"I meanit," hetold her, and then puffed on his pipe again while he consdered how to continue. "This
war isn't like any of the otherswe've fought,” he went on after amoment. "We knew ahell of alot more
about the opposition from the outset when we went up against the Tabbies and the Rigelians—even the
Thebans—than we do about the Bugs. Asde from the fact that thistime the galaxy redly isn't big enough
for the two of us, of course.”

He smiled around his pipe stem, totaly without humor.

"Even the best fail safe system can't guarantee total destruction of aship's astrogation database,
Méelly. And even when the main system’s scrubbed exactly asintended, there are so many backup data
files, or even hard copy records, that after most redly big battles one sde or the other usualy captures at
least part of the other sde's nav data. We caich some of theirs; they catch some of ours; and we both
churn it through computers to trandate and correlate it. And what do we get for our trouble?!

"Information, | suppose,” Dr. Soo said.

"Exactly. We get pictures of how their systems ook, possibly an idea of how many inhabited systems
and worldsthey have, and maybe we can even figure out how some of their interna warp linesrun. Even
in best case Stuations, it'sinformation we can't use without a starting point, a bresk-in on one of their
warp lineswe can recognize . . . and one where there's not adamned fleet or fortifications from Hell to
keep usout. But at least it gives us some notion of what were up againgt.

"But not thistime. | supposeit's possible some egghead back at Centauri will eventually figure out
how to read what—if anything—we've actually captured from the Bugs, but it's not going to happen



soon. Which meansthat everything we know, or think we know, about the enemy in this war ispure
speculation. Weliketo think it'sinformed, intelligent speculation, but the hard evidence we have to work
from ismighty sparse, and that's particularly true where their astrogation datais concerned.

"Oh, we know more than we did before the war began." He tamped the tobacco in his pipe and
sucked in more smoke. "We know how the Anderson Chain lays out, for example. Asfar as Pesthouse,
a least," he added grimly, and Soo nodded soberly. " And we know that Zephrain links directly to one of
their central sysems—one of the 'home hive systems, to use Admira LeBlanc'sterminology. But we
don't know anything about any point in their territory beyond Pesthouse or Home Hive Three, and every
time we poke our heads through from Zephrain, they chop us off at the ankles. And we do the samefor
them, of course.”

He smiled again, thistime much lessgrimly, with pridein his older brother.

"But even if we were ableto bresk through from Zephrain, take Home Hive Three completely away
from them, and keep it, they'd only fall back fighting and fort up in the next systems down the warp lines,
because by now they know about that connection. We managed to do to them more or less what they
wanted to do to Centauri . . . and did do to Kliean. However big they are, we know we must have hurt
them badly in the process, but we need to do it again. We need to break into their interna warp lines
again somewhere € se—preferably somewhere important enough that they have to commit to defending
it—and rip them up. Cut loosein their rear areas and hit their battle fleet from as many directionsaswe
can. Doing as much damage as possible before they can redeploy to stop us would be worthwhilein its
own right, but abig part of our objectiveisto force them to redeploy. We want to avoid easily predicted
frontal attacks and their casudty tolls as much as possible, but we also want to stretch them out, force
them to defend as many points as we can. Given the nature of warp points, it'svirtudly certain that there
aremore points of contact waiting to be found, too—onesthat would let usinto their rear aress. . . or
them into ours. But we don't know where they are.”

"Well, the same thing's true for them, isn't it?" Dr. Soo pointed out. "1 mean, were no worse off than

they arein that respect.”

" 'No worse off' doesn't win wars, Méelly. Besides, how can we be sure that's true? The Tabbies
thought Kliean was a safe rear area, and we thought the same thing about Centauri, but we were both
wrong, and the Bugs found both connections before we did. Remember the Centauri Raid? We were
lucky as hell we spotted their survey force and that they didn't have one of their damned assault forces
handy. And that they probably don't have any more of aclue about how our warp lineslay out, or how
closeto Sol they were, than we have about theirs. By the time they were ready to try ared assault, Ray
and Sky Marsha MacGregor were ready to dap them down, but it was dl amatter of timing, and it
could have broken in their favor just aseasily asin ours.

"But what if the same thing happens again? What if they find aclosed warp point in Galloway's Star?
Or what if they find the warp point—in Sol or New Vakha—thistime without our noticing before they
bring in the heavy attack force? I'm sure you've heard what everyone's calling what Ray and Zhaarnak
did to Home Hive Three. How would you like the Bugs to apply ‘the Shiva Option' to Old Terra?!

"But they haven't found anything like that," Dr. Soo pointed out with ashiver. "Damn you, Andy! You
shouldn't give old lady doctors the shakes!"

"No, they haven't found it . . . yet,” Prescott agreed. "But they ill can if we don't find them first. And
find them quietly, without an engagement that tells them we've done it. Which iswhy we're swesting
bullets to make these probes work. We've aready proved at Home Hive Three that they're our best
chanceto sneak into the Bugs backyard without their knowing weve done it, and sending them through
doestwo things. It doesn't risk lives sending shipsinto God knows what, and, more important, we may
get aglimpse of another El Dorado without aderting the local Bugs. If we get alook-see at another of
their home hives, say, and they'd don't know it . . . Well, let's just say Battle Fleet would drop in one
afternoon without caling ahead for reservations.”

"l see. Dr. Soo rubbed her chin thoughtfully. "But if the probes are so good—or will be, oncethe



bugs (you should pardon the expression) are out of them—wouldn't that also let us send out smaller
survey forces?'

She gestured at the tactical display, whose three-dimensiond sphere showed the glittering light codes
of everything within thirty light-seconds, by way of illustration. Concorde hersalf showed gold, denoting
her flag Satus. The other battlecruisers, the carriers, and the destroyers and freighters burned the
color-codes of their types, dl ringed in the green which identified them asfriendly Battle Fleet ships. Only
the Huns gleamed the blue-banded white of Survey Command.

"Surdly that would let us use our strength more economicaly! And wouldn't smaler forcesbeless
likely to be detected in the first place?’

"What? Leave the gundingers behind?' Prescott's grin was just atrifle sour as he used Survey's
derisive nickname. "Mélly, you're ahell of adoctor, but you'd make alousy fleet commander. Spaceis
pretty big, you know, and an entire flotillaisn't measurably easier to spot than a single unit, assuming the
flotillain question exercises proper caution. So sending out asmaller force wouldn't gppreciably lessen
therisk of detection but would lessen the flotillas ability to stand up to anything that did detect it. Hence
the gundingers. Only five of those shipsredly matte—Sarmatian and her bunch.” He jabbed his pipe
gtem at the white dots. "The rest of usare just along to make sure their information gets home. That'swhy
amerelight cruiser like Sarmatian hasafull captain for aCO. And why Snyder ismy second in

"Redundancy?'

"Partly. Any good com net has built-in redundancy, of course. We could |ose every ship but one and
gtill do the job, which iswhy all our databases copy all astro data. In fact, though, the rest of us are here
to protect those cruisers. They've got better instrumentation and specidist crews, thus our Captain
Snyder, who's so good at hisjob. If only one ship gets home, GHQ hopes shelll be one of thosefive,
though they'd never be so tactless asto tell the rest of us so.”

"They don't haveto with you aong,” Dr. Soo told him.
"Upset to find out you're expendable?" he teased.

"At my age, you're always expendable. But isthere any chance of transferring to Sarmatian?1'd fedl
better knowing you were protecting me aong with the crown jewels over there.”

"Shame on you, Mdly!"
"Cowardiceisasurvivd trait,” Dr. Soo sad tartly.

"Well, there is dways the chance of running into—or over—a cloaked Bug picket," Prescott
conceded. "They don't seem to survey on anywhere near the scale we do, but intelligence's estimateis
that they probably station picket shipsin permanent cloak in every system they know about. Which is
another reason for the probes, of course. We send them through to sanitize the areawithin scanner range
of any warp point before we send any manned units through, then go back into cloak oursalves
immediately. But the chance of our actualy running into one of those pickets—and being spotted—is
pretty dim, so the odds are athousand to one that you'll get home safe and sound. Even aboard the
flatillaflagship.”

"Oh? And if we do runinto Bugs?' She was suddenly serious.

"If they're electronic, we sic Captain Snyder on them. And if they're eight-legged, warm-blooded
pseudo-insects,” he turned serious himsdlf, "why, then, Melly, we gundingers do our job."

Soo was about to reply when Prescott's consol e beeped the tone of an outside com connection. He
raised an eyebrow and touched a stud, and the com screen lit with Captain Snyder's boyish face.

"Captain,” the admiral said with the courtesy he and Snyder were always careful to show one
another. "A welcome surprise.”

"I've got abigger onefor you, Admird," Snyder said, and histaut, barely suppressed excitement
pulled Prescott up in hiscommand chair. Snyder had spent over twelve yearsin Survey command. He



wouldn't be this excited just because his probes had worked.
"Perhaps you'd better tell me abouit it, Captain,” the admiral said quietly.

"The point's atype fourteen, Sir," Snyder said, and Prescott'sintent gaze sharpened. A type fourteen
was rare—a closed warp point, with extremetidal stresses, which probably helped explain the high RD2
lossrate Chau and Leopold had reported.

"A typefourteen, en? How closeinisit?'

"About six light-hours, Sir," Snyder replied. "That's our best guess, anyway. The probe dataare
pretty badly scrambled, and we could be off by as much asten or fifteen light-minutes. Thetidd stressis
more wicked than usud, even for atype fourteen, but we can useit al right.”

"And you think well want to useit?" the admiral asked softly.
"I think well haveto, Sir," Snyder said soberly, but still with that undertone of excitement.

"Why?

"As| sad, the dataare badly scrambled, but I've got my best people working on it, and their
consensusisthat there's a high-tech presence in the system. A big one. And even if our astro dataare
less than perfect, we've been able to establish that this isn't any system we've ever seen before.” Hiseyes
blazed on the com screen, and he showed histeeth in ahungry grin. "Admiral, | may bewrong, but it
looks to me like there's adamned good chance we just hit an El Dorado!™

* * %

"...so0dlwecanredly say,” Commander Leopold concluded in his mogt tactful tones, "isthat this
may be an El Dorado.” He looked around the table in Prescott's flag briefing room and met Snyder's
eyes squardly. "The data absolutely confirm a high-tech presence, but from thisfar out, and with such
poor resolution, theré's no way to postively identify it as belonging to the Bugs. And while the system
clearly doesn't belong to any member of the Alliance, that's no proof that it belongsto the Bugs, either.”

"With dl due respect, Admird," Snyder said through what the uncharitable might have described as
clenched teeth, "in my professiona judgment,” he stressed the adjective ever so dightly, "and despite all
qudifications, | say thisis an El Dorado. Exactly the thing we were sent out hereto find."

He held Leopold's gaze with his own without quite glaring, and Prescott hid asigh behind acam,
thoughtful expression as the tension between Survey and gundingers reared its head once more. He knew
Snyder was working very hard at keeping that tension in check, but he also knew L eopold's cautionary
remarks held asting of personal criticism for Snyder. Not that they were intended to, as Prescott was
positive Snyder also knew, but because they had the unmistakable sound of disagreement. Thefact that
everyone knew it was Leopold's job to be the voice of caution on hisadmird's staff wasn't quite enough
to defuse Snyder's resentment at being forced to submit to the critique of someone with lessthan atenth
of hisown survey expertise. Especidly since that someone was junior to him and on the staff of an
admiral who had even less survey experiencethanthat . . . and who nonetheless was in command.

It wasn't easy for a Survey Command professional to accept the complete reversa of the prewar
authority between the exploration specidists and the gundingers at the best of times. Being figuratively
rapped on the knucklesin his own undeniable area of competence at atime like this could only make that
WOrse.

"You may very well beright, George," the admira said after amoment, deliberately using the
captain'sfirst name. Snyder turned to meet his eyes, and Prescott took his pipe from his mouth and
waved it gently, trailing athin strand of smoke from the mouthpiece. "Infact, | think you are. And |
certainly want you to be, just as I'm sure Commander Leopold does. But he does have a point, you
know. Whether you're right or not, we can't prove anything one way or the other with the limited datawe
currently possess, and we can't whistle up an assault fleet until we can prove something. Besides," he
dlowed himsdf agrin, "if these aren't Bugs but someone entirely new instead and we drop an entire fleet
in on some poor, inoffensve third party, the diplomatic corpswill have our gutsfor gartersl”



Severa people around the table chuckled, and even Snyder's mouth twitched with an unwilling ghost
of asmile. Then he drew adeep breath and nodded.

"You'reright, of course, Sir," he admitted, and gave Leopold a brief, half-gpologetic look. "But that
only means we have to get our hands on the data that does prove something.”

"Agreed. But from your own reports, aswell as Commander Chau's, it doesn't sound to melike the
probes are going to do that for us."

His tone made the statement a half-question, and he raised an eyebrow.

"No, Sir. They aren't,” Snyder agreed. He rubbed thetip of his nose for amoment, frowning down at
the display of the memo pad in front of him, then shook hishead. "A type fourteen'sjust too tough for
them, Sir. That might not be true in acouple of years, given the rate of improvement in the technology,
but itisfor now. Half the oneswe get back at al are so addled they're useless, and there's no way well
get aprobe through the point, far enough in-system to positively tell usif what we're seeing are Bug
emissions, and back to the warp point and through it to us. Not from thisfar out. It's dways possible we
might get lucky and have one pass close enough to aloca ship for ahard read on its drive frequencies,
but the odds againgt that are enormous thisfar from the primary. And even if we did, that would mean the
probe might come close enough to aBug ship for it to be spotted and identified, given that we know they
know about the capability now.” He shook hishead again. "No, if we want positive confirmation either
way, we're going to have to put aship through.”

A flicker of tengon flashed around the table as the words were findly said, and Prescott smiled
faintly. He was quite certain that Snyder had recognized the necessity as quickly as he himself had, but
The Book had required the consideration of al other possible actionsfirst, because putting amanned ship
through that warp point would up the stakes tremendoudy. Not just for the crew of the ship in question,
but for the entire Alliance. A ship was afar more capable survey platform than arecon probe, and had
much better €ectronic warfare capability. But if it was seen at dll, it would dmost certainly beidentified
for what it was, not dismissed asaminor sensor glitch, and that would warn the Bugs (if Bugsthey were,
he reminded himsdlf conscientioudly) that there was a closed warp point somewherein their system.
Without knowing where the point in question was, they could do very little to ambush an attack force as
it made trangit, but they could certainly reinforce the syssem massively and bring al of their fixed defenses
on-line and keep them there. If that happened, the casudtiesinvolved in any atack on the system would
rise catastrophicdly, and no one who survived the operation would be sending any thanksto the
fumble-fingered survey flotillawho'd screwed up by being seen.

"You'reright, of course," he said doud, leaning back in his chair to gaze at Snyder. The captain
nodded and leaned back in his own chair, and despite his relaxed body language there was a fresh but
different edge of tensonin hiseyes.

"Inthat case, Sir," he said in an dmogt painfully neutra tone, "I would submit that Sarmatian isthe
logica ship to be used.”

"Y ou would, would you?' Prescott murmured, adight smiletaking the potentia sting from the
rhetorical question.

"Yes, Sir. She hasthe best sensors and, with al due modesty, the best and most experienced Survey
gaff of any shipintheflotilla. Shesaso just asfast as any other unit of theflotilla, and her ECM isjust as
good as anyone e se's. And under the circumstances, it would be appropriate for the flotillals second in
command to take persond responsbility for the operation.”

"l see. Prescott siwung his chair very gently from sideto sidein small, precisearcs. "Those are
cogent points, Captain,” he acknowledged, "but there are afew othersto consider aswell, | believe. For
example, Concorde. She doesn't have your own excdlent Survey gaff, but let'sfaceit, thisis essentialy
atactica stuation, not aregular exploration misson. Commander Chau and his people are probably even
better in atactical sensethan your own people, and Captain Kolontai isavery experienced combat
officer. Concorde's aso bigger, tougher, and much better armed than your Sarmatian, so if the crap



does hit the fan, sheld have a better chance of fighting her way clear. And the same circumstances which
might make this an gppropriate misson for theflotillals second in command aso make it an appropriate
onefor theflatillas CO, don't you think?"

"With al due respect, no, Sir,” Snyder said. "Y our responsibility isto theflotillaasawhole. To be
blunt, a second in command is more expendable than a commanding officer, and alight cruiser ismore
expendable than a battlecruiser.”

"In mogt ways, perhaps,” Prescott acknowledged. "But aswe al know, thisis primarily a survey
mission, and that meansthat our survey ships—and their specidists—are less expendable than thelr
escorts. And if something should go wrong on the other side of that warp point, | would prefer to have
the very best person available on thisside of it to evauate any courier drones which might come back
through it. But even if both those things weren't true—which they are, of course—there are ill two other
points you haven't addressed.”

"Thereare, Sir?" Snyder regarded him suspicioudy when he paused, and Prescott's smile grew.

"Indeed there are, George. Firg, this sort of operation is sort of aspeciaty of mine, unfortunately.”
Snyder's eyesflickered as he, like everyone else around the table, recalled Prescott's nerve-wracking,
brilliantly executed mission as'Vanessa Murakumas spy, |eft behind with Daikyu in Justin when the Bugs
forced Fifth Fleet out of the system. "And second,” Prescott went on, "there's the fact that | outrank you.
Soif | decideto poach thislittle operation for mysdlf, there isn't much you can do about it except say
'Aye, aye, Sir." "

Snyder's mouth twitched again at the twinkle in Prescott's eyes, but he shook his head once more.

"Evenif both of thosethingsaretrue, Sir, | strongly recommend that you let Sarmatian fly the
mission. Concorde's not just the flagship, but acommand dataink unit. Her losswould serioudy weaken
theflotillastactica postureif we should encounter any oppaosition on the way home.”

"Now that," Prescott admitted, "isavaid point. But not enough to change my mind. Captain Kolontai
and Concorde will makethetranst and check thingsout.”

"But, Sir—" Snyder began, respectfully but stubbornly, only to be cut off.
"The decisonismade, George," Prescott said firmly. "If thisredly isan El Dorado, then it'stime
someone rode boldly looking for it, and those someones are me and my flagship. Understood?!
"Understood, Sir," Snyder sighed.
* k%

It had, Andrew Prescott reflected, seemed far more reasonable to claim this particular misson for
himsdf before he actualy set out onit.

He sat calm-faced in hiscommand chair, fegling the jagged tension dl about him, and watched his
displays as Captain Kadya Kolontai conned her ship ever so dowly in-system. Concorde was a generd
quarters, with every weagpon, sensor, and defensive system manned, but al active sensorswere on
inactive standby as she crept silently through space. With her cloaking ECM engaged, she was doing her
very best to imitate a hole in space, with no active emissonsto betray her presence, while the exquisitely
sengitive cat's whiskers of her passive sensors probed and pried.

Thetrangt into the system had been just asrough as the partia probe data had suggested it would
be. They'd had too little information to adjust for the tidal stresses, and Concor de had emerged from
trangt headed almogt directly away from the system primary, which had aimed her sern—awaysthe
aspect of aship mogt liable to detection under cloak—straight at any sensors which might have been
looking her way.

Captain Kolonta had alowed for that, however, and Concorde had come through at dead dow,
under minimum power to reduce any betraying drive sgnature to the lowest possible leve. Everyone had
breathed an interna sigh of relief asthe ship swung her stern away from the inner system, but then sheld
begun her aley-cat prowl inward, and the tension had begun to ratchet up once more.



"I have areport from Tracking, Sir." Lieutenant Commander Chau's voice wasn't particularly loud,
but it ssemed amost shocking in the quiet tension, and Prescott swiveled his command chair to face him
and nodded for him to continue.

"Lieutenant Morgenthau says we have enough datanow, Sir. It's definitely a Bug system, and amgjor
oneat that. The primary'saG3, and it looks asif dl three of the innermost planets are habitable. And . . .

fully developed.”

Prescott suppressed an urgeto purse hislipsin asilent whistle. If Chau was right, then this system
might well be even more heavily popul ated—and dangerous—than Home Hive Three, and the best
estimate wasthat Ray and his vilkshatha brother had killed over twenty billion Bugsin that system. But it
had possessed only two habitable planets. Which meant this one might easily hold as many asthirty or
evenforty billion Bugs. . . and dl the war-making infrastructure that massive population implied. Elation
at the size of the prize SF 62 had discovered warred with cold horror at the thought of the defenses any
attack might face, and he ordered hisface to remain calm.

"What dse can you tdl me, BaHa?' he asked levely.

"Not agreat ded a thisrange, Sir," the ops officer admitted. "All three of the inner planets are on our
Sde of the primary right now, but we're still an awful long way out. Weve got massve energy sgnatures
and neutrinos al over the place, but at thisrange there's no way to isolate individual sources or targets.
Wed haveto get alot closer for anything like that.”

"l see" Prescott reached into his pocket and caressed the smooth, well worn bowl of his pipe with a
thumb while he thought. He hadn't really needed Chau to tell him they weretoo far out for details. . . or
that they'd have to go closer to learn any more than they already had. But the rules of the game had
required him to ask, just as they now required him to make a decison. And that, though he hadn't raised
the point with Snyder, was the real reason held been determined to take this assgnment for himsdlf. The
flotillawas his command. Any decisions which had to be made, and the responsibility for the
consequences of those decisions, had to be his, and the potential consequences of getting too closeto the
Bugsloomed before him like agas giant.

On the one hand, he'd dready accomplished everything SF 62 had set out to do, and far more than
anyone could reasonably have asked or predicted. If he turned back now, the information he aready
possessed would hit the Grand Alliance's Strategists like alightning bolt, for the opportunity it presented
was literally priceless. But those same strategists would have to plan their response to that opportunity
with only the vaguest of operationd informetion. Certainly they wouldn't have anything like the mountains
of data they'd been able to assemble for the attack on Home Hive Three, and the consegquence would
probably be higher casudties. Possibly even total disaster, if they underestimated the opposition too
greatly or were unable to get in close and gpply Ray's " Shiva Option™" before the defenders detected them
and svarmed over them.

Andrew Prescott was in a position to do something about that. Asfar as he knew, no Bug was
aware of Concorde's presence, and she had the finest ECM in known space. He'd been able to avoid
detection in Justin even after it became obvious the Bugs knew there were human ships about, and these
Bugs didn't even know there was anyone around to hunt for. He wasn't about to underestimate the
sengitivity of their sensors—not after what had happened to Commodore Braun in the very firgt
human-Bug contact—but the odds against his being picked up coming in down the bearing from an
unknown closed warp point were gregt. And if he did manage to avoid detection and get in close enough
for detailed reads on the inner system, and any mobile units or orbital defenses those planets might have .

"Ride boldly." That'swhat you told Snyder was needed, he told himself. And you wereright. But
how much of thisis hubris? Y ou fooled awhole fleet of Bugsonce. . . now you want to take on an entire
gar systlem? And if you blow it, if you goin close and get picked up . . .

He sat motionless, no sign of hisinner debate showing in his expression as he weighed opportunity
agang risk, the vaue of better information against the danger of losing strategic surprise. Time seemed to



crawl for him as he pondered the options, but less than one minute actualy passed before he nodded to
himself and looked down at the armrest com screen tied into Concor de's command deck. Captain
Kolontai looked back a him from it, and he smiled at the sharp question in her dark blue eyes.

"Send adrone back to Captain Snyder, Kadya," hetold her. "Append al our current data, and
inform him that | intend to head further in-system for a closer look at the defenses. HE'sto give usone
standard week. If we aren't back by then, he's to assume command and return to L-169 at his best

"Yes, Sir," Kolontal said, and Andrew suppressed a chuckle, born as much of tension as of
amusement, for her tone told him sheld anticipated exactly those orders from the outset.

Am| really that predictable? he wondered, then decided he didn't really want to know.

CHAPTER NINE
We Do Our Job

"The last probe flight isback, Sir. Or part of it, anyway."

Captain George Snyder paused in hisrestless prowl of TFNS Sarmatian's command deck and
looked at his exec. Lieutenant Commander Harris didn't notice the sharpness of her captain's gaze. Her
attention was on her display, and Snyder saw her mouth tighten.

"No changes according to the preiminary run, Sir,”" she said, looking up at last. "We may turn up
something when we fine-tooth it, but until then—"

She shrugged apol ogeticaly, and Snyder nodded. 1t was hard to keep the gesture courteous and not
smply curt, but SonjaHarris had been his XO for over ayear. Before that, shed been his astrogator for
amost twenty months, and she deserved better than to have her head bitten off just because her CO was
feding antsy.

And he was fedling antsy, Snyder admitted as he turned back to the visua display and resumed his
pacing. Heredly shouldn't be doing that, either, sSince it advertised hisimpatience and concern to al eyes,
but he couldn't help it, and he glared at the cool, barren classM star burning at the heart of the lifeless
system they'd dubbed El Dorado.

Five days. Prescott had been gonefor five full days, and the tenson was getting to the entireflotilla,
not just George Snyder. In theory, the continued probe flights might give them some clue of what was
happening, but the odds of that were infinitesmal. Unless something had happened to cause atruly
massive Bug redeployment in this direction (like the pursuit of aretreating TFN battlecruiser), or unless
Concorde's cloaking systems hiccuped at exactly the right point in her return, no probe was going to see
anything from thisfar out. Which meant that, for all anyone knew, Concorde had been destroyed with dl
hands days ago. Or she could be minutes away from returning to El Dorado, coasting towards them



under cloak, invisbleto their transit-addled probes. Or she could be fighting a desperate running battle
against hopeless odds even as he paced Sarmatian's bridge. Or—

He chopped the useless speculation off . . . again, and his mouth twitched with something far too
biting to be called humor.

Y ou dwaystold yourself you could do aswell as Prescott in the worry sedt, hetold himsdlf. At least
you've shown you can worry aswell as he can!

He chuckled, then made himself settle into the captain's chair at the center of the bridge and look
around with approving eyes. Survey Command skippers dways got to hang on to their shipslonger than
officersin other branches. It only made sense, given the megacreditsit cost to train a Survey captain and
the lengthy deployments such ships regularly undertook. It would hardly be worthwhile to spend al that
time and effort training aman for hisjob just to snatch it away from him when held carried out no more
than two or three missions, after al. But Snyder knew he was lucky, even so, for hed commanded
Sarmatian for over five years. Hed been her XO before the war, and hed moved up to the captain's
chair when she emerged from refit to the Hun-B standard, with military engines and fourth generation
ECM.

That meant held had plenty of timeto fine-tune his personnd . . . and that he'd operated under the
new, wartime guiddines from the moment he took command. Which ought, he conceded, to have given
him plenty of time to accustom himsdlf to the new redlities. Yet it sill seemed . . . unnatural to havea
gundinger telling the senior Survey officer what to do. Unnatural and wrong. Gundingersdidn't havethe
exhaugtively trained ingtincts a Survey officer could acquire only by actualy doing the job. No matter
how good they were at their own jobs, they smply didn't understand Snyder's, and exploration work
was far too important to have someone screw up out of something as avoidable asinexperience.

But there was nothing he could do about it, and truth to tell, however much he might resent the
Stuation, just now he wished Prescott would hurry up and get himsdlf and his flagship back from the far
sde of the warp point. It was past time for them to be headed home with their data, and he serioudy
questioned Prescott's decision to remain in the Bug system for so long. They'd confirmed who owned it,
and that they had an unsuspected point of access, and that information was too important for them to risk
compromising it—or even, in aworst-case scenario, getting themsel ves detected, caught, and destroyed
and never getting their datahome at al. But however George Snyder might fedl about it, Andrew
Prescott was the one Sitting in the admira’s chair . . . assuming he and his command chair till existed.
And no matter how questionable Snyder found Prescott's current actions, he had to admit that in most
respects, the admira had been apleasant surprise.

The captain hadn't been at al certain that would be the case when he learned who his new flotillaCO
wasto be. The entire Navy had heard about the Prescott brothers, and Snyder had wondered whether
someone with areputation for derring-do was the right man to command a mission designed completely
around stealth and sneakiness. The older Prescott had certainly demonstrated guts, determination, and
tactical savvy, but he wasn't exactly noted for constructive timidity. And the younger Prescott's Justin
exploit had condtituted a very mixed review for any Survey officer. Hed shown an impressiveflair for
operating covert, but according to the rumor mill, held aso actudly shut down his drive at one point
rather than let himself be pushed away from the warp point he was keeping under observation. In
Snyder's book, that sort of "gutsy move" verged on lunacy. Prescott wouldn't have done Admira
Murakumaany good if held gotten his entire ship and crew blown out of space, after dl! Surely the
proper move would have been to pull back, evade in deep space, well away from the warp point, and
then creep back into position once the coast was abit closer to clear.

Y ou weren't there, George, he reminded himself once more. And aside from this latest escapade of
his, he hasn't exactly been aloose warhead since he took command of the flotilla. And be honest with
yoursdlf. How much of your resentment isreally amatter of principled disagreement with Fleet policy or
guestions about his competence and how much of it semsfrom the fact that if he weren't here, you'd be
the onein command?



That was the agpect of the entire Situation which bothered him most, if he was going to be candid. He
didn't want to suspect his own motivation, yet he was too sef-honest not to admit the possibility.
Especidly snceit was beginning to look like no Survey officer was going to be allowed to command his
own branch of the Navy's missionsfor the duration of thewar.

He sighed and tipped his chair abit further back and stared into the depths of the visua display while
he wondered what the hell was keeping Concorde.

* % %

"That'sit, Sir. Or as close as we're going to be able to get to complete info, anyway," Captain
Kolontai said quietly, and Andrew Prescott nodded. The captain wasright, he thought, sudying the
chilling information displayed on hisdigplay. They'd never gotten aredly good look at the innermost
planet, but he saw no reason not to assume that it, too, was orbited by its own titanic, massively armed
gpace gtation and twenty-six of the largest orbita forts anyone aboard Concorde had ever seen. And
that didn't even mention the shod's of starships, headed by the massive monitors, whirling in silent orbit
around those same planets. It was even worse than Home Hive Three, he thought numbly . . . but at least
the weapons aboard every one of the forts and both of the space stations they'd seen seemed to be at
powered-down standby.

Now if we can just keep them that way. . . .

"You'reright, Kadya," he said after amoment. "Even agambler hasto know when to fold and run,
and we can't judtify risking getting ourselves detected in the hopes of squeezing just alittle moreinfo out
of them. Turn usaround and get us out of here."

"Yes, Sr." Kolontal didn't—quite—allow hersdf to Sghin relief.

* * %

The sharp buzz of acom cut the darkness, and George Snyder rolled up on his ebow with the ingtant
spinal reflex of five years of command. One hand rubbed deep-gritty eyes, and the other stabbed the
acceptance button.

"Captain,” he rasped, then stopped and cleared histhroat. "Tak to me," he said moreintelligibly.

"Officer of thewatch, Sir," the crigp voice of Lieutenant Laurence Giancomo, Sarmatian's astrogator
replied. "Sir, Concorde hasjust transited the warp point!™

Snyder jerked upright in his bunk and sivung hisfeet to the floor, the last rags of degp vanishing.

"Very good, Larry. I'll be on the bridge in five minutes," he said, and reached for the uniform held
taken off when heturnedin.

* % %

"My God, Admird."

Snyder's voice was little more than awhisper in Concorde's briefing room as he stared at the steadily
scrolling data the flagship had brought back from the enemy star system. The Survey Command officer's
eyes were shocked, more than half stunned while he tried to absorb the deadly import of the massive
fortifications, the serried ranks of orbiting warships. Hed heard about the Home Hive Three defenses
Raymond Prescott and Zhaarnak'telmasa had smashed, but only the unclassified details, and that had
been hopelesdy inadequate to prepare him for the redlity of this system. George Snyder was face to face
with theredlity of ahome hive's horrific firepower at last, and for the first time since Andrew Prescott had
assumed command of Survey FHotilla62, Snyder felt acutely out of his depth. He was a Survey officer,
for God's sake, not a—

He strangled the thought gtillborn, understanding—really understanding—at last why GFGHQ had
decreed the primacy of Battle Fleet for the duration. And why Andrew Prescott had run the
"unwarranted risk" of getting close enough for adetailed evauation of the Bugs defenses.

"l never imagined anything like this—certainly not on thisscale” he said inamore norma voice, then
shook his head irritably. "Oh, | know Old Terraisdmost this strongly defended, but that's only asingle



planet, for God's sake! They've got three of the things, and you haveto beright: dl of them must be
fortified to thisextent.”

"l wish | weren't right, George," Prescott said quietly, feding hisown initid reaction afresh ashe
watched Snyder's shocked expression. He glanced across the briefing room table to smile briefly at an
ashen-faced Méelanie Soo, returned—along with the rest of Concorde's nonessentia personne—from
the other ships of the flotillanow that the flagship had rgoined. "And we got alook at acouple of their
warp points, too," he added, and nodded to Leopold. The chief of staff touched his own consol€'s
controls, and afresh schematic showed the icon of awarp point surrounded by no lessthan sixty of those
massve OWPs. Snyder swallowed audibly, and the rear admira gave him awintry smile. "Both the ones
we were able to get into scanner range of had identical fortifications. We were too far out for detall
resolution, but I'll lay whatever odds you like that they're mined to afare-thee-well, too."

"They'd haveto be," Snyder agreed dmost absently. "It wouldn't make sense even to Bugsto fort up
on this scale and not stuff the warp point approaches with mines and energy platforms.” He shook his
head again, less stunned than before. "Do we actudly have anything strong enough to take this place on
even with the dement of surprise, Admird?"

It wasthe Survey specidist asking Battle Fleet for an answer, and Prescott pursed hislips and leaned
back in hischair.

"If we don't now, we soonwill, | think," he said after amoment. "But only if they do have the e ement
of surprisewhen they go in. And only if they know there's someplace for them to be going in the first
place. But think about this side of it, too, George. The defenses may be tough, but that's because of what
they're protecting. | don't care who or what the Bugs are, losing a system like this one—especidly after
what already happened to Home Hive Three—has got to knock the stuffing out of them!™

"You'vegot that right, Sir," Snyder murmured, eyes narrow as he came back on gtride. "And with all
due respect, | suggest we get started taking this news home. Now."

"Or even alittle sooner,” Prescott agreed, and looked at Leopold. " Josh, please ask Captain
Kolontai to have Commander Isakovic put the flotillaon a course for homeimmediatey.”
* * %

Survey Flotilla 62 was underway within twenty minutes, but the drive's fusion-backed snarl was
muted compared to the chatter on the ships mess decks. The grapevine functioned with its wonted
speed, and jubilation was the order of the day.

It was understandable enough, Prescott thought. The full details of what Concorde had found on the
far sde of the El Dorado warp point were restricted to the flotillas senior officers. All therest of their
personnel knew was that they'd found what every survey mission had dreamed of finding since the Bugs
massacred Commodore Floyd Braun's Twenty-Seventh Survey Flotillain the opening shot of the war.
They spent their off-duty time thinking long and homicida thoughts about what the assault carriers and the
monitors about to enter service would do with the information they'd won, and who could blame them?
They hadn't seen the raw ranks of orbital destruction awaiting those monitors and assault carriers.

* % %

"Whatever's the matter with you, Andy?' Melanie Soo demanded as she gathered the pinochle cards
and began to shuffle.

"What? Oh, nothing. Nothing." He waved a dismissive hand.

" 'Nothing' my caduceus! Y ou missed three easy tricks, and you knew | had the ace of trump, but
you suredidn't play it that way!"

"And about time," Kadya K olontai said with ahuge grin. "Josh and | may even break even with you
two yet!"

Kolonta's partner, Commander Leopold, grinned back at her. Their ill luck against the team of Soo
and Prescott was proverbid.



"Sorry, Mdly," Prescott said with asmile. " Just thinking, isall.”
"About dl the nice medalsfor El Dorado?" she teased.
"No," the admird said quietly. "Or, yes, inaway. I'm just hoping we get hometo collect them.”

"Admird," Kolontai said with the respectful familiarity of dmost two years service as hisflag captain,
"the Terran Crossisas good as on your chest.”

"I'd like to think so, but right now 1'd settle for the Plazatoro Award,” Prescott replied, and his
companions laughed. The Plazatoro Award was the fictitious meda awarded to the officer who ran away
the fastest.

"Then ask for it, Sir," Kolontal advised. "After this, the Navy will give you anything you want."

"Wait aminute, Andy," Dr. Soo said, her voice as much that of his chief surgeon asof hisfriend.
"Why the gloom? We've got the data. We're headed home, using only warp points we scouted on the
way out, S0 we won't get lost. Come on, confess. What's eating you badly enough to distract you froma
pinochle game?'

"It'san admird'sjob to worry, Doctor,” Kolontai answered for him. "And at the moment, he's
worried we may stub our toe on aBug battle force at thelast minute.”

"lan't that sort of unlikely?"

"Unlikely? Of course." Prescott shook his head. "But it was 'unlikely' that Captain Vargas and Small
Claw Maariaah would run into a Bug home hive only two trangits from Rehfrak. Or that the Bugs would
stumble onto two closed warp pointsin arow and hit Kliean. Just the fact that these warp lines are new
to us and there weren't any Bugs—that we know of—around on the way out doesn't mean there won't
be any on the way back. And remember what | told you about their cloaked picket ships. It's remotely
possible one of them spotted us on our way through in the first place, you know. Or that one could spot
us now if we happen to run through a system they know about.”

"But if they knew about any of the systemswe've explored, then surely they would have explored
them themsalves," Soo protested. "And if they'd done that, they'd know about the closed warp point
from El Dorado. But they don't, because if they did, they would havefortified it just as heavily asthey did
everything dseinthat sysem!”

"Y ou're undoubtedly correct that they don't know about the closed point,” Prescott conceded. "
can't conceive of anyone, even aBug admira—if there are Bug admirads—leaving an opening like that
for any reason a al. But as| also mentioned to you, Admira LeBlanc's people have concluded, partly
on the basis of information not available to me, that the Bugs smply don't explore as extensvely aswe
do. As| understand the logic, LeBlanc thinks it's a conscious security decision on their part. The further
they expand in peacetime, the more risk thereis of running into another sentient race—like us. And the
more they explorein wartime, the grester the risk that they'll contact the enemy somewhere they don't
want to, which seemsto be what happened initidly at Centauri."

Soo snorted, and Prescott cocked an eyebrow at her.

"| supposeit'sinevitable that anything that looks like a Bug would prefer to Sit like aspider a the
heart of itsweb until the opposition comestoit,” she said sourly, and he gave abrief, mirthless chuckle.

"Y ou could put it that way, | guess. But the point isthat their explored space could intersect the warp
linesweve scouted at any point without their necessarily having fanned out down them the way we
would."

"Whichiswhy werre a Condition Two," Kolontai told her. "And why we're expending dmost as
many RD2s probing warp points on our way home aswe did on the way out, and why we go to Genera
Quarters whenever we make transit. Mind you, the odds are with us, but the Admiral—" the Novaya
Rodinian nodded at Prescott "—is paid to swest bullets over things like that SO mere captainslike me
don't haveto. All we haveto worry about isbeing killed, which isamuch more minor concern.”

"l see" And Dr. Soo did see. Sheld known, intellectudly, that the flotillawas moving homeward with



all the caution it had shown on the way out, but somehow euphoria had blinded her to the fact that they
might just as easily be intercepted on the way home.

"Don't worry, Mdlly," Prescott said. "Like Kadya says, the odds are with us. It's just part of my job
to worry about the things that won't happen aswell asthe onesthat will."

* % %

Theflotilladrove onward, moving at the highest economica speed consonant with the maximum
efficiency of its cloaking systems and dowing only to probe each warp point with exquisite care before
making trangit. They weren't surveying now, and after four weeks they were close to hafway home. Of
course, "close" was amore than usualy relative term in the topsy-turvy geometry of warp transit, and
there was no telling which warp point might suddenly disclose aBug task force, no matter how "close’ to
L-169 they were. But optimism rose steadily, however subjectiveitsjudtification, asthey raced aong
without incident.

Y et one man resisted that optimism: the man in the worry seat. Andrew Prescott began losing weight,
and Dr. Soo chided him and prescribed a high caoric diet. But behind her teasing, she began to worry
secretly about his stability. Y et he passed every response andysis with flying colors, and she concluded
that it was only an acute case of fully understandable tension. So her log indicated, but in the silence of
her own thoughts, she wondered if it was something more. It was asif he had some private information
channel and actudly expected to meet the Bugs, and his attitude worried her.

It worried her most because she was afraid he might just be right.

* % %

Andrew Prescott sat quietly, watching his display. Therewas no logica reason for thetension
curdling his spine. The RD2s had functioned flawlesdy as they scouted the warp point before them, for it
was atypethree, with relatively mild stresses which had been thoroughly charted on their outward
journey months before. The probes had searched the space on the far side of the warp point to the full
range of their prodigioudy sengtive scanners and found absolutely nothing. And yet he couldn't shake his
sense of apprehension, of the universe holding its breath. Perhaps it was because the upcoming transit
would mark the exact halfway point of their voyage home, he told himsdlf, but deep insde he knew it was
more than that.

Damn it, what was wrong with him? He sensed his staff watching his back, ft their curiosity, not yet
strong enough to be called concern, as they wondered why he hesitated over the order to make transit,
and there was nothing at al he could have explained to them. He leaned back and once more found
himself wishing he could confidein Soo. Mdly waslevelheaded, if not atrained tactician. Maybe she
could shake him out of this. But shewas aso his chief surgeon, and held recognized the concern under
her teasing. If she thought he was coming unglued, shed do her duty and yank him out of the line of
command in aminute, and how could he expect her not to decide he waslosing it when dl he had wasa
"hunch" he couldn't describe even to himsdlf.

He reached for his pipe and looked at hislink to Concorde's command deck.
"All right, Kadya," hetold hisflag captain calmly. " Start sending them through.”

* * *

SF 62 forged steadily across the nameless system towards the next warp point onitslist, just under
fivelight-hours from itswarp point of entry, and Prescott felt himsdlf begin to relax ever so dightly as
nothing happened.

Nerves, hetold himsdf. Just nerves. And | need to get agrip on myself if | expect to make it back to
base without Mdly relieving mel

He chuckled sourly at the thought and reached for hislighter. HEd just puffed the fresh tobacco aight
when the sudden, shocking wail of a priority darm diced through Flag Deck's calm quiet.

"We have bogies!" Lieutenant Commander Chau's voice wasflat, dmost sng-song with the
half-chant of long training while his emations raced to catch up with the shocking redlization of his



intellect. "Multiple hogtile contacts bearing two-eight-one by zero-one-one, range three light-minutes!
CIC cdlsthem gunboats, coming in across a broad front. Minimum of forty-plus confirmed inbound,
Admird!"

Andrew Prescott stared down into his repester plot, watching the venomous red icons spring into
exisence off Concorde's port bow and come sweeping to meet hisflotilla, and afist of ice closed about
his heart. Gunboats couldn't cloak. There were very few thingsin the universe easer to detect than a
gunboat under power, even at extreme range, and their sudden appearance at such relatively close
quarters could only mean they'd launched from cloaked mother ships.

They must have launched on atime estimate, he thought with a queer, detached sense of cam. Can't
have been ahard sensor contact, or they'd have closed up before launch, sent them at usin atighter
dream. But if it'satime estimate, it's adamned good one. So they must've had something Sitting therein
cloak the whole time, something the probes missed. But that didn't miss us coming through before we
could go back into cloak. And even if whoever launched them doesn't see us directly when we launch
our own birds, that many gunboats are bound to spot us pretty damned quick.

"| seethem, BaHal," he said, and the calm of his own voice amazed him. Hefelt that calm reaching
out, meeting and overcoming his staffers ripples of panic, and made himself st back in hiscommand
chair before he began issuing orders.

"Bring theflotillato one-one-zero, same plane," he said then. "I want those gunboats held directly
agtern of usto dow their overtake. Then contact Captain Shaarnaathy.” Shaarnaathy was the skipper of
Zirk-Ciliwaan, one of the two Ophiuchi light carriers attached to SF 62. Although they were much
smdler than the Foxhound, the larger Terran fleet carrier, each carried twenty-four fighters, over half as
many asthe Foxhound, and Shaarnaathy was senior to Foxhound's skipper. "Tdl him | want afull deck
launch from dl three carriers. And get the Cormorants’ gunboats out there, too. If the Bugsthink forty or
fifty gunboats are enough to dedl with us, | think it'stime we taught them the error of their waysl"

That actualy won asmal chuckle from someone, and Prescott smiled and shoved his pipe back into
his mouth. But he himself felt no temptation to laughter. Forty or fifty gunboats was too smdl aforceto
stop SF 62. Between them, Condor and Corby, histwo Cormorant-class battlecruisers, alone, carried
twenty gunboats of their own, and Foxhound and her two attached CVLs could put amost ninety
fightersinto space, forty-eight of them with Ophiuchi pilots. Againgt that sort of firepower, the gunboats
sweeping towards them didn't stand a chance.

But if hewas right about how the Bugs had known when to launch, then presumably they dso had a
good notion of what they faced, and while Bugs were capable of suicidal attritiond attacks no human
admiral would contemplate for amoment, they were also capable of a much higher degree of subtlety
than he could have wished. And by now they'd had ample opportunity to andyze standard Allied
doctrinefor using fighters to blunt gunboat attacks. . . and to come up with aresponse of their own.

* % %

The Enemy's small craft swept towards the gunboats, and there were rather more of them
than had been anticipated. Of course, there were also more Enemy star ships than expected, as
well. Clearly the picket which had detected them when they passed through this system months
before had missed almost half of them. That was most unfortunate. With more accurate initial
information, a larger force could have been dispatched to absolutely insure these intruders
destruction. Asit was, reinforcements had been called for, but it was unlikely they could arrivein
time to affect the issue.

On the other hand, the Fleet should have sufficient strength on hand to deal with the situation,
despite the numbers of Enemy small craft so far detected. A matter for somewhat greater concern
than the absolute number s was the presence of gunboats among the more usual attack craft.
Their presence had been completely unexpected, and no provision had been made for their ability
to mount standard shipboard anti-attack craft missiles on their ordnance racks. There was neither
time nor means to adjust for their presence, however, and the second wave of the fleet's own



gunboats separated from their racks.

* * %

"We have a second gunboat wave coming in from zero-zero-two zero-six-three, at least as strong as
thefirst, Admira!" Chau reported tersaly. "Rangeis only two light-minutes. Tracking is picking up some
of the launch platforms now. They look like battlecruisers. CIC designates this Force Beta, Sir."

Prescott grunted, but it wasn't really asurprise. Either the Bugs had gotten an excellent passive
sensor lock on them as they made transit and managed to hold them long enough to project their course,
or elsethey aready knew which warp point the flotillawas bound for. It didn't really matter which at the
moment. What did matter was that, armed with their knowledge, they'd managed to position their units
S0 asto catch SF 62 between two forces. . . and one of them was between Prescott and the only way
home. Worse, the second onewasin front of him on his present course, positioned so that he had to
closewithit if he meant to keep running away from the first gunboat wave. And worse yet, with that
many starships, plus the gunboats onboard scanners, the Bugs must know precisely where Prescott's
forceswere. Thefighter and gunboat launch would have defined a generd locusfor them, just asthe
second wave's launch had pinpointed Force Betafor Concorde's sensors, for not even the best ECM
could defest that horde of passive and active sensors when it knew where to look. And once they'd been
located thefirgt time, dropping back into cloak and evading would be enormoudy more difficult.

Y et one aspect of the Bugs tactics did puzzle him. The new gunboat wave was headed to join the
first in aclear bid to engage Shaarnaathy's fighters and gunboats rather than trying to pounce on SF 62's
garshipswhileitsfighter cover was away. The flotilla's shipboard wegpons would undoubtedly have
inflicted heavy casudties on the gunboatsif they'd comein on the ships, but Bugs had never shied away
from losses before, and it would probably have been their best shot at getting in among the datagroups.
So why—?

Of course. The Bugs knew his carriers strikegroups were both his primary defense against kamikaze
amdl craft and his best offensive weapon, and they wanted to destroy that wegpon before they sought a
decigve engagement. Or they might be present in sufficient strength to fed confident of crushing theflotilla
in astandard ship-to-ship engagement if Prescott's fighters could smply be whittled down. Y et either
way, he had no choice but to meet the gunboats head-on and try to whittle them down, and at least his
own strikegroups were positioned to engage the two Bug forces sequentially and inisolation. It would
probably be his best opportunity to defest the gunboatsin detail. It might also be the only one he got, and
s0 he said nothing as his pilots icons began to merge in the plot with the angry red hash of the Bug
gunboats first wave.

* % %

The Cormorants' human-crewed gunboats struck first, and they hit the Bugs hard. The enemy
clearly hadn't expected to face such units, for they'd opted to equip their own craft with standard fighter
missiles. Againgt pure fighter opposition, that made sense, since they could fit far more of the smaller
fighter-sized missiles onto their racks. But the human gunboats were armed with dl-up AFHAWKS, and
they salvoed their less numerous but heavier wegpons from outside even FM2 range.

Brief, viciousfirebals spalled the Bug formation as the big missilestore home, and dmost half thefirgt
wave was destroyed before it could get ashot off in reply. But the remainder kept coming, and now it
wastheir turn, for unlike the fighters which opposed them, they had point defense. They had to enter the
fighters range to engage them, but they stood an excellent chance of picking off return missilefire, and
they arrowed straight at the Terran and Ophiuchi strikegroups behind a cloud of missiles of their own.

They ignored the human gunboats completely, electing not to waste missiles againgt the bigger
vessels matching point defense, and now explosions glared among SF 62's defenders. The tornado of
fighter-launched missiles was sufficient to wipe out virtudly al the Bugs, despite their point defense,
without ever entering energy weapon range, but Prescott felt a cold sense of foreboding as he watched
hisplot. Thetwo or three first-wave gunboats to evade destruction were no longer headed for the flotilla.
They were breaking off, turning to run from the fighters rather than trying to get through to his starships,



and that was very unlike standard Bug tactics.

The fugitives courses back towards their launch platformstook them directly away from their own
second wave. Perhaps they hoped the Allied fighters, fedling the pressure of the second wave bearing
down upon them, would turn to face it and | et the survivors make good their escape. If so, they were
wrong, and Prescott clenched histeeth on his pipe as hisfaster fighterswent in pursuit. They ran down
the escapees and nailed them, not without losses of their own, then wheeled once more and turned back
asthe second Bug wave drew into extreme missile range. Again clouds of missiles erupted into his
fighters formations, and thistime the long-range | osses were completely one-sided, for there were no
answering Allied missles. But they were only one-sided for the timeit took the vengeful human and
Ophiuchi pilotsto overtake the dower gunboats, despite their effortsto evade, and rip them gpart with
energy fire

A sdebar in hisplot gave hislosses, and he felt a spasm of pain as he absorbed them. Only two of
his gunboats had been destroyed, but twenty-one of his eighty-plus fighters were dead. The Bugs had
lost well over twice that many units, and each of theirs carried much larger crewsthan hisfighters, but
they were Bugs. There was no such thing as an "acceptabl e rate of exchange' against Bugs. . . and hed
lost dmost aquarter of hisown fighter strength in killing them.

Hewatched asmal cluster of icons speeding even further outward asthe rest of the strike whedled
to return to their motherships to rearm and reorganize. Those were Foxhound's recon fighters, splitting
up to sweep down reciprocas of both gunboat waves tracks to seek out the ships from which they'd
come. If SF 62 waslucky, those shipswould be the old, origind Bug designs, with commercia grade
engines Prescott's own starships could easily outrun.

If SF 62 was lucky.

* * *

"It's confirmed, Admira,” Chau said unhappily. "We probably don't have a complete count on
them—Foxhound only carries Six recon birds, and the Bugs are till cloaked—but weve positively IDed
aminimum of five Antelopes and two Antlers in Force Alpha." Prescott nodded. Force Alphawasthe
onewhich lay between them and their escape warp point. "We have military grade driveson dl but five
of the other Alphaunits our pilots saw, aswell,” Chau went on. "The commercia-drive shipslook like
Adder -class BCs, which makes sense, given the weight of gunboats we saw coming at us. Our IDson
Beta Force are more tentative, but it looks like there may be a higher percentage of Adders out there.”

"l see" Prescott rubbed hisjaw thoughtfully while he glanced around at the com images of hisship
commanders and Commander Hiithylwaaan, his Ophiuchi far shathkhanaak. A matching awareness of
what that meant looked back at him from every face, and he hid amenta sigh.

The Adders were gunboat carriers, with only standard missile launchersto back up their attack
groups, and they were from the old, dow philasophy of Bug warship design. Antlers and Antelopes
were very different propositions, however, for they were capital missile ships, at least as heavily armed as
hisown Concorde and theflatillasfive Dunkerque-C-class ships. They had not only the speed to match
SF 62 dtride for stride, but also the wegponsfit to engage it from well beyond the range of most of its
gtarships, and if hisrecon pilots had seen seven of them, there were probably more with the forces
dready engaged againgt him. Even if therewerent, it was highly likely that till more Bug shipswere
headed towards him, either aready in-system or en route for it.

Much of the Bugs shipboard gunboat strength must have been killed, but that, unfortunately, didn't
necessarily mean as much asit might have, given gunboats ability to make trangt on their own. There
could be hordes of the things lurking just beyond his sensor range, waiting to pounce, athough he tended
to doubt it. If they were present in that kind of overwhelming strength, the Bugs wouldn't have bothered
with fancy attritiond tactics. They would smply have bored straight in to overwhelm theflotillaand be
donewithit.

But their data on his strength was amost certainly at least as good as his estimate of theirs. And
whether they knew it or not, they were between him and his exit warp point. Worse, their speed meant



they could stay between him and hiswarp point unless he could somehow drop back into cloak. Which
he couldn't do aslong asthey had any gunboats with which to shadow him. And since said shadowers
were too spread out for him to get al of them, that meant the only way to prevent the Bug starshipsfrom
intercepting him wasto destroy or at least lame those ships so that they could no longer catch hisown
vessHls,

Which meant fighter and gunboat strikes at extreme range, he admitted unhappily to himsdf. He
didnt likeit, and he hated the thought of the casualties his strikegroups would suffer. But he had no
choice, for only six of hisown battlecruisers were armed with capital missiles. He would be outnumbered
and outgunned in any dud with the smilarly armed Antel opes, and his shipswould be just asvulnerable
to drive damage asthey would . . . except that any of his ships dowed by damage would be doomed, for
the rest of the flotilla could not dow its own pace to cover them.

"WEelIl have to take them out—or at least dow them down—with fighter strikes," he said findly,
unable to keep the heaviness from histone. "And we're going to haveto do it in away that leaves us
enough reserve fighter strength to catch and finish off their shadowers once the starships are dealt with.
Can your people hack that, Commander Hiithylwaaan?'

"l believe s0, Sir," the fierce-beaked Ophiuchi replied after amoment. "1t will not be easy, but we
should have the strength for it, especidly with the gunboatsto assst.” It wasamark of the direness of
their sraitsthat not atrace of the habitual Ophiuchi disdain for the dow, heavy-footed gunboats colored
hismanner. "l suggest that we engage the Antelopes and Antlers firdt, then go back and kill the Adders
later if we must. We are unlikely to catch them with gunboats actudly on their racks, but they will
probably commit their surviving gunboat strength to the combat space patrol role againgt our strikeson
their faster units, which will give usthe opportunity to engage and destroy them in passing.”

"| agree," Prescott said, nodding sharply. "But | don't want to expose your pilotsto high attrition with
repested strikes, so let'stry to do thisin asingle waveif we can. | want two-thirds of the fightersfitted
with primary packs. The remaining third can fly escort with missiles, but a primary-armed squadron or
two should be able to take out enough of an Antelope's enginesto cut its gpeed in haf inasingle pass.”

"It will mean more exposureto their close-in defenses,”" Hiithylwaaan pointed out, then made the
small gesture his people used for ashrug. "But you are correct, Admiral. Wewill haveto enter their
defensive envel ope anyway; best to engage with our most effective crippling weapon so that we need not
enter it asecond time.”

"Very wel, then." Prescott turned to Leopold and Chaw. "At the sametime, theflotillawill ater
courseto follow the strike towards Alpha Force. | want to be close enough to take them out completely
if the strike results warrant it, and | don't want to get any closer to any of Betas surviving gunboats than
we haveto. | don't want usin missilerange of Alphayet, either, but there's no point pretending they don't
have a damned good idea of where we are aready."

"No, Sir, thereisn't," Leopold agreed. "On the other hand, closing the range on them will make it
even easier for themto track us. . . and harder for usto drop back into cloak if the opportunity presents
itsdf.”

"Josh, every time we launch or recover—or engage one of their strikes—they'll find usdl over again,
anyway, and as BaHal just pointed out, we have amuch poorer idea of what Beta has. On top of that,
Alphaisthe one between us and our warp point, and until we can cripple at least one group badly
enough to give us achance of outrunning it—and ded with their damned gunboats once and for
all—we're not going to shake them. That being so, I'd rather keep our combat strength concentrated and
giveour pilots as short arecovery flight time as possible.”

"Yes, Sir," Leopold said, and Prescott nodded.
"All right, then, people. Let'sdoiit,” he said briskly.

* * *

Sensor s detected the sudden resurgence of drive sources as the Enemy launched his attack



craft once more. It was unfortunate, though scarcely unexpected. Clearly the Fleet units between
him and escape must be destroyed or disabled if the Enemy were to have any hope of disengaging
and evading successfully. And it was quite possible he would succeed, for rather more of his
attack craft survived than the plan had allowed for at this point. But there were ways that
situation might be redressed, and orders went out to the special unitsto prepare to initiate the
new anti-attack craft tactics.

* * *

Commander Hiithylwaaan, OADC, led the massed pilots of SF 62 towardstheir foes. The
Cormorants' gunboats came with them, but they were too big and dow, rlatively spesking, for the
close-in attack role. Instead, they carried AFHAWK s once again, and the plan was for them to lie wdll
back and provide long-range supporting fire againgt any Bug gunboats which might attempt to intercept
themain grike.

Unfortunately, the Bugs seemed disinclined to commit their gunboats. . . and their ECM was more
effective than usud, making exact unit identification difficult. It couldn't successfully disguisea
military-grade drive asacommercid one, yet there was more uncertainty than Hiithylwaaan could have
desired, and afew additiond military-drive ships had turned up. Some of them clearly weren't Antelopes
or Antlers, but that was about al he could say for certain. It was even possible they represented anew
classno Allied force had previoudy encountered. In any case, they wouldn't have had military drives
unless the Bugs thought it was important for them to be able to keep pace with Allied designs, and that
made them worthwhile targets.

Four or five of the unknownslay between his strikegroups and the Antel opes, and he began to tap
commandsinto his onboard computer, designating them asthe first targets. The Bugs had dlowed agap
to open between them and the rest of their fast starships, he noted, putting them beyond the range at
which the Antelopes' point defense could assist their own close-in defenses, and he clicked hisbegk in
the Ophiuchi equivaent of asmile. Hewould hit each of them smultaneoudy with atwo or
three-squadron attack, he decided. That would swamp their own point defense and let him kill them
quickly, with minimal losses, before he turned on their more distant consorts.

* % %

The special units watched the Enemy strike bear down upon them, noting the distribution of
drive sources. It would appear that the deception measures had succeeded. The removal of certain
weapons and systems and the reconfiguration of the special units shields had significantly altered
their emissions signatures. The Fleet had hoped that the alteration would prevent the Enemy from
guessing what the special units truly were—rather as the Enemy had done to the Fleet by
disguising his antimatter laden gunboat lures as standard missile pods. There was, of course, no
way to be certain that the deception had succeeded in thisinstance, yet the devel oping pattern of
the attack appeared hopeful. Certainly the Enemy seemed to have decided to sweep the special
units aside before they could fall back within the defensive perimeter of the remainder of the
Fleet.

Fortunately, the special units had no intention of doing anything of the sort.

* % %

Hiithylwaaan's eyes narrowed as his five-pronged strike's components reached their IPs and turned
into the attack. At thisrange, hisfighters scanners should have been able to see through the Bug EW
and recognize their targets, and they couldn't. Or, at least, what they were seeing didn't match any Bug
ship typesin his onboard computer's threat recognition files.

Hedidn't likethat. The first peopleto attack any new class of warship were likely to encounter
unpleasant surprises, especidly if theinferna Bugs had come up with another nasty innovation like the
plasmagun or the suicide-rider. On the other hand, someone dways had to be thefirst . . . athough he
could have wished for amore convenient time.

He considered the readouts carefully. There wasn't agreat ded of time to make up hismind, and he



wished he had even alittle more information. The Bugs ECM might be being more effective than usud,
but some details were leaking through. He didn't see any sign of new and fiendish weapons—as nearly as
he could tdll, thiswas Smply anew fast-battlecruiser design with standard weapons, dbeit in adightly
different configuration.

He considered aborting the attack, but it wastoo late to do it without engendering mass confusionin
his squadrons. Better to carry through and hope that these things were important enough to justify the
effort he was going to expend killing them. And even if they werent, he had to start the killing
somewhere.

Whatever these ships were, they'd just have to do.

* * %

The Enemy strike craft screamed down on the special units, and a ripple of surprise ran
through the Fleet as they opened fire not simply with the anticipated lasers, but with primary
beams, aswell. That had not been expected, and the special units staggered as unstoppable
stilettos of energy stabbed through them again and again. The implications of the Enemy's choice
of armament was not lost upon the Fleet, however. Clearly the Enemy had been as badly deceived
as the Fleet could have hoped, or he would not have elected to employ a weapon which brought
him so close to histargets.

It was true that the primary beams could knock out internal systems—possibly even the critical
internal systems—without having to first smash their way through shields and armor. Yet in the
long run, it would not matter greatly. The crews of the special units engaged the attacking small
craft with missiles as they closed, and then opened fire with their point defense. The attack craft
took only moderate losses, and their crews continued to bore in, closing to minimum range to
make every shot count.

Exactly as the Fleet had anticipated.

* * %

Commander Hiithylwasan led the strike on the center unidentified battlecruiser himsdlf, and hefdt a
deep, abiding sense of pride as his Human and Ophiuchi pilotsfollowed himin. They drove through the
weak, poorly coordinated point defense of their targets, closing in multisquadron strikes that were
precisaly sequenced to put the greatest number of fighters—and hence the heaviest possible weight of
fire—onto their victims smultaneoudy from the closest possible range.

SF 62's pil ots executed their attacks perfectly. And at the precise moment of their closest approach,
each target's crew camly threw a switch.

* * %

Andrew Prescott felt asif someone had kicked him in the belly.

He sensed the same shocked horror rippling through al the officers and ratings on Flag Bridge, and
there was nothing he could do about it at al. He was as much a spectator asthey were, staring at the
plot. The information on it was minutes old, the eventsit showed aready over and done, but it didn't fed
that way, and hisface clenched with pain as he watched two-thirds of hisremaining fighter strength be
wiped away in mere seconds.

Etnas. Those had to be Etnas, he thought numbly. But why didn't Hiithylwaaan recognize them?
He was right on top of them, for God's sake! And he thought they were a brand new class, so—

Histhought chopped off abruptly. Hiithylwaaan had thought they were anew class because the Bugs
had wanted him to think that. The far shathkhanaak had been far too close for smple ECM to have
deceived him, which meant that the ships had been anew design—aor, at least, an older design which had
been dtered to make it appear to be something else entirely.

The SRHAWK. It'sthe Bugs answer to the SRHAWK, hethought. We disguised those to ook
like SBMHAWK pods, so they returned the compliment. Our fighter pilots have gotten too smart
to closein tight on suicide-riders unless they have to to intercept them short of an OWP or capital



ship. So the bastards disguised an Etna as something else in the hope that our strikes would come
into "fighter-trap" range of it, anyway.

The numbness of the moment of disaster began to pass, taking the anesthesia of shock withit, and he
sucked in a deep breath. From the power of the explosions, he suspected the antimatter |oads on these
particular ships had been even heavier than the ones aboard the suicide-riders at Centauri had been. No
doubt that had been part of the redesign which had fooled his pilots.

Wait a minute, Andrew, hetold himsdf. Don't make the mistake of giving of the Bugs too much
credit. It may have been a deliberate deception attempt that succeeded, but it could also just be
that they have more classes of suicide-riders than we knew about, and this was simply one we
hadn't seen yet.

He shook himsdlf. Whether the Bugs had done it on purpose or not, didn't really matter. Once
Hiithylwaaan had committed to attack the suicide-riders, the result had been dl but inevitable. All the
Bugs had needed to do waswait until the maximum number of fighterswere within sufficiently close
proximity and then blow themselves up . . . and in the process trap a horrific percentage of SF 62's
precious fighterswithin the blast effect and destroy them.

He watched the remainder of the strike falling back and silently blessed whoever wasin command
over there now. He doubted very much that it was Hiithylwaaan, given the Ophiuchi strikefighter tradition
of leading from the front. Not that Prescott blamed the far shathkhanaak for what had just happened.
He hadn't seen it coming either, after al. No one had. But at |east whoever had taken over had sufficient
good sense and initiative to abort the rest of the attack on his own authority rather than throw away what
remained of the tattered strikegroups against the unshaken defenses of the main Bug formation.

He made himsdf St very il while the damage sdebar tallied the returning icons, and hisjaws ached
as histeeth clenched on his pipe. Only twenty-six of them were coming home again—barely four full
strength squadrons from al three carriers—and he had only eighteen surviving gunboats to support them.
That wasn't enough for long-range strikes to do what had to be done, and—

Histhoughts broke off as afresh wave of gunboats suddenly accelerated away from the Bugs.
"Sir—" Chau began hoarsaly, but Prescott cut him off.

"| seethem, BaHai. Contact Captain Shaarnaathy. Tell him we can't afford to send the fighters and
gunboats back out for long-range interceptions. They're to engage only from within the rest of theflotillas
missile envelope S0 that we can support them with shipboard missilefire.”

"Sir," Leopold pointed out very carefully, "if welet themin that close, we'relikely to have leskers.”

"l know that," Prescott replied, more harshly than held intended. "But we don't have alot of choice.
We need to—"

"Admira, Tracking reports additional Bug smdl craft, probably assault shuttle and pinnace
kamikazes, following the gunboatsin!" Chau interrupted.

* % %

The small craft swept off on the heels of the remaining gunboats. The special units had
performed well, crippling the Enemy attack craft. Now it was time to finish him off, and the
Fleet's faster battlecruiserswent to full power.

* % %

Andrew Prescott watched with aface of stone asthe Arachnid attack came in. The Bugs were doing
abetter job than usua of keeping their pure kamikazes and gunboats together as a single coordinated
force, and his own shaken squadrons had been given only minima time to reerm and reorganize. His
gunboats, in particular, reached the flotilla bare minutes before their Bug pursuers, athough the fleeter
fighters had been given at least alittle more precioustime.

But it wasn't going to be enough, and he heard his own voice giving orders as the Bug attack roared
down on his command.



* * %

The gunboats and small craft swooped down upon their targets, and their mother ships seized
the opportunity to close. The Enemy had no option but to go to evasive maneuvering as the
deadly little vessels streaked toward his starships, and that reduced his formation's forward speed
drastically. The Fleet's long-range missile ships, unhampered by any ssimilar need to bob and
weave, closed the range quickly, and by now their sensors had hard locks on most of the Enemy
ships. When battle damage began to slow their targets, the missile ships would be ready.

* % %

Space was ugly with butchery as the Bug gunboats led the attack into the heart of SF 62. Y et
another wave of gunboats—much smdller, and with fewer accompanying kamikazes—raced towards the
flotillafrom Beta Force, but in that instance, at least, the Bug coordination had been thankfully poor.
Whatever damage Alpha Force might do, its attack would be over and done before the Beta gunboats
entered engagement range.

Andrew Prescott had little timeto fedl grateful for smal favors, however, asthe ships of hiscommand
and the men and women, human and Ophiuchi aike, who crewed them fought desperately againgt atide
of destruction. The gunboats were far less numerous than the kamikazes, but they were also faster and
far harder to kill, and so he was forced to commit hisfighters against them. He hated it. He would far
rather have sent thefighters againgt the relaively defensdess smdll craft, but those gunboats had to be
stopped, and his already riven and harrowed fighter squadrons stopped them.

At acog. Haf hisremaining fighters died in the dogfight, and four gunboats broke through despite all
the exhausted fighter jocks could do. They charged down on Foxhound, the battlecruiser Courageous,
and thefreighter Vagabond, and al four of the gunboats ripple-savoed their externa ordnance |oads of
FRAMS. .. then streaked in to ram.

Foxhound and Vagabond vanished with al handsin hideous blossoms of light and fury, and
Courageous staggered. She managed to pick off her single assailant just before the gunboat could follow
its FRAMsin, but she was brutdly wounded and fell out of formation. Theflotillals smal craft swarmed
out of their boat bays, ignoring the carnage raging around them, and dashed towards her to take off her
survivors before the charging Bug battlecruisers came into range to finish her off, but shewas obvioudy a
total loss. . . and asixth of Prescott's capital misslelaunchers went with her.

The smdll craft kamikazes accomplished much less, despite their greater numbers. Captain
Shaarnaathy had vectored his own gunboats to meet them, and, intercepted far short of theflotillals
perimeter, they were mowed down without ever reaching attack range. But then the strike from Beta
Force arrived, and Shaarnaathy's fighters were too spent and disorganized to stop them. It was up to the
gunboats and the batteries of theflotillas ships, and the Bugs came streaking in through the savage
defensvefire,

Six gunboats got through thistime, and dl six charged squardly down on the battlecruiser Fralic, the
command ship for theflotillas battlegroup of Huns. The Guerriere-C-class battlecruiser was heavily
armed with standard missile launchers, not the capital missile launchers of the Dunkerque-class BCRs,
and they went to maximum rate sprint-mode fire as the Bugs entered her envelope. One of them survived
to get off its FRAMSs, and the big ship staggered as her shields vanished and explosionsripped at her
armor. But that armor held, and she raced on, holding her place in formation and maintaining the Survey
Command ships datanet intact.

Then it was over, and an ashen-faced Andrew Prescott counted hislosses. Hisflotillawas il
essentialy intact, but the Bugs had succeeded in their primary god, for Zirk-Ciliwaan and Zirk-Likwyn,
hisonly remaining carriers, had only eeven fighters, lessthan two full strength squadrons, between them,
and only nine of Condor 's and Corby's twenty-three gunboats survived. The Bugs had stripped away his
long-range striking power . . . and their Antelopes had closed the range sharply while his own ships
maneuvered to avoid attack. His sensor crews had their positions clearly plotted now, and that meant
that they had his ships plotted just as clearly.



And that he wasn't going to shake them.

* * %

The faces on the com screens were grim as Prescott took his place before them. They understood
the situation just aswell as he did, but he was their commander, and the lack of condemnation in their
expressons asthey listened to Leopold's summary cut him like asword. Intellectualy, he knew they
wereright. It wasn't hisfault, and even if held somehow managed to redlize at the last minute what the
Etnas were and what would happen if Commander Hiithylwaaan closed with them, there would have
been nothing he could have done. The choice of exactly which unitsto attack, and in what order, had
been Hiithylwaaan's, that was what a far shathkhanaak did. And even if Prescott had known all those
things, the light-speed communications lag would have prevented him from overriding Hiithylwaaan's
decison intimeto matter.

But even though hisintellect knew that, it didn't matter. Not deep down inside where an officer's
respongbility to the men and women under his command lived.

"I believe," he said quietly, when Leopold had finished, "that we have to assume additional Bug units
are en route to this 