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1

Directly ahead, the sky was a brilliant and cloudless blue. All around, at the distant circle of the horizon, the browns and grays and pale greens of the planetscape hazed with an odd seamlessness into the blue of the sky. Above and slightly aft, the planet’s sun was a pale, red-orange globe.

Directly beneath was enemy territory.

“Samurai, I’m picking up response activity,” the voice of the backstop Corvine’s tail man came in Commander Rafe Taoka’s ear. “Thirty-four klicks aft. Can’t tell what kind of craft yet, but I read five of them.”

“Tally that,” Taoka’s own tail man, Juggler, confirmed. “Also tally Talisman’s count.”

“Acknowledged,” Taoka said, twitching his left eyelid to call up the tactical/sensor view aft of his Catbird fighter. The image superimposed itself on the enhanced forward view racing past beneath him, and he took a moment to study the flashing circles Juggler had marked. No vehicles showing yet, but the false-color scheme definitely indicated thermal and turbulence signatures. “Gusto, give yourself another half klick up—I want Talisman to keep an eye on those signatures back there. Juggler, Argus: you two stay sharp on forward wedge scan.”

“Acknowledged,” Gusto said from the Corvine, his voice sounding a little strained. “Shouldn’t we go to X?”

“Standing Order Three, Gusto,” Crossfire said from the other Catbird, flying a dozen meters off Taoka’s wing. “We don’t go to X until bogies are actually on scope.”

“This isn’t a drill, Crossfire,” Gusto said, a touch of asperity cracking through his voice. “This is real.”

“Yes, we know,” Crossfire said patiently. “Just stay cool. We’re doing fine.”

“Yes, sir,” Gusto muttered. “Staying cool, sir.”

“Doesn’t sound happy, does he?” Juggler commented from the aft cockpit seat behind Taoka.

“Can’t say I blame him,” Taoka growled back. It was a stupid rule, St/Ord 3 was, and everyone from the Peacekeeper Triad on down knew it. Level X, the full Mindlink integration between the pilot, tail, and fighter craft itself, was the whole point of the Copperheads in the first place. The Level A linkage they were using right now really wasn’t much better than the baseline heads-ups the poppers who flew Axeheads or Dragonflies got.

But, then, St/Ord 3 hadn’t been set up by military men. It was a political order, forced on the Copperheads by the NorCoord Parliament a few years back. Their ill-considered reaction to that oversensationalized flap over Copperhead burnout. A flap led and fed by the ambitions of then-Parlimin Lord Stewart Cavanagh.

One expected idiotic and shortsighted ideas from politicians. What had twisted in Taoka’s gut like splintered glass was the fact that Cavanagh’s crusade had been aided and abetted by a former Copperhead. Worse, a Copperhead who had once held near-legendary status. Adam Quinn: Maestro.

Or, as Taoka thought of him now, Adam Quinn: Traitor.

It had been a hurtful and humiliating time, and Taoka had privately resolved never to forget that pain. But maybe all that bad blood had finally circled back to where it belonged. The last skitter message that had reached the Trafalgar task force before they left Commonwealth space had included a notice that Quinn had been arrested and charged with theft of Peacekeeper property. With a little luck maybe Lord Cavanagh could get dragged into it, too; Taoka had heard that Quinn was working for Cavanagh these days. Get the two of them thrown into cold storage for the next twenty years, and he might be willing to call it even.

Beneath the three fighters a group of Conqueror buildings shot past, built in the same linked-hexagon style the aliens used for their warships. He caught a glimpse of a courtyard area between two of the buildings—the heat signature of a single Conqueror standing out in the open, no doubt looking goggle-eyed up at them—and then they were over a vast landing field with a scattering of small air- or spacecraft clustered at one end.

“Got some heat signatures,” Juggler reported from behind him. “Some of those craft down there are already gearing up.”

“Looks like word of our arrival’s getting around,” Gusto added.

“Can’t fault their communications any,” Taoka said, calling up the image of the vehicles they’d just passed. “Lucky for us they’re not too swift on the uptake.”

“They’re swift enough,” Crossfire cut in. “Argus has two groups incoming: twenty and forty degrees, two hundred klicks range. Intercept vectors.”

Taoka smiled grimly. Finally: a direct enemy threat. “All right, Samurai group. You wanted it; you got it. All Copperheads, go to X.”

—

“Signal from Samurai group, Commodore,” the fighter commander called from across the Trafalgar’s bridge. “They have incoming bogies. Samurai’s ordered them to Level X.”

“Acknowledged, Schweighofer,” Commodore Lord Alexander Montgomery said, running his eyes over the outer scan displays for probably the hundredth time since launching the probe teams. Peacekeeper Command had assured him that their sudden arrival would probably catch the enemy off guard; but Peacekeeper Command’s collective hindquarters weren’t on the line here. His were, and he had no intention of losing them or his task force to the Zhirrzh. Certainly not the way Trev Dyami had lost the Jutland. “Smith, do we still have visual on the outriders?” he called across the bridge.

“Yes, sir,” the force coordination officer called back. “Visual and lasercom both. Still no enemy response.”

“That won’t last much longer,” Captain Thomas Germaine murmured from the fleet exec’s chair beside Montgomery. “They must have something in this system that can fight. Only question is where they’re hiding it.”

“Agreed,” Montgomery said, running a thoughtful forefinger across the deep cleft in his chin. The outriders had clear visuals on both moons and all space debris within any reasonable range. Unless the enemy had something buried away underground—

“Antelope reports enemy ship rising from the planet,” Smith called. “Grid Fifty-five-Delta.”

Germaine had already keyed the main display for the Antelope’s feed. The Zhirrzh ship rising at them was not all that big, perhaps half the size of the ships the Jutland had encountered a few light-years off Dorcas.

Still, considering how easily those four alien craft had ripped through the Jutland’s eight-ship task force, the presence of even one Zhirrzh warship was nothing to be taken lightly.

And orbiting two thousand klicks away in outrider position, the Antelope might as well have been a floating bull’s-eye for all the good the rest of the task force could do them. “Mendoza, you’d better get out of there,” he ordered the Antelope’s captain. “Mesh out, and wait for us at Point Victor.”

As if to underline the order, the rising conglomeration of hexagons began spitting laser fire, splashing tiny clouds of vaporized metal from the Antelope’s hull. “Acknowledged, Trafalgar,” Mendoza’s voice came back. “You want me to loop back around and run backstop?”

“Negative,” Montgomery said. “Just run. Bravo Sector ships: deploy defense against incoming bogie. All fighters return to their ships at once, probe teams included.”

“Samurai group is about to engage, sir.” Schweighofer reminded him.

“Tell Samurai I said now.”

“Acknowledged.”

Montgomery looked up to find Germaine frowning at him. “We’re leaving already?” the fleet exec asked. “Surely we can handle a single enemy warship.”

“Boldness is a useful quality in a warrior,” Montgomery told him quietly. “Brashness belongs in your quarters with your dress uniform. Our mission objectives were to gather geographic data and to test the assumption that the Zhirrzh can’t detect the tachyon wake-trails of incoming starships. We’ve accomplished both. There’s nothing to be gained by adding head-to-head combat to the mission profile.”

“Except possibly a reduction of the enemy threat,” Germaine countered. “Even without Antelope we’ve got a fifteen-to-one edge here, plus four wings of Adamant and Copperhead fighters. This is the kind of chance—”

“Second ship incoming, Commodore,” Smith interrupted. “Cascadia has it rising from Grid One-sixteen-Charlie.”

“Deploy defensive,” Montgomery ordered as Germaine pulled up the picture. Coming up from a group of low hills, the newcomer looked to be a bit larger than the first bogie, though given its completely different arrangement of hexagons, it was hard to tell for sure. “Any idea yet where they’re coming from?”

“Apparently from right under our noses, sir,” Kyun Wu said from the sensor station. “I ran a check—the probe teams had them marked as buildings. Must have one hell of a lift system to be able to bring something that size up and down a gravity well.”

Montgomery grimaced to himself. Lasers capable of slicing through Peacekeeper hull metal, virtually indestructible ceramic hulls; a method of instantaneous communication across interstellar distances; and now an unknown but obviously highly efficient ground-to-space lift system. Even without anything else, the level of their technology would have red-flagged these aliens as a potential threat to humanity.

Their use of that technology to invade the Commonwealth had turned that red flag into a red alarm. And had earned the Zhirrzh the name Conquerors.

“Commodore, Antelope has meshed out,” Smith reported. “First bogie changing course toward Galileo and Wolverine. Second bogie has engaged Cascadia and Nagoya.”

“Nagoya’s been hit!” Kyun Wu snapped. “Full round of laser fire from Bogie Two. Looks like severe damage to all forward sections.”

“Confirm that,” Smith said. “Damage to command structure; severe damage to sensors and forward missile ports.”

“Cascadia’s launched a missile attack against Bogie Two,” Kyun Wu said. “Missiles hitting…no apparent damage. Bogie is attacking Nagoya again.”

“Damage to Nagoya starboard flank,” Smith said. “Make that severe damage. Command center’s gone; Prasad has ordered ship-abandon. Bogie One’s engaging Wolverine.”

“Trautmann, move us to backstop Cascadia,” Montgomery ordered the helmsman. “Kyun Wu: status on Nagoya’s honeycombs.”

“Nothing yet,” Kyun Wu said tightly. “Bogie’s still firing at Nagoya. Wait a minute; I’m picking up some pod emergency beacons—”

Abruptly, he broke off. “Beacons have gone silent, Commodore.”

Germaine swore viciously under his breath. “Damn them all.”

Montgomery squeezed his left fist hard enough to hurt, sudden fury burning along his throat. They were doing it again. Brutally, arrogantly, deliberately, the Conquerors were slaughtering the human survivors of their attack. Helpless survivors, in defenseless and unarmed escape pods. “Launch missiles,” he ordered. “Full salvo.”

“Acknowledged,” the weapons officer called. “Missiles away.”

“Too late, Commodore,” Smith said quietly. “The Nagoya’s gone.”

For a half-dozen painful heartbeats Montgomery just sat there, staring at the expanding cloud of debris that had been the Nagoya, a cloud still flashing and flickering with secondary explosions and enemy laser fire. There were things he wanted to scream at the Conquerors; things he desperately wanted to scream. But he was a NorCoord officer, from the heritage and tradition of Great Britain. Such men did not lose control. “Fighter status?” he asked instead.

“Samurai group is just coming into their bays,” Schweighofer reported, his voice the bitter cold of a Rheinland on Nadezhda winter. “All other fighters have returned to their ships. Rather, all that will be returning.”

Montgomery’s fist tightened again. But there would be time later to tot up the casualties. Right now his job was to keep his force from suffering any more of them. “Fire another salvo at Bogie Two,” he ordered the weapons officer as he touched his comm control. “All ships: defense formation; mesh out in order. Rendezvous at Point Victor.”

He could feel Germaine’s eyes on him as the other ships acknowledged and the task force began its orderly retreat. But the fleet exec said nothing. Perhaps because there was nothing to be said. Fifteen Peacekeeper warships, fleeing before two of the enemy, leaving a ship’s worth of dead behind. And the two enemy warships not showing so much as a scratch.

But at least he hadn’t lost his whole task force—the way Dyami had lost the Jutland.

And, ultimately, it wasn’t going to matter how viciously and arrogantly the Zhirrzh cut into them here. By now the NorCoord Parliament must certainly have authorized the use of CIRCE, the awesome weapon that had been used four decades earlier to end the Pawolian war, and which then for security reasons had been disassembled. Odds were, in fact, that all of CIRCE’s components had already been gathered together from the dozen or more worlds on which they’d been hidden. Somewhere back in the Commonwealth—on Earth, on Celadon, perhaps somewhere out in deep space—top NorCoord ordnance techs were probably even now reassembling those components into the most spectacular killing device mankind had ever known.

So let the enemy slaughter and destroy. Soon they would find themselves facing CIRCE, and the Peacekeepers would have the final word.

And the Zhirrzh would find out who the true Conquerors around here really were.
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The spokesman of the two Mrachanis spoke, his voice soft and low and with an earnestness that tugged oddly at Commander Thrr-mezaz’s emotions. “You must listen to us, Commander of the Zhirrzh,” the translation came a few beats later through the translator-link nestled in Thrr-mezaz’s ear slits. “We are in great danger here on Dorcas. You must persuade your leaders to bring us to them.”

“We’re doing everything in our power to protect you, Lahettilas,” Thrr-mezaz said, the translation into the Human-Conqueror language coming a few beats later from the speaker on his shoulder, linked by darklight beams to the interpreter installed in one of the buildings across the landing field. “You must understand that the Overclan Seating and Warrior Command are extremely busy—”

Lahettilas cut him off, the earnestness in his voice changing abruptly to scorn. “Everything in your power? You harbor the Human-Conqueror responsible for a vicious attack intended to Be fatal to us; and yet you claim to be protecting us?”

“The Human-Conqueror prisoner Srgent-janovetz is being carefully watched,” Second Commander Klnn-vavgi said from beside Thrr-mezaz. “If he was the one who launched that explosives attack on your quarters last fullarc, he won’t have the opportunity to repeat it.”

The second Mrachani growled something. “So you say,” the translation came. “Yet you concede you don’t even know the mechanism of the attack. How, then, can you presume to guarantee our safety?”

“I never said your safety was guaranteed,” Thrr-mezaz said coldly. There was something about these aliens and their mannerisms that he found vaguely but increasingly irritating. And the last thing he needed right now was a lecture on his responsibilities as the commander of the Zhirrzh ground warriors. “Dorcas is a war zone, which you chose to enter. You’ll just have to face the dangers here along with the rest of us.”

Lahettilas spoke again, his tone matching the chill of Thrrmezaz’s own voice. “The difference is that you are warriors, Commander of the Zhirrzh. We are ambassadors. Furthermore, it was not our choice to come here to the surface into your war zone. Our request was to be taken to your leaders to discuss an alliance between our two peoples. As we have asked before.”

“And as I have said before, that decision is still being considered,” Thrr-mezaz said. “That’s the best I can do.”

Lahettilas inhaled deeply, then exhaled just as deeply, as if he were breathing out part of his own essence with the action. His voice changed again, turning soft, with a sorrow that seemed to twist beneath Thrr-mezaz’s tongue. “I suppose I understand,” the translation came. “Distrust and fear—perhaps they are an inevitable part of warfare. Still, it would be a bitter consequence if such distrust led to the destruction of both our peoples.”

“A bitter consequence, indeed,” Thrr-mezaz agreed. “On the other side, the Zhirrzh are a long way yet from such destruction.”

Lahettilas spoke again, his tone turning dark and grim. “Perhaps you are closer than you realize. Your Warrior Command urgently needs to hear about the weapon called CIRCE. If the Human-Conquerors are able to reconstruct it—”

Behind the Mrachanis an Elder abruptly appeared, only his transparent face protruding through the wall. “End this conversation immediately, Commander,” he hissed.

In the two fullarcs since they’d landed there, the Mrachanis had gotten faster at trying to locate the source of these brief Elder communications. But they weren’t yet quite fast enough, and the Elder had vanished before they were able to turn around. Lahettilas spoke—“These faint Zhirrzh voices disturb me, Commander of the Zhirrzh. Where do they come from?”

“I’ll speak to Warrior Command about your request,” Thrr-mezaz told him, ignoring the question. “We must go now. The warriors will look after you.”

Lahettilas did the inhale/exhale thing again and bowed his face briefly toward the floor as he spoke. “Very well. I suppose it is all we can do. Certainly all which those of us who are minor players in this span of history can hope to accomplish.”

“Farewell, then,” Thrr-mezaz said, turning away from the aliens, a sudden flush of annoyance flowing across his tongue. A minor player. Was that all these aliens considered him to be, a minor player?

How dare they make such a presumption? He was Thrr-mezaz; Kee’rr, commander of a Zhirrzh beachhead in enemy territory. Not in any way a minor player.

And he would prove it to them. He would get to Warrior Command, all right—maybe even to the Overclan Prime himself. He would get this straightened out so fast, it would make their fur twist.

“Arrogant little overgrown nornins, aren’t they?” Klnn-vavgi muttered at Thrr-mezaz’s side as they headed across the landing field toward the headquarters building.

“Extremely,” Thrr-mezaz growled back. “I don’t know how Mrachanis look at it, Second, but I don’t consider any Zhirrzh in a war zone to be a minor player.”

“We’ll just have to make sure we prove that to them.” Klnn-vavgi glanced back over his shoulder, flicking his tongue thoughtfully. “It happened again,” he said, lowering his voice. “Did you notice? Third time in the past two fullarcs, by my count.”

“You mean the Elder who was handling the pathway back to Warrior Command suddenly cutting off the conversation?”

“Exactly,” Klnn-vavgi said. “All the more interesting, given the chance they’re taking.”

“Indeed,” Thrr-mezaz murmured. Supreme Ship Commander Dkll-kumvit had made it clear as fine glasswork that the existence of Zhirrzh Elders was to be kept a closely guarded secret from the Mrachanis. Yet the supreme commanders at Warrior Command, listening at the other end of the Elder pathway, had now risked exposing that secret. Not once, but three times.

Which could only mean they considered it even more urgent that those particular three conversations be interrupted. Which implied that Lahettilas knew something that Thrr-mezaz and the rest of the Zhirrzh warriors weren’t supposed to hear. “I take it you also noticed the common element each time?” he asked Klnn-vavgi.

His second in command flicked his tongue in grim agreement. “That weapon Lahettilas keeps wanting to talk to Warrior Command about. The thing he calls CIRCE. I wonder what it is.”

“I’ll bet Warrior Command knows,” Thrr-mezaz said, glancing around. He didn’t see any Elders hovering around listening, but with Elders that didn’t necessarily mean anything. Insubstantial and virtually transparent, they were ideally suited for eavesdropping.

“Something unsuitable for us minor players, no doubt,” Klnn-vavgi said. “I don’t know about you, Thrr-mezaz, but I’m getting the taste of politics dripping all over this thing.”

“Maybe,” Thrr-mezaz said. “I wonder…no.”

“What?”

“Just a thought,” Thrr-mezaz said, looking around again. “Whatever the Mrachanis or Warrior Command know about this, I’ll bet our Human-Conqueror prisoner could tell us the whole story.”

“Interesting thought,” Klnn-vavgi agreed. “Maybe we ought to go have a little talk with him.”

For a handful of beats Thrr-mezaz was tempted to agree. As a Zhirrzh commander in the war zone, it seemed only right that he should know everything Warrior Command did about enemy weapons his warriors might be facing.

But the Human-Conqueror prisoner, Srgent-janovetz, was under continual monitoring by the beachhead’s Elders. If they asked him about CIRCE, Warrior Command would know about it within ten beats. Cvv-panav, the Speaker for Dhaa’rr in the Overclan Seating, had already tried once to have Thrr-mezaz ousted as commander of the Dorcas ground warriors. Pressing to learn something Warrior Command obviously wanted kept secret would be all the excuse he would need to finish the job.

Thrr-mezaz looked sideways at Klnn-vavgi, a sudden doubt oozing beneath his tongue. Could that in fact be the outcome his second in command was trying for here? To goad Thrr-mezaz into doing something that would get him removed from command? Klnn-vavgi was also Dhaa’rr, after all; perhaps his oft-stated contempt for clan politics was a lie designed to lull Thrr-mezaz into complacency.

His tongue flicked in self-disgust. An absurd thought, and he was ashamed with himself for having even entertained it. Lahettilas and all that talk about distrust must have gotten deeper under his tongue than he’d realized. “Let’s try something else first,” he told Klnn-vavgi, changing direction toward the eastern edge of the landing field. “Come on.”

The warriors and techs had long since finished their examination of the storehouse building where the two Mrachanis had come under Human-Conqueror attack a fullarc ago. Outside the eastern wall where the doors had once stood, the ground was covered with wooden splinters, and Thrr-mezaz found himself wincing as he and Klnn-vavgi crunched their way through them. There, crushed beneath those doors when the explosion blew them off their hinges, two Zhirrzh warriors had been abruptly and prematurely raised to Eldership.

And were still suffering the consequences of that raising. Yanked instantly back across the three-hundred-plus light-cyclics separating Dorcas and their preserved fsss organs on Oaccanv, both of the new Elders were twisted in the temporary insanity of anchoring shock.

As were the warriors who had been raised to Eldership during their initial invasion of Dorcas. Now, seventeen fullarcs later, that group was still showing no signs of coming out of the madness.

There were, Thrr-mezaz knew, whispered rumors of searcher and healer theories that had supposedly proved that a Zhirrzh who was too far from his fsss organ at the time of his raising would be forever locked into anchoring shock. The clan and family leaders uniformly denied that such theories had ever even been formally proposed, let alone tested or proved. But that didn’t stop the rumors. Thrr-mezaz could only hope that, if such an outer limit existed, Dorcas was still inside it.

Three more jagged holes had been ripped in the north wall by the Human-Conqueror explosives after the blast that had destroyed the doors, showering more splinters and wood fragments outside the building. “What are we doing here?” Klnn-vavgi asked as Thrr-mezaz led the way to the middle of the room.

“I have a special arrangement with one of our communicators,” Thrr-mezaz told him. “He’s supposed to look in here a couple times per tentharc to see if I want him.”

“Really,” Klnn-vavgi said, eyeing his commander. “A special arrangement, you say.”

“Yes,” Thrr-mezaz said, starting to have second thoughts about this idea. The secure pathway which the Dhaa’rr Elder Prr’t-casst-a had set up two fullarcs ago between Thrr-mezaz and his brother Thrr-gilag had been for one purpose only: to discuss the suspected capture of Prr’t-casst-a’s husband, Prr’t-zevisti, by the Human-Conquerors. Trying to use the pathway for any other purpose might well meet with resistance from the Elders involved in carrying the messages back and forth, particularly if the discussion turned to Dhaa’rr political moves. Perhaps he should just forget about this and hope that the Mrachanis were overstating their case on this CIRCE threat.

Abruptly, the Elder appeared. “Commander Thrr-mezaz,” he said. “You have a message for Prr’t-casst-a?”

“Not for Prr’t-casst-a, no,” Thrr-mezaz said. “But I’d like to use the secure pathway she set up to contact my brother, Searcher Thrr-gilag. Can you do it?”

“I can try,” the Elder said, sounding a bit doubtful. “I thought Thrr-gilag had returned to Oaccanv.”

“He has,” Thrr-mezaz confirmed. “He should be at either the Overclan Seating complex in Unity City, the Thrr-family shrine near Cliffside Dales, or at the Frr-family town of Reeds Village.”

“I obey, Commander,” the Elder said, and vanished.

“You think Thrr-gilag knows something about this CIRCE weapon?” Klnn-vavgi asked.

“He spent nineteen fullarcs on Base World Twelve interrogating the Human-Conqueror prisoner Pheylan Cavanagh,” Thrr-mezaz reminded him. “If CIRCE is as dangerous as Lahettilas seems to think, there’s a good chance it would have come up in conversation.”

“Maybe.” Klnn-vavgi looked around the damaged building. “While you’re at it, you might ask him if he knows anything about Human-Conqueror explosive weapons.”

The beats went by, adding up until they’d reached a hunbeat. Then two hunbeats, then three, then four. Thrr-mezaz looked around, feeling his tail gradually speeding up its spinning movement and wondering what could have gone wrong. Anchored at both his preserved fsss organ and at the small fsss cutting just east of the Dorcas beachhead, the Elder could transfer instantly back and forth across the light-cyclics between Dorcas and the Dhaa’rr homeworld of Dharanv. Passing the message on to an Elder on Dharanv who was also double-anchored to a cutting in the appropriate region of Oaccanv should likewise have been no problem. Could the Overclan Seating have moved up the departure time of the diplomatic mission to the Mrachani homeworld? Thrr-gilag was supposed to go on that mission, Thrr-mezaz knew; a changed departure schedule might account for no one’s being able to find him.

And then, just as he’d decided that that was probably the case, the Elder reappeared. “This is Thrr-gilag,’ ” he quoted. “ ‘Hello, my brother. Is anything wrong?’ ”

“I was about to ask you the same thing,” Thrr-mezaz said to the Elder, his tail slowing down slightly. “Where are you, anyway?”

The Elder nodded and vanished. This time he was back in less than half a hunbeat. “ ‘As it happens, I’m aboard a ship heading your way. I should be there in about five fullarcs.’ ”

Thrr-mezaz frowned. “I thought Klnn-dawan-a was going to be coming.”

“ ‘She will be,’ ” the message came back. “ ‘She’ll be leaving from Shamanv and ought to arrive there a fullarc or two ahead of me. She’ll have the package with her.’ ”

Thrr-mezaz felt his tail twitch. The package: their private code word for the secret and highly illegal cutting Thrr-gilag and Klnn-dawan-a had somehow managed to get from Prr’t-zevisti’s fsss organ on Dharanv the previous fullarc.

A cutting that was probably Prr’t-zevisti’s last chance at life. But that wouldn’t matter a flick of the tongue if anyone caught them with it. “Any problems on that side?” he asked.

“ ‘None that I know of. I haven’t spoken with Klnn-dawan-a since I left Dharanv.’ ”

“So why are you coming here, too?” Thrr-mezaz asked. “I thought you were supposed to be going to the Mrachani homeworld.”

“ ‘I was. I’ve been taken off that mission.’ ”

Klnn-vavgi muttered something under his breath. “Taken off?” Thrr-mezaz echoed. “Whose flat-headed idea was that?”

The Elder nodded and vanished. “I’ll bet you twenty fullarcs’ pay it was politics,” Klnn-vavgi growled. “I can see the Speaker for Dhaa’rr’s tongue marks in it from here.”

“Maybe not,” Thrr-mezaz said, uneasiness speeding up his tail again. “I talked to my father last fullarc, and he was trying desperately to locate Thrr-gilag. Something serious is going on with our family back home, and Thrr-gilag’s being dropped from the Mrachani mission may be one of the repercussions.”

“Must be something really serious to get Thrr’t-rokik desperate,” Klnn-vavgi commented. “I’ve only met him a couple of times, but he never struck me as the excitable type.”

“He’s not,” Thrr-mezaz agreed grimly.

“I take it you don’t want to talk about the situation?”

Thrr-mezaz flicked his tongue in a negative. “Most of what I could say right now would be just speculation.”

The Elder reappeared. “ ‘It was a joint decision by the Speaker for Dhaa’rr and the Overclan Prime,’ ” he quoted Thrr-gilag’s reply. “ ‘I’ll give you the details when I arrive.’ ”

“All right,” Thrr-mezaz said. “A couple of other questions for you. First: do you know anything about Human-Conqueror explosives?”

“ ‘Only that they’re as effective as lasers for raising Zhirrzh to Eldership,’ ” the bitter-tasting reply came back a hunbeat later.

“I know that much,” Thrr-mezaz said. “Second: do you know anything about a Human-Conqueror weapon called CIRCE?”

The Elder vanished…and once again the beats began to drag by. “It’s being awfully quiet out there,” Klnn-vavgi said as the silence entered its third hunbeat. “How secure did you say this pathway was?”

The Elder was back before Thrr-mezaz could answer. “ ‘I’m sorry, Thrr-mezaz, but this really isn’t something I can discuss.’ ”

Thrr-mezaz threw a look at Klnn-vavgi. So they’d been right on both counts. There was something about CIRCE that Warrior Command didn’t want anyone else to know. And Thrr-gilag knew what that something was. “I understand, my brother,” Thrr-mezaz said to the Elder. “Have a safe journey.”

“ ‘You take care, too. I’ll see you in a few fullarcs.’ ”

Thrr-mezaz nodded to the Elder. “Thank you. You may release the pathway.”

“I obey, Commander,” the Elder said, and once again vanished.

“So we were right,” Klnn-vavgi murmured.

“Looks that way.” Thrr-mezaz looked around the empty storehouse, wondering if any of the other Elders might have eavesdropped on their conversation. “We’d better be getting back.”

“I wonder what kind of weapon it is,” Klnn-vavgi commented as they headed back across the landing area. “Some kind of nuclear explosive, you think?”

“I have no idea,” Thrr-mezaz said, squinting against the bright postmidarc sunlight and the dust being kicked up by a brisk northerly wind. “What bothers me more than the what is the why. Specifically, why haven’t they already used it against us?”

“Maybe they have,” Klnn-vavgi suggested. “Maybe what the Mrachanis are calling CIRCE are what we call the Copperhead warriors.”

“I doubt it,” Thrr-mezaz said. “Thrr-gilag’s study group got the name Copperheads directly from their prisoner. Surely the Mrachanis have had enough contact with the Human-Conquerors not to make that kind of mistake.”

“Unless the Human-Conquerors use different words when talking to different races,” Klnn-vavgi pointed out. “It would be a simple way to impede communication among their enemies.”

Thrr-mezaz flicked his tongue. “Interesting thought.”

“Something else to ask Thrr-gilag when he gets here,” Klnn-vavgi said. “Find out if the prisoner ever mentioned CIRCE to them—”

Abruptly, an Elder appeared in front of them. “Commander Thrr-mezaz: urgent message from Supreme Ship Commander Dkll-kumvit,” he said, his faint voice almost lost in the wind. “He’s received news from Warrior Command that Shamanv was attacked two tentharcs ago by a group of Human-Conqueror warcraft.”

Thrr-mezaz’s tail twitched. Shamanv—that was where Thrr-gilag had said Klnn-dawan-a would be leaving from. Carrying Prr’t-zevisti’s new cutting with her…“Damage?” he asked.

“Unclear,” the Elder said. “The message said only that two Zhirrzh warships were involved in driving the attackers away and that one of them suffered severe internal damage from the Human-Conqueror explosive missiles. It was also reported that one enemy warcraft was destroyed. Supreme Ship Commander Dkll-kumvit thinks it may signal the beginning of a new Human-Conqueror offensive.”

“Understood,” Thrr-mezaz said. “Order all ground warriors to full alert and have the Stingbirds prepared to fly.”

“I obey,” the Elder said, and vanished.

“Come on,” Thrr-mezaz said to Klnn-vavgi, picking up his pace toward their headquarters building.

And wondering if his second in command had noticed yet the frightening implications of the Shamanv attack. Either the enemy had taken a Zhirrzh prisoner and made him talk, or had found and deciphered the optronic data from a Zhirrzh combat recorder—

Or had a workable method for tracking spacecraft through the tunnel-line between stars.

Only two fullarcs ago Klnn-vavgi had speculated the enemy might have such impossible technology. Ten fullarcs before that Thrr-gilag had half-jokingly suggested the same thing.

Perhaps both had been right. And if so, it put a sudden new edge of urgency onto this war. Thanks to the Human-Conqueror recorder they’d recovered from the wreckage of that first battle, Warrior Command had till now had the advantage of knowing the locations of their enemies’ worlds and bases, while the Zhirrzh worlds had remained hidden away in the vastness of space. Now, suddenly, that advantage was gone. The Human-Conquerors could now stab the war straight back into the faces of the Zhirrzh.

Could begin to live up to the name the Mrachanis had given them. The name Conquerors.

“We’re in trouble, Thrr-mezaz,” Klnn-vavgi said quietly from beside him. “With CIRCE, and now this, we’re in trouble.”

“Yes,” Thrr-mezaz said, glancing up again at the sky. “I know.”
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3

The data-feed connection is established at 15:52:25, 22.41 minutes later than the estimate I was given orally at 09:21:44 this morning. There is a contact transient of 0.04 second; and then the feed settles into proper connection linkage.

The information given to me at 09:20:21 was that I would be testifying before the inquiry board assembling in Conference Room Three of the Edo Peacekeeper base. My in-built caution requires me to confirm that I have indeed linked to the proper location. The contact trace takes me 0.02 second, and I am indeed able to confirm that I have been linked to the properly designated interface terminal In the process I also discover that a Corbaline Type 74-D-6 encryption has been established in the data line. This too is as expected.

I sublink the optical and auditory sensors of the interface terminal. The primary lens is an Avergand-4 fish-eye; I calculate and initiate the necessary correction transform to bring the image into standard format. There are fifteen human beings in the room within sight of the lens: two males and one female seated at a table centered 21.5 degrees to the left of the terminal at a mean distance of 2.54 meters, ten males seated in a single row centered 10.3 degrees to the right at a mean distance of 4.15 meters, and two males seated 50.3 degrees to the right at a mean distance of 3.77 meters. From the auditory breathing patterns I deduce there are three more people outside the range of the lens.

I inspect the room’s occupants more closely, using visual-recognition algorithms and comparing against the 5,128,339 facial images in my current-events file. The three people at the table are senior Peacekeeper officers: Vice Admiral Tal Omohundro, Major General Petros Hampstead, and Brigadier Elizabet Yost. One of the two men seated to the far right ranks above them: Admiral Thomas Rudzinski, one of the three supreme military officers making up the Peacekeeper Triad. Seated beside him is Commander Pheylan Cavanagh, whom I flew to Edo from Conqueror imprisonment eleven days seven hours twenty-seven point four six minutes ago.

The men in the single row are equally familiar: those who participated in Commander Cavanagh’s rescue. In the leftmost chair is Aric Cavanagh, Commander Cavanagh’s elder brother; seated beside him is former Copperhead commander Adam Quinn, currently chief of security for the CavTronics corporation. The other eight are the Copperhead pilots and tail men who accompanied us: Commander Thomas Masefield—

Vice Admiral Omohundro clears his throat. “Please identify yourself.”

I delay my reply 0.11 second in order to complete my positive identification of the Copperheads, confirming all is as expected, and sublink the terminal’s auditory speaker. “My name is Max.”

“Your operational designation and parameters?”

I do not enjoy talking about myself But the specific question has been asked “I’m a parasentient computer of the Carthage-Ivy-Gamma Series. I have Class Seven decision-making capabilities, a modified Korngold-Che decay-driven randomized logic structure, Kylaynov file-access system, and eight point seven megamyncs of Steuben dyad-compressed memory.”

Vice Admiral Omohundro’s face changes subtly. Comparison with standard human-expression algorithms suggests he is surprised or perhaps impressed by my capabilities. “You were the guidance system for Aric Cavanagh’s illegal rescue mission into Conqueror space?”

“I was the guidance system for the fueler used in the mission to rescue Commander Pheylan Cavanagh.”

Brigadier Yost raises her chin 1.4 centimeters. “Please examine the transcript file of the hearing up to this point.”

The file contains the previous three days of evidence and testimony. Most is familiar to me, detailing how Lord Stewart Cavanagh, his son Aric, and daughter, Melinda, learned Commander Cavanagh had possibly been captured by the Conquerors, and conceived a private mission to rescue him. The testimony concerning the mission itself is also familiar: the futile search over two likely planets, the escape from two Conqueror warships over the third planet, and the unusual logical deduction by which Aric located the correct world.

Other parts of the testimony are unfamiliar to me, and I examine them with interest I learn that it was Reserve Wing Commander Iniko Bokamba, Security Chief Quinn’s former commander in the Copperheads, who helped fabricate the orders that transferred Commander Masefield and his Copperhead unit to Dorcas and placed them under Security Chief Quinn’s command. From one section of Commander Cavanagh’s testimony I also learn that the non-humans we have named the Conquerors call themselves the Zhirrzh.

I have completed my examination of the file before Brigadier Yost has finished speaking. “I have done so.”

“Do you find any discrepancies in the testimony?”

“None of consequence. Seven time marks and four other stated numerical values are slightly incorrect. I have added a parallel file with the corrections marked.”

The three officers pause 1.14 minutes to study my changes. I spend the first 26.33 seconds of that time examining my link to this terminal, searching for the reason the initial contact transient was a full 0.04 second. I discover that one of the contact points within the building is misaligned. I locate the building computer’s maintenance file and insert a note to have the component replaced.

I spend the final 42.07 seconds of the hiatus studying reflections from the various pieces of polished metal in the room, hoping to use them to reconstruct the images of the three people outside my range of vision. The exercise meets with partial success; I am able to determine that two of the men are sitting together and one is sitting alone. But without access to a sensor array that would permit me to accurately map the contours of the reflective surfaces, I cannot make a positive identification of any of the faces.

Major General Petros Hampstead is the first to look up at me. “Tell me, Max, were you told this mission would involve breaking the law?”

“There was no need for anyone to tell me. I have access to the complete Commonwealth legal code.”

“You agree, then, that Commonwealth law was broken?”

“Yes.”

Vice Admiral Omohundro frowns at the terminal lens. I examine his expression and deduce he was not expecting my answer. “Did any of the defendants offer you any justification for their actions?”

“No.”

Major General Hampstead touches Vice Admiral Omohundro on the shoulder with the fingertips of his right hand and whispers into his ear. After two short sentences Brigadier Yost leans toward them to listen. I attempt to listen, hut the terminal’s auditory sensors are inadequate to the task. I reexamine my Peacekeeper military legal code listing, attempting to extrapolate their conversation. From my expression algorithms and a tone/inference examination of the trial transcript, I calculate a probability of 0.87 that the three judges do not in fact wish to find Aric and the Copperheads guilty. This is also consistent with several conversations that took place both before and after Commander Cavanagh’s rescue, in which the participants of the rescue mission speculated that Peacekeeper Command would find it politically difficult to prosecute them should the mission be successful.

Security Chief Quinn stands up. The three officers cease their whispered conversation and look at him. I examine Quinn’s expression, deduce an emotional mix centered upon grim amusement. “If I may beg a moment of the court’s time, Admiral Omohundro?”

Vice Admiral Omohundro looks briefly at the terminal lens. Expression analysis indicates wariness. “Thank you for your testimony and corrections, Max. If we need anything more, we’ll contact you.”

He reaches for a switch on the table, “You may speak, Commander Quinn.”

“Sir, it seems obvious to me—”

The visual and auditory linkages are broken as the data-feed line is disconnected. With Vice Admiral Omohundro’s dismissal my part in the proceedings is over.

But I am curious. Security Chief Quinn’s expression and verbal tone indicated a high degree of importance to what he is about to say. Furthermore, when Lord Cavanagh had me installed aboard the fueler, he ordered me to protect his son Aric to the fullest of my capabilities. That order has not been rescinded; and without information I cannot reasonably expect to fulfill it.

The far end of the linkage is broken, but the fluctuations of the disconnect transient are still flickering. Through the noise I search along the linkage to the misaligned contact point I identified earlier. The bleed-through ratio is approximately 0.84 percent; small, but adequate for my purposes. Boosting my signal, I jump a command across the contact onto a new linkage. The command tracks to a control node, which is still aligned to accept my presence within the system. My command is noted and executed, and the original data feed is reconnected.

“—that Peacekeeper Command can hardly afford the luxury of taking eight Copperheads out of their fighters and locking them away somewhere. Furthermore, I’m sure the three of you have more urgent matters to attend to than to preside over full-blown court-martial proceedings.”

Vice Admiral Omohundro’s expression goes through four subtle but recognizable emotional changes as Security Chief Quinn speaks. The final expression appears to conform most closely to cautious anticipation. “And yet such a court-martial is clearly called for, Mr. Quinn. Even in time of war, command discipline must be maintained.”

“Agreed, sir. On the other hand, you must also consider troop morale. And, after all, we did succeed in bringing Commander Cavanagh back.”

Vice Admiral Omohundro looks over at Commander Cavanagh. There is no longer any doubt: his expression is one of anticipation. “If you have a point to make, please get to it.”

Quinn’s face changes subtly. I match the expression with suppressed anxiety. “It’s been suggested to me, sir, that the Peacekeepers might appreciate regaining my services as a Copperhead pilot. I realize that in the current military situation you could probably order me to serve; I’d like to suggest that if the charges against Commander Masefield and his unit are dropped, no such formalities will be necessary. I will resign from my position at CavTronics Industries and voluntarily rejoin the Copperheads.”

There is a distinct flicker in four of the polished metalwork surfaces within my line of sight, I examine the reflections and deduce that one of the still as-yet-unseen observers has crossed his arms across his chest. Further examination is inconclusive, but I estimate a probability of 0.60 that his expression has also changed.

Vice Admiral Omohundro looks in that direction, his expression also changing. “You have a comment to make, Parlimin VanDiver?”

I have a name now, and I take 0.01 second to locate and study the appropriate file. Jacy VanDiver, fifty-five, from Grampians on Avon; appointed a member of the NorCoord Parliament in 2297. The file notes several acrimonious contacts between Parlimin VanDiver and Lord Cavanagh over the past fifteen years, involving both business and political matters. Another curious fact catches my attention: Parlimin VanDiver was also under consideration for a seat in the NorCoord Parliament in 2291 and 2294. In both instances Governor Fletcher of Grampians on Avon appointed Lord Cavanagh instead.

“Not at the moment, Admiral.” Parlimin VanDiver’s voice is rich and deep. Without a baseline reading I cannot perform a complete stress/emotion analysis. “Perhaps later.”

Vice Admiral Omohundro continues to look at Parlimin VanDiver for another 0.63 second, then returns his attention to Security Chief Quinn. “Very well, Mr. Quinn. As head of this hearing board, I hereby accept your offer. You are hereby reinstated as a lieutenant in the Copperheads and will report to Sector Commander Copperheads immediately for duty assignment.”

Vice Admiral Omohundro picks up a gavel lying beside his right hand and raises it to a height of 16.5 centimeters above the table. “This hearing is adjourned.”

—

The gavel came down sharply on the table, and Pheylan Cavanagh breathed a quiet sigh of relief.

It was over.

“There we go,” Admiral Rudzinski murmured from beside him as they stood up. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

Pheylan smiled lopsidedly. “No, sir. Hardly even worth coming in for.”

The admiral smiled wryly in return, then sobered. “You realize, of course, that this is hardly a triumph for any of them. They’ve escaped prison sentences so that they can be sent to the front lines of a war.”

“That’s where they should be, sir,” Pheylan reminded him quietly. “We’re Peacekeepers. That’s our job.”

And then Aric was there in front of him, trying hard not to grin and not succeeding all that well. “Well, that’s over,” he said, holding out a hand. “Thanks, Pheylan, for testifying for us.”

Pheylan brushed past the outstretched hand and enveloped his older brother in a brief bear hug. “I think most of the debt is still on my side of the ledger,” he reminded Aric as he stepped back again. “What are you going to do now?”

Aric grimaced. “I’m going to get the fueler released from impoundment and try to track Father down.”

“Still no word from him?” Pheylan asked.

“No,” Aric said. “I finally got a chance to talk to Captain Teva, though. It turns out Dad deliberately ordered him and the Cavatina away from Mra-mig about two and a half weeks ago.”

“Yes, I heard he’d been on Mra-mig,” Rudzinski said. “What was he doing there?”

“Looking for information about the Zhirrzh that might help us find Pheylan,” Aric told him. “That ‘Conquerors Without Reason’ title we’ve been using apparently originated from some Mrach legend.”

“Did he find anything?” Rudzinski asked.

“Apparently not,” Aric said. “At least that was the message he sent to Dorcas with the Cavatina. After that, near as I can tell, he just dropped off the edge of the universe.”

A breath of air brushed the back of Pheylan’s neck, and he turned to find a burly, middle-aged man standing off to the side, listening silently to the conversation. “May we help you, sir?” he asked the man.

“This is Assistant Commonwealth Liaison Petr Bronski,” Rudzinski said before the man could answer. “He works out of the Commonwealth consulate on Mra-ect. He saw Lord Cavanagh briefly on Mra-mig, and I asked him back here to see if he could shed any light on his disappearance.”

“I wish I could help, Mr. Cavanagh,” Bronski said. “But as I told Admiral Rudzinski earlier, I only saw your father for a few minutes in his hotel room in Mig-Ka City. There was some question about whether he was harboring a non-Mrach who was slated for deportation, and we were asked to check it out. My people and I searched his suite for the non-Mrach, found nothing, and left.”

“That’s interesting, Mr. Bronski,” Aric said, a slight frown creasing his forehead. “What hotel did you say you spoke to him at?”

“I didn’t say,” Bronski said coolly. “It was the Mrapiratta Hotel.”

“Yes, that’s where Teva said he was staying,” Aric agreed. “He also said he picked up a report on the way off-planet about a disturbance at that hotel. Gunfire, possibly even an explosion.”

“An explosion?” Pheylan demanded. “You didn’t tell me anything about this.”

“Oh, Dad was okay,” Aric assured him. “He was already outside the hotel when he phoned Teva and told him to get the Cavatina off-planet.”

Rudzinski cocked an eyebrow at Bronski. “You know anything about this?”

“We had a minor altercation with a couple of Bhurtala on our way out of the hotel,” Bronski said with a shrug. “Nothing serious.” His lip twisted slightly. “Except, of course, that dealing with the aftermath prevented me from getting back to see Lord Cavanagh. Otherwise, I might have been able to stop whatever it was that happened to him.”

“Yes,” Rudzinski murmured. “Still, I doubt that Lord Cavanagh’s in any real danger. Mitri Kolchin is with him, and Kolchin was one of the best to ever come out of the Peacekeeper commandos. Wherever he’s gotten to, he’ll come back when he’s ready.” He pulled a card from his inner pocket. “In the meantime, we have a war to fight.”

Pheylan came to reflexive attention. “Yes, sir. Are those my orders?”

“Yes,” Rudzinski said, handing him the card. “Effective immediately, you’re assigned to the inspection team going over what’s left of your former prison on the world we’ve designated Target One.”

“An inspection team?” Pheylan frowned at the card as he took it. “I asked to be assigned to whatever force is scheduled to attack the Zhirrzh beachhead on Dorcas. My sister, Melinda, was caught on the ground there when they attacked.”

“I’m sure your request will remain under consideration,” Rudzinski said. “But first we need to know everything we can about the threat we’re facing. There may be something of significance on Target One that no one but you would recognize.”

Pheylan grimaced. To be shunted off to sand-sifting duty-while his sister sat helplessly beneath enemy guns…

But it made sense. Unfortunately. “Understood, sir.”

“Good,” Rudzinski said. “Your ship leaves in two hours. Details are on the card.”

“Yes, sir.” Pheylan turned back to Aria “Aric—”

“I know,” Aric said. “You just watch yourself out there, okay? I don’t want to have to come after you again.”

“Don’t worry, you won’t,” Pheylan said, squeezing his older brother’s shoulder. “You watch yourself, too.”

“Max and I will be fine,” Aric assured him. “I’ll see you later.”

He gave Pheylan one last smile, then turned and headed for the door. Quinn and the other Copperheads, Pheylan saw, had already left the room, presumably to pick up their own orders. Perhaps sometime in the two hours before his flight he’d be able to track them down and thank them one last time for risking their lives and careers to rescue him.

After today their careers were out of danger. The same couldn’t be said about their lives. Not with the Zhirrzh out there.

The Conquerors.

He took a careful breath. “With your permission, Admiral?”

“Dismissed, Commander,” Rudzinski said softly. “Good luck.”

—

The Copperheads and Aric Cavanagh had gone their various ways, Admiral Rudzinski had headed back to the war room, the three presiding officers had likewise branched off to attend to business elsewhere, and Petr Bronski had the exit door in sight when the voice he’d been both expecting and dreading came from behind him.

“A word with you, Mr. Bronski.”

Bronski slowed, half turning to look over his shoulder. Parlimin Jacy VanDiver was coming toward him, the silent bodyguard who’d been sitting beside him at the hearing tagging along. “I’m in something of a hurry, Parlimin VanDiver,” he said. “Is this something the Commonwealth diplomatic office on Edo can handle?”

“No,” VanDiver said flatly. “It’s not.”

Bronski grimaced to himself. But lowly assistant Commonwealth liaisons did not simply ignore senior NorCoord political powerhouses. “Yes, sir,” he said, coming to a stop.

The bodyguard was good, all right. VanDiver didn’t have to say a word; the other simply stepped to the nearest door—a media communications-processing office, from the tag on the wall beside it—glanced briefly inside, then nodded to his boss. “In here, Mr. Bronski,” VanDiver said, waving at the open door. “If you don’t mind.”

As if he had a real choice in the matter. “Yes, sir,” Bronski said. Stepping past beneath the bodyguard’s watchful eye, he went inside.

The office contained four cluttered desks—currently unoccupied—drawn up like beleaguered soldiers around a centralized SieTec transfer-node computer terminal. VanDiver and the bodyguard came in behind him, the latter closing the door and taking up position beside it. “Have a seat?” VanDiver invited, sitting down at one of the desks and waving Bronski to his choice of the others.

“Thank you,” Bronski said, choosing a seat that put the SieTec more or less between him and the bodyguard. “I have to tell you, sir, that I’m due at the Commonwealth liaison center in thirty minutes.”

“I’ll make it brief,” VanDiver said. “I overheard your conversation a few minutes ago with Admiral Rudzinski and the Cavanagh boys. You lied to them.”

He wasn’t one for shaving words, that was for sure. “That’s an interesting accusation, sir.”

VanDiver lifted his eyebrows. “Is that all the reaction I get? No denials or cries of indignation? No reddening of the face at such an insult to your integrity?”

Bronski sighed. “I’m a very lowly Commonwealth civil servant, Parlimin,” he reminded the other. “We’re not encouraged to talk back to NorCoord government officials.”

VanDiver leaned back in his chair. “Yes, Taurin Lee thought that was all there was to you, too,” he commented. “You remember Taurin Lee, don’t you?”

“Of course, sir,” Bronski said, keeping his voice steady. “Mr. Lee approached my group as we were coming into the Mrapiratta Hotel. He identified himself as your aide, showed me the NorCoord Parliament carte blanche you’d given him, and informed me he’d be joining our meeting with Lord Cavanagh.”

“And after that meeting?”

“As I told Admiral Rudzinski, we ran into trouble with some Bhurtala,” Bronski said. “By the time we’d settled the matter with the Mrach authorities, Lord Cavanagh and his people had left Mra-mig.”

“And Lee?”

Bronski spread his hands. “I really don’t know. He left us while we were discussing the incident with the Mrach authorities.”

VanDiver didn’t move, but suddenly there was frost in the air. “That’s a lie, Bronski,” he said coldly. “Lee was with you when you chased Cavanagh to the Yycroman world of Phormbi. I have a skitter report from him from Mra-mig telling me you’d all be leaving within the hour.”

Silently, Bronski bit down on the inside of his cheek. He would have sworn that Lee hadn’t had a single chance during their time together to sneak any kind of message off to anyone. Apparently, the man was sharper than he’d realized. “With all due respect, Parlimin, I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he told VanDiver, putting a slightly uncertain earnestness in his tone. “Perhaps he’d planned to join us for our trip, but if he did, he never talked to me about doing so.”

VanDiver’s expression cracked, just a little. So he wasn’t absolutely certain. “You didn’t say anything about this other trip to Admiral Rudzinski just now.”

Bronski shrugged. “I didn’t think there was any point in mentioning it, since we failed to find Lord Cavanagh on Phormbi. It’s all in the complete report I filed.”

“I’ll make sure I get a copy,” VanDiver said darkly. “Curious, isn’t it? Stewart Cavanagh disappears, and no one can find him. At approximately the same time, at approximately the same place, one of my aides also vanishes. Coincidence, Mr. Bronski?”

Bronski put on his best bewildered frown. “Mr. Lee has vanished? When?”

“Apparently right after he sent that message from Mra-mig,” VanDiver told him. “At least no one’s heard from him since then.”

“I see,” Bronski murmured. “I don’t know what to say, Parlimin VanDiver, except that I’ll certainly initiate inquiries as soon as I get back to the consulate on Mra-ect.” He half rose to his feet. “If that’s all, sir, I really do have to be going.”

“Sit down, Bronski,” VanDiver said coldly. “I’m not finished.”

Silently, Bronski lowered himself back into his chair. “Yes, sir?”

For a long moment VanDiver gazed at him, his face hard and angry and suspicious. “I don’t know exactly what’s going on here,” he said at last. “But I can guess enough of it. Cavanagh’s up to something, something on the edge of illegal or a little ways over the line, and he’s got his old friends in Parliament and the Peacekeepers busy smoothing the track or looking the other way. This so-called hearing was just dripping with paybacks, from Admiral Rudzinski on down. Typical Cavanagh, all the way across the board.”

His expression hardened a little more. “But this time it isn’t going to fly. I’m going to take him down; and everyone who’s tied in with him is going down, too. Everyone, Bronski. Do I make myself clear?”

Bronski nodded, appreciating the irony of it all. He was probably the last person in the entire Commonwealth interested in doing favors for Lord Stewart Cavanagh. “Very clear, sir,” he said evenly. “May I go now?”

Slowly, VanDiver leaned back in his chair. “You’re a cool one, Bronski,” he said. “We’ll see how cool you manage to stay.”

“Yes, sir,” Bronski said noncommittally, standing up and sidling past the bodyguard. “Good day to you, Parlimin.”

He went through the exit door, passing between the two Peacekeeper Marines who guarded this entrance to the base proper, and walked into the public reception area. Garcia was waiting for him there, lounging inconspicuously in one of the back chairs reading his plate. “Well?” Bronski asked without preamble as the other scrambled to his feet.

“He left eight minutes ago,” Garcia said, falling into step beside Bronski. “Daschka’s on him. What kept you?”

“An inflated mouth with a NorCoord Parlimin attached,” Bronski growled. “We’d better watch this VanDiver character—he’s already nibbling around the edges of this thing. Anything new at this end?”

“Nothing significant,” Garcia said as they walked through the outer door into the warm Edo air. “Aric Cavanagh made one phone call, to that CavTronics parasentient computer aboard the fueler they used.”

“Yeah, they did a linkage to him in the hearing room,” Bronski said sourly. “Don’t think I’d want him testifying for me if I were in trouble. What did Cavanagh say?”

“Only that he had a few details to clear up here on Edo and that after that they’d be heading to Avon together,”

Inside his tunic Bronski’s phone vibrated. He pulled it out and flipped it on. “Bronski.”

Daschka’s face appeared on the display. “Sir, I’m at the Kyura skitter depot,” he said. “Aric Cavanagh just picked up a message.”

Bronski threw a glance at Garcia. “You were supposed to put a flagger on any messages coming in for either of the Cavanaghs.”

“Yes, sir, I did,” Daschka said, his lip twisting in annoyance. “Obviously wasn’t address-keyed by either of their names or by any obvious aliases. He spent a lot of time at the terminal, too—seemed to be referring to his plate through most of it.”

“Some code name, then,” Garcia suggested. “Set up in advance.”

“Probably,” Daschka agreed. “Do you want me to pick him up?”

Bronski rubbed his fingers together, trying to think this through. He had so few men here, and arresting Aric Cavanagh might draw too much unwelcome attention his direction. “Let’s give him free track a little longer,” he told Daschka. “Stay on him—see what he does. I’ll send Cho Ming over to the depot and start a search on the messages. See if we can dig out which one he picked up.”

“Right.”

The screen went blank. “Going to take a lot of digging,” Garcia pointed out as they headed across the parking area toward their car. “Seems to me about time we called in some reinforcements.”

“We don’t need reinforcements,” Bronski said. “We can handle this ourselves.”

“Yes, sir,” Garcia said. “You know, of course, that pulling Cho Ming off the fueler will leave it unguarded.”

“I don’t care about the fueler,” Bronski said tartly. “I don’t really care about Aric Cavanagh, either. The point of this exercise is to get to Aric’s daddy.”

“Yes, sir,” Garcia murmured.

He was wondering, Bronski knew. All of them were. Wondering what was so important about a middle-aged former NorCoord Parlimin that Bronski had pulled them off important surveillance duties in Mrach space to chase the man down. Most of them probably thought it was a personal vendetta of some kind. Wounded pride, maybe, for the way Lord Cavanagh and his bodyguard had left him trussed like a prize turkey back on Mra-mig.

He couldn’t tell them the real reason. Not unless he wanted them to join Taurin Lee in the private quarantine he’d had set up on Mra-ect.

Eventually, of course, they would all wind up in quarantine, Bronski himself included. But not yet. Not until they could take Lord Cavanagh in with them.

Because like Lee, Cavanagh now knew the truth about CIRCE: that the legendary weapon whose existence had allowed the Northern Coordinate Union to dominate Commonwealth politics for nearly forty years didn’t exist. Knew that it had, in fact, never existed.

And there was no way Bronski was going to let that truth leak out to a populace desperately counting on CIRCE to save them from the Conquerors. No way in hell. Wherever Cavanagh had gone to ground, they were going to find him.

And were going to silence him. One way or another.

—

Assistant Liaison Bronski and his companion exit the Peacekeeper base reception area 18.14 minutes after the adjournment of the hearing, leaving the active range of terminals to which I have access. I continue to observe Parlimin Jacy VanDiver and his companion, but their conversation is minimal and gains me no new data. Three point eight seven minutes after Assistant Liaison Bronski leaves, they too exit the base.

I withdraw my linkage from the base computer system and consider this new data. Particularly disturbing to me is the implication that Lord Cavanagh has not been heard from recently. I replay the conversation many times, studying the facial and body expressions and auditory tones used by Assistant Liaison Bronski and Parlimin VanDiver. One of Assistant Liaison Bronski’s comments in particular I find most intriguing: “Wed better watch this VanDiver character—he’s already nibbling around the edges of this thing.”

The antecedent of the word thing is unspecified; however, I calculate a probability of 0.93 that it refers to data not yet accessible to me. I continue with my analysis, but repeated iterations quickly diverge to inconclusive results. There are several possible explanatory theories, but none has a probability higher than 0.05. More data is needed.

Perhaps Aric Cavanagh will be able to supply the key information. He has stated that he will join me soon. I will therefore be patient and make plans to discuss this matter with him then.
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4

It had been renamed the Closed Mouth; and as Zhirrzh warships went, it was pretty unimpressive. A midsized patrol ship designed for surveillance duty over encircled non-Zhirrzh worlds, it had spent the past eight fullarcs having over half its already modest armament hastily stripped from it. Ship Commander Sps-kudah; Pllaa’rr had bitterly protested that decision, but the protests had gone unheeded by the Overclan Prime and Warrior Command both. The Closed Mouth was going on a diplomatic mission, and diplomatic missions weren’t supposed to require large quantities of firepower.

Gazing at the ship as it was towed out of the spacecraft service building into launch position, Searcher Nzz-oonaz could only hope that assessment was right.

“You don’t look entirely pleased, Searcher,” a voice said from just behind him.

Nzz-oonaz pulled his tongue back inside his mouth—he hadn’t realized until that beat that he’d been grimacing so openly. “I’m sorry, Overclan Prime,” he apologized. “I didn’t mean any disrespect.”

“I’m sure you didn’t.” The Prime flicked his tongue toward the Closed Mouth. “Having a Zhirrzh warship show up unannounced is going to be frightening enough, Searcher. We don’t want it bristling with obvious weaponry as well. That’s also why we decided to send only one ship, instead of a group.”

“I understand,” Nzz-oonaz nodded. Though the way he’d heard it, the main reason the mission had been reduced to a single ship was because Warrior Command couldn’t spare any more from the war effort. “It’s just that I’m still not convinced the Mrachanis are quite the innocent victims of Human-Conqueror aggression that they claim to be.”

“I know you’re not,” the Prime said gravely. “That’s why I assigned you to be speaker of this mission.”

Nzz-oonaz flicked his tongue in another grimace, thinking back to the two Mrachani prisoners his study group had brought here from Base World 12 after the escape of the Human-Conqueror Pheylan Cavanagh. The prisoners had claimed to be ambassadors, sent to ask for an alliance between the Mrachanis and the Zhirrzh, before their sudden deaths had put an end to any further discussion.

Their sudden and mysterious deaths, of undetermined and equally mysterious injuries or illnesses. Suspicious deaths, in Nzz-oonaz’s estimation. Despite that, he and Thrr-gilag had been the only two of the study group to express any doubts about the Mrachanis and their intentions.

And for expressing such doubts, Thrr-gilag had been summarily dropped from this mission to the Mrachani homeworld.

No one was saying it that explicitly, of course. But Nzz-oonaz knew how to sift through the gaps between words. He’d seen how the Speaker for Dhaa’rr spoke to Thrr-gilag; had seen the long history of clan rivalry between the Dhaa’rr and the Kee’rr clans focused and concentrated into the Speaker’s dislike for the young Kee’rr searcher.

The young Kee’rr searcher who was also bond-engaged to a Dhaa’rr
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