







The sounds of gunfire and screams gave way to the oscillating pitch of sirens. Less shrill was the soft din of concern around the harbor, and from the middle of the carnage, one heard the pained howling of a wounded animal—a wounded woman cradling a dead man and child. The Jod, Hal K’Rin, stood respectfully at a distance as if watching a solemn rite.

Behind him, his small entourage watched with morbid fascination. The harbor square just moments ago had bubbled with laughter and life. Now it was awash in blood and littered with the dead. But it was the sound of the woman’s howling that tore at his heart. He shook his head and whispered, “Butchers!”

“Sir?” The aide, Kip, attended every word.

K’Rin took a large, deep breath of what was for him thin air. “Dismiss my guard. There is no further danger here.”

“But, sir. I must insist . . .”

The flash of anger was genuine. “Do it, Kip.”

“Yes, sir.” Kip turned to leave.

“One more thing . . .”

“Yes, sir.”

“I can’t stand watching the Terran authorities mishandle that poor woman. Send my doctor to the Earth woman and take her into our care. . . . Get her composed. Also, I want a level-one interrogation to find out what she knows about the incident. She may know something of use to us.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And inform the Earth protocol officer that I hereby invoke Alliance jurisdiction in this matter. The Cor Ordinate government will naturally claim provocation. Earth need not reply. We are going to send the appropriate response.” 
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Tenebrea: (Latin) shadow darkness—the liturgical office of matins and lauds sung on the lastthree days of the Holy Week, with a ceremony ofcandles.






chapter 1

Andrea took a sip of coffee, then hiked up her skirt as much as modesty allowed to let some sun on her pale legs. She’d faded during winter, her olive skin now looked ivory in contrast to her raven black hair. But the sun could restore a warm tone to soften her high cheekbones and give proportion to her wide-set brown eyes. She looked over the rim of her white porcelain cup to see her husband shepherd their young daughter, who toddled aimlessly among the crush of people milling about the waterfront.

Saturday morning on a vital spring day at Baltimore Harbor—Andrea had taken this tonic each of the twenty-two years of her life: as an infant buckled into a stroller, as a child dangling her feet from the pier, as a tomboy eyeing the cadets from the nearby Space Academy. As a young single woman she toured the old relics from the Federalist Era: monuments, ancient military forts; and their hardware. Her favorite was a black sailing ship as old as the harbor itself: The Constitution, a ship famous for her thick oaken hide and for fighting unfairly. She had too many guns according to her adversaries, most of whom she sank.

In recent years the harbor provided a new fascination for Andrea—different species. Baltimore had in the past twenty years grown in importance as an intergalactic port of call for the Alliance. Earth had recently become a hot property because the Alliance discovered a second space-faring human civilization living in the Chelle’s quadrant of the galaxy. This new collection of humans was known only as the Cor Ordinate, and they fostered a reputation as independent, distrustful, and possibly aggressive. Although Andrea did not appreciate political nuances, she knew that Earth, heretofore the poor relation in the Alliance, suddenly had clout, as the other members presumed that the Cor Ordinate and Terrans would stick together, upsetting the balance within the Alliance comprised of the Jod, the Chelle, and the Artrix.

She saw a trio of Chelle—on Earth the Chelle never traveled alone. She watched with amusement as they clustered about the ornate espresso machine that ground black beans, then hissed and spit steam in a great show of force to produce tiny cups of beverage. The diminutive Chelle were pale gray, with delicate gangly limbs on squat torsos. They wore uniforms without insignia that looked more like lab coats: loose beige knee-length smocks with long sleeves. Skinny gray legs protruded down to narrow shoes with no buckles, ties, or straps. The Chelle stood on tiptoes to look over the brass rail that kept them from touching the espresso machine. They stared with wide dewy eyes, pointing and criticizing the bad design of the machine—as always hypercritical and suspicious. Terrans simply accepted as fact that the Chelle disliked all things that smacked of Earth. 

Andrea noticed a lone Artrix sitting on the concrete steps, a mature male judging by the size and color of his fur. The Artrix had a dense short coat of fur, ranging in color from a creamy yellow to a burnt orange, some mottled, some snow-white with age. Females tended to have lighter fur, plus they typically wore gaudy earrings and flashier pantaloons. He studied a slender stalk of chickweed that managed a toehold in a crack in the cement. Just a bunch of hairy farmers, Andrea thought. The Artrix boasted the best agri-science in the galaxy.

His face was beautiful: deep-set eyes over a short snout, not at all like a dog or cat, but round and soft with a herbivore’s flat teeth. Around his eyes, the facial hair turned pale, almost the reverse of a raccoon’s mask. His body was well proportioned by human standards: a muscular creature used to physical labor.

Andrea surveyed the crowd looking for the formidable Jod with their military bearing, thick bodies, and hairless scalps, but she saw none.

Settling back in her chair, she watched the morning sunshine reflect off the tall buildings of steel and glass that ringed the old harbor, casting dappled light. Even the water seemed active today. An old screw-propeller tug pushed a heavy liquid-hydrogen barge. Bass horns bellowed a warning to clear the deep channel.The cluster of acrylic sails scattered. Hover-taxis veered behind to cross the wake of the precocious tug and her bulbous cargo.

Beyond this nautical free-for-all, stood a grassy hill terraced by ancient earthen works, once populated by cannon, now dotted with gray and white grave markers. Among them rose an obsidian mausoleum, a gigantic black gem. Two years ago, she interred her father’s ashes there. She obeyed her father’s will and put his ashes with her mother’s; it seemed artificial at the time—a great deal of ceremony, flags, rifle reports, drums, bugles, crisp military orders. Two hours of dramatic flair for a simple transaction: she recovered her mother’s urn, added the contents from a silver box engraved with her father’s name, then returned the urn into a locked drawer—much like an old-fashioned bank vault. Andrea was eight months pregnant with Glendon at the time. Her husband Steve stood silently at her side. Hordes of sympathetic people pressed their hands onto hers and looked into her eyes, yet all she remembered was how lonely the day was.

Andrea forced her gaze off Federal Hill and the shiny black mausoleum, efficiently dispatching that unhappy day to the past. She looked farther into the harbor to a cluster of bristling, glistening spires. There stood the Space Academy, a ghost town on Saturdays, all the cadets gone except for the few miscreants in blue spacesuits pounding the quad, marching off demerits. The academy stood at the mouth of the harbor flaunting her beauty, an architectural composite of tradition and technology—seemingly layered. Thick granite walls speckled with moss marked the periphery and bound the institution in a traditional fortress. A few quaint halls and monuments of weathered stone and tarnished brass clung to the past. Then soaring above tradition stood five towers of clear graphite, each crystal edifice catching and refracting light, ever changing, one moment an orange flash of fire, the next the blue reflection of ice.

Her father, Commodore Flores, had so often pointed to those spires with pride: Someday you’ll be a cadet. Someday, you’ll command a starcruiser.

The stars. Andrea found herself gazing at the academy’s launchpad. She studied the shuttlecraft that sat there—a squat cone, not an Earth design. She squinted to make out the hull markings, a set of concentric rings in random colors and widths: Jod markings. She smiled with self-satisfaction. She would have graduated from the academy this year if . . . if she’d followed her first set of dreams.

But her dreams got sidetracked as she fell in love with Steve Dewinter, a mechanical engineer and weekend sailor. She married young to the bitter disappointment of her father. His terse rebuke still rang in her ears. You are throwing your life away! Wasting yourself! She remembered the sudden regret that swept his face, but she also remembered his stunning lack of retraction. She chose Steve, and the easy affection she shared with her father withered in mutual disappointment. Steve’s foster parents also objected to the match, or more candidly, to Andrea’s family connection to the military. Steve shrugged off the Dewinters’ nervous pacifism as an annoying, if not culpable, bit of ignorance about the nature of the universe. They reluctantly attended the wedding but excused themselves from the reception at the Officers’ Club. Steve still tried to patch the strained relationship. Today was a case in point. He’d wanted to take Glennie to see the reclusive grandparents. She adamantly refused, taunting Steve: If they want to see their granddaughter—which they don’t— they can just crawl out of their Nabbs Creek bungalow and meet us at the harbor for brunch. Andrea knew her word was final. Steve cajoled but never contradicted Andrea on matters involving their daughter. The Dewinters could wait.

Her father, on the other hand, would have melted at the prospect of a grandchild. This speculation pinched her natural smile into stoic resignation. Throwing my  life away? Had you lived to hold your granddaughter in your lap, your hyperbolic wrath might have changed to joy. Dad, you were as rash and passionate as you were disciplined and forgiving, and almost randomly so . . .


“Andi.” The sound jerked her back from her day-dream. Her husband Steve patiently led their daughter Glendon up the terra-cotta steps, one step at a time, to the cafe, both faces wreathed in smiles. Steve continued speaking, assuming he had Andrea’s complete attention, “Did you see that street vendor pestering us? Gee, they’re getting pushy.”

“No.” She took her eyeshades off. “Where?”

Steve pointed in the general direction. “The purple hair.”

Andrea looked through the collection of street performers. An Artrix juggler levitated four silver orbs. A pale Lavorian woman danced with iridescent hoops around her body before a wall of enthusiastic merchant marines. She sang on the pentatonic scale as her hoops obeyed her exotic movements, each hoop emitting a tone that bent and stretched with her.

“Mommy . . .” Glendon vied for attention, as if the two adults were merely momentarily distracted from her presence. Andrea reached down—almost a reflex—and hoisted the pleading child into her lap.The little girl buried her face into her mother’s chest, her head nuzzled beneath Andrea’s chin, playing a little game of mock shyness.

“Mommy. Fee’ d’ bir’s.” Glendon’s request fell on deaf ears. Purple hair? Finally Andrea spotted a clown, a bit stocky, even grotesque in costume—a thick shank of dirty purple hair, white face paint, and a red ear-to-ear grin painted on. The clown disappeared behind a cafe, leaving the crowd. 

Andrea snapped, “Was he human? These Alliance imports ought to be quarantined.”

“A she. The clown’s a woman, I think. She slapped this stupid tattoo on my wrist, then tries to hustle me for two slips.”

Andrea laughed out loud. “And you gave her the money, didn’t you?”

Steve had a soft heart, especially for strangers. No hard-luck story was outrageous enough; although she loved his generosity, Andrea felt it her duty to modify this overdeveloped virtue of his. “Well, there she goes with your money. Don’t complain about pushy street people when you reward their behavior.”

“I couldn’t let Glendon see me get into an argument with a clown.”

With raised eyebrow, she said, “Afraid she’d see you lose the argument?” she teased. “Let’s see this work of art.” Glendon peaked sideways through her mother’s curtain of hair to see.

Steve showed her the back of his left hand—just above the wrist, a bright yellow disk with blue halo. “That’s it? That’s all you get for two slips? Steve, sweetheart, you’ve been had again.”

“I didn’t get much of a choice. She grabs my hand and . . .”

“Excuses.”

Steve picked at the yellow. “It won’t come off—must be acrylic.” He changed the subject. “Glennie wants to feed the birds. You coming?”

“No. I’ve scrubbed enough stuff off the deck of your boat—I won’t help you refuel the gulls.” Spoken like a true waterman. She thought Steve too sentimental, always gushing about the bay, the harbor, the puling gulls, and his sloop, The Deeper Well. Andrea, on the other hand, cherished everything about the bay, but without the sentimentality—just practical affection.

She fished a small tube from her purse, then began anointing Glendon with sunblock, ending with their ritual, “And here’s a kiss on your head.” Andrea gave her a squeeze as she kissed the delicate curls. She sent her off with Steve to buy popcorn with a warning, “You keep Glennie away from the edge of the dock. I won’t have her falling into the water again.”

“Don’t worry.” Steve grinned.

“I wone fall’n, Mommy.” Glendon grabbed Steve by the leg.

“That’s right, Glennie. You hold onto Daddy.” Andrea softened, and her natural smile broke through the stern front she pasted on for Steve’s benefit. “Okay, at least you’ll both go together.”

Andrea watched the brazen seagulls swoop down around her husband and daughter. They gleefully tossed popcorn over the water to those mewing, feathered scavengers who moments before might have been pecking a fish carcass or some belly-up blue crab or a rank scrap of garbage. Gulls don’t deserve popcorn. Andrea purposefully stayed aloof at her cafe table and looked over the crowd beyond the frenetic atmosphere to the water.

Then, a sixth sense warned her something was wrong—a mother’s instinct beyond explanation. She quickly spotted a congregation of gulls and in their midst, her daughter: toes at the edge of the seawall. Andrea rose and yelled, “Steve!” If she falls in, I’ll . . .

Steve couldn’t hear over the commotion of frenzied birds and squealing daughter. Or perhaps he simply ignored Andrea’s maternal complaints about the water. He grew up on the bay (Andrea said with authority that he’d never really grown up). His daughter would grow up loving the bay. Glendon would grow up savoring the carnival of smells from the waterfront: bay seasoning, cotton candy, coffee, and popcorn—all blended with fishing-boat smells: oysters, crabs, diesel, and pipe tobacco. Steve would teach her to sail; infuse in her the awe of a September squall—sixty knots of pure fury blowing up the bay! He’d show her the breathtaking pinks and reds of a Chesapeake dawn, and he’d share the grace of the magical calm found during a midnight dinghy ride under a canopy of stars. All very grand, and didn’t she love Steve for his grand hold on life? But Andrea punctured Steve’s inflated agenda reminding him from time to time, First, we’ve got to teach Glendon how to swim.

Andrea waved. Steve paid no attention. He bent over their child, laughing as she kicked at an aggressive gull who’d made a grab for her tiny paper sack of popcorn. Tentative kicks. The child’s pluck made Andrea smile. Good for you, darling! The offended seagull squawked, wings raised in outrage—in Andrea’s mind a threatening gesture.

“Steve!” She raised her voice a half pitch, but with no effect. Now, she’d have to be the spoilsport, snatch Glendon from the dock’s edge. But that was her duty.

She swallowed her last sip of coffee and put on her eyeshades. She dropped a handful of brass coins on the table, then stepped out from the cafe awning into the sunlight, weaving through the Saturday morning crowd coaxed onto the docks by the ubiquitous street vendors hawking crafts from exotic worlds. Odd, seemingly useless electronic gadgets from the Chelle system; Jodic crystal, and Artrix leather goods filled flimsy stalls. If he lets Glennie fall into that cold water . . . In her haste, she jostled the juggler, now mounted on a unicycle, causing him to lose the magnetic levitation and spill the silver orbs.

She paused for a perfunctory apology, then pressed into the crowd. She heard firecrackers—pop! pop! The loud noise turned heads. Andrea looked around for the culprit. Punk kids—they ought to fine the parents.

Somebody screeched—laughter? screams?—then more firecrackers. There are laws . . . The old red and gold popcorn wagon toppled to its side. This is getting out of hand! Andrea thought. A few rowdy kids are going to spoil everybody’s day. The gray-haired popcorn vendor staggered back and collapsed as if the earth shook his legs out from under him. Others fell. The crowd lurched. The Lavorian dancer dropped to one knee, then the other, snared in her hoops. Her long hair whipped about her face. The dancer sat up, confusion and shock in her eyes as she looked down at herself: she clutched her chest and a wet indigo poured through her fingers like ink. The crowd scattered, knocking each other down as they scrambled up the steps. Others leapt into the water.

Not firecrackers! The reality stunned her. Gunfire! Andrea stood in the chaos and strained to see the pier, but the crowd blocked her view. Run Steve, run Glennie! People began to fall around her. The noise of shrieks and gunfire deafened. A half-dozen men wearing plain gray overalls bullied their way into the crowd—all of them intimidatingly large, each brandishing a large-caliber pistol, firing with seeming randomness into the crowd. Andrea found her voice, “Steve! Glennie!”

Then she felt herself knocked off balance, backwards. She spun to the left as she hit the terra-cotta steps. Another body fell at her side, limp, shielding her from another volley of bullets. Andrea fought the sudden dizziness that dragged her toward oblivion: she had to reach Steve. Andrea pushed the fresh corpse aside and tried to shift her weight to her knees, but her left arm failed. A ripping pain in her shoulder stunned her. She glanced at the wound and saw the jagged piece of her collarbone protruding through the bleeding hole in her shoulder. The sky turned pink and she collapsed—nauseous. She lay helpless, watching Steve.

Steve had heard Andrea’s warning and saw the men. He gathered his daughter in his arms and started to run but two armed men cut his retreat. The men surrounded him and a half-dozen other hapless civilians on the dock, then rained bullets in their direction.

Andrea winced with each report of gunfire. She saw Steve crumple and fall to the bricks, sheltering her child. Andrea tried to force herself into the fray to help them, but with her useless left arm, she barely struggled to her knees.

The men in gray continued firing as they converged on the wounded clustered at the pier. The random firing ceased as each gunman worked a sector. They moved to the groaning bleeding men, searching each. For what? Andrea held her breath as a gray man walked over to Steve. He turned Steve over with the toe of his boot and Steve lifted his left arm as if to fend off a blow.Then with excited gesticulation, the gunman summoned his accomplices. They surrounded Steve. On the leader’s orders, they emptied their pistols into Steve’s torso. Andrea watched in stunned disbelief and horror as the percussion of the bullets and the backsplash from the bricks levitated Steve’s mangled body. Then the leader calmly spoke into a small black transmitter as the pack ran down the dock to a waiting speedboat.

Andrea closed her eyes and tried to will the image away. She opened her eyes and there Steve lay, in an ocean of blood. This can’t be real! She finally struggled to her knees and crawled down the steps to the pier. This is a bad dream. This isn’t real!

She crawled through slicks of blood, past the dead juggler. Andrea felt her heart bursting as she fought reality, as she struggled through her own pain to stand. Then she ran through the gore, finally slipping and falling to her knees beside her husband’s riddled body. “Steve! Oh, my baby....”

Steve heard his name and rolled onto his side, exposing their lifeless daughter. His lips moved but the sound was a faint, unintelligible gurgle, and Steve went slack.

I must get help! Weak from her own loss of blood, she managed a hoarse, “Help them!” She looked around. The dead and wounded lay still. The living cowered behind buildings, peering around corners at the carnage; their bewildered stares offered little sympathy—only a worse than useless sentiment: that mighthave been me. Her eyes settled on the one figure standing, a senior Jod Fleet officer. He wore a dark gray uniform, appropriate to oversee death. His large hands grabbed the railing. Younger officers tried to coax the older Jod away, but he stood like flint, his dark, pained eyes staring back at Andrea, communicating his unspoken condolence and the terrible truth: your husbandand child are dead.

And the truth burned more than the hole in her shoulder. Andrea wailed. She clutched her daughter to her breast with her good arm, rocking as if consoling a frantic infant. But the child was tattered, lifeless flesh; her husband stared up at her in death. Andrea fell over them, soaking their blood into her clothes, sobbing: “Please don’t go. Don’t go . . .” 






chapter 2

The sounds of gunfire and screams gave way to the oscillating pitch of sirens. Less shrill was the soft din of concern around the harbor, and from the middle of the carnage, one heard the pained howling of a wounded animal—a wounded woman cradling a dead man and child. The Jod, Hal K’Rin, stood respectfully at a distance as if watching a solemn rite. The five rings from yellow to violet beneath his eyes made his face look more somber—nature’s way of advertising a Jod’s age, roughly ten years per ring. He had a powerful jaw.

Behind him, his small entourage watched with morbid fascination. The harbor square just moments ago effervesced with laughter and life, now awash in blood and littered with the dead. But it was the sound of one woman’s howling that tore at his heart. He shook his head and whispered, “Butchers!”

“Sir?” The aide, Kip, attended every word.

K’Rin took a large, deep breath of what was for him thin air. “Dismiss my guard. There is no further danger here.”

“But, sir. I must insist . . .” 

The flash of anger was genuine. “Do it, Kip.”

“Yes, Hal K’Rin.” With a subtle wave, the aide signaled the small squad of Jod warriors, and they dissolved into the background—not dismissed as K’Rin had ordered, but out of the way and alert. Kip considered Earth’s political system of competing states a hopeless morass; consequently he had nothing but contempt for Earth’s internal security.

K’Rin ran his hand over his hairless scalp. “Kip, you just witnessed your first Cor Ordinate Hunter operation.”

“How shall we explain to the Council of Elders the fact that they slipped through our surveillance?”

K’Rin glowered. “None of your concern, you two-ringer.”

“Yes, sir.” Kip’s neck flushed slightly, not because of the rebuke. He was used to K’Rin’s temper, his bark. Kip rebuked himself for failing to read his master’s mood. He had one failing as K’Rin’s aide-de-camp: he wanted too much to know the inner workings of K’Rin’s mind. So he asked questions better left unasked. He probed where he shouldn’t.

K’Rin pointed to the corpses littering the panorama. “Did you observe the Hunter’s technique?” K’Rin hesitated to call such brutality a technique, but if not technique, what? A style? “Maximum shock to create chaos, isolate and kill the target; no scruples about collateral damage. Fear—always fear.”

Kip nodded, “Very thorough . . .”

K’Rin looked at his aide, partly admiring the young Jod’s simple, dispassionate critique—excellent training, devotion to duty—but did his young aide completely lack a sense of tragedy? Soldiering is more than technique. K’Rin pointed with gloved hand. “Watch. These Earth security forces are about to make a regrettable error.” K’Rin had spent two years studying human behavior—an obsession according to the ruling council on his home planet. “Humans react in different ways when one tries to remove the corpse of a family member. Sometimes they act with simple resignation, but this female won’t.”

“How do you know?”

“Watch and learn.” K’Rin gave his aide a sideways glance that bid quiet. Kip bowed slightly to acknowledge his bit of impertinence, then moved up to the railing and watched the drama below. A policeman in blue tried to distract the woman while white-coated technicians moved in to take the bodies of the man and child. The woman quickly figured the gambit and lunged at an inoffensive man who had laid hands on her mangled child. She shrieked and tore at his face with her good arm, and she might have gouged his eye with her thumb had not two paramedics grappled her into submission, injecting her with a powerful sedative.

“There, Kip, witness the aftershocks of violence wrought upon civilians.” K’Rin’s neck flushed a pale brown. “Mark this well, Kip. If we allow the Cor Ordinate to extend their reach, someday these scenes will again be common on Jod. If they murder their genetic cousins, what will they do to us?”

Kip kept silent although he knew history well. The worst violence is always internecine. No third-rate Terran massacre could impress a student of the Jod Clan Wars.

K’Rin continued and the raw edge of anger sounded in his voice. “The council should be here and see what you’re seeing today. Maybe then they would drop their official opinion that the Ordinate is benign. They ought to ask that woman what she thinks of the Cor Ordinate.”

He pointed toward the Earth woman fighting the effects of the drugs given her. Dazed, she pulled the intravenous tubes from her arms and stripped the bandages from her shoulder. K’Rin cocked his head slightly and commented, “She wants to die.”

Kip had no other comment but, “Yes, sir—would appear so.”

Then the anger returned to K’Rin’s voice. “Take a squad of Tenebrea. Find the Ordinate Hunters. Kill them.”

“They’re as good as dead, Hal K’Rin.”

“On your word, Kip. If they get out of this system alive, I’ll hold you responsible. I want those Hunters’ disrupted bodies commingled in one bag and sent back to Cor.”

“Sir, the council expressed displeasure with you the last time you violated protocols for treatment of the Ordinate dead. Are you sure you want me to send their remains back in a waste bladder?”

K’Rin clipped his speech, “They are garbage: treat them as such.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Don’t leave a trace. Sweep the area when you’re done.”

“Yes, sir.” Whatever his orders—even rash—they must be accomplished. As a Hal, a prince, of an ancient house of Jod, K’Rin had power that often exceeded the authority of his military rank. Until recently, his family occupied a seat on the Council of Elders, and K’Rin would occupy that seat had not his father been expelled. Even so, the Rin Clan maintained considerable political influence. Despite failing political fortunes, the Rin Clan remained tied to the Jod military and thereby remained useful to the ruling council. The Rin Family had for five hundred years commanded the Jod forces responsible for offworld intelligence. K’Rin was born into a life of service to his clan and the Jod.

Kip risked another rebuke. “Sir, if you belay your order about sending the Hunters back in a waste bladder, I can make the Hunters disappear. The Terrans—even the Jod outside the Tenebrea—need not know.”

“Your point?”

“Sir, Hal Pl’Don has convinced the majority of the council that you have taken on your father’s xenophobia and that you have concocted the Cor Ordinate threat to exonerate your father and for personal aggrandizement. The council may interpret your decision to violate the Ordinate dead as an attempt to sabotage any diplomatic chances that may exist. Sir, with six more votes on the council your friends can reinstall you to your family seat. But the more you agitate—”

“Enough.” K’Rin managed a sardonic smile. “Diplomatic chances? I’m not going to wait for the Ordinate to attack our homeworld. As for my seat on the council, I can do more good out here than I can cooped up in Heptar. Follow my orders to the letter, Kip.”

“Yes, sir.” Kip turned to leave.

“One more thing . . .”

“Yes, sir.”

“I can’t stand watching the Terran authorities mishandle that poor woman. Send my doctor to the Earth woman. Take her into our care. Billet her in my guest quarters aboard the Tyker. See that she has the best shock and trauma treatment. At the most basic levels, these humans are psychologically not so different from the Jod. Get her composed. Also, I want a level-one interrogation to find out what she knows about the incident. She may know something of use to us.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And inform the Earth protocol officer that I hereby invoke Alliance jurisdiction in this matter. The Cor Ordinate government will naturally claim provocation—that Earth gave asylum to a renegade clone. Earth need not respond. We are going to send the appropriate response.”


The Jod light cruiser, Tyker, sat parked in one of the Earth’s five libration points. K’Rin stood in the small briefing gallery and waited for his staff officers to assemble. He stood before a glazed wall that separated him from the eternal black of space. From his perch he looked at the planet Earth below: the blue planet with the turbulent swirls of clouds, ice caps, and broken continents, not like his placid Jod.

He looked at Earth, yet he thought of Cor, home planet of the Ordinate. He’d never seen Cor: no Jod had. However, intelligence reports—mostly second-hand from Chelle sources—painted a picture of Cor as similar to Earth, except that Cor is a planet of greater contrasts: two massive ice caps at either end of a massive ocean; one continent with stark red deserts penned in by towering mountain ranges and verdant forests. Like Earth, Cor had a thin shell of atmosphere, most of it cloudless and benevolent. Yet always somewhere a system of violent weather rushed in from the ocean to rake the land.

The Jod had no experience with the Cor Ordinate’s closed society, yet a soldier’s intuition told K’Rin that their cultures would soon clash. When he was just a boy, he studied the “mysterious” Ordinate, a species of humans who suddenly appeared in a system once claimed by the Chelle. The Ordinate fascinated him, because his father, known for his guarded opinions, said the Ordinate were evil. Evil? Why? The young K’Rin asked his aging father. And his father’s face turned to flint as he said, Because they manufacture clones—beings like themselves—that they use as slave labor.

Now that his father had passed, K’Rin wanted to ask, What part is evil, the manufacture, the use, or both? What K’Rin feared was an army of clones raised against the Jod.

For thirty years, the great debate in the Council of Elders was what to do about the Cor Ordinate. The tough-minded Rin insisted: We must use the Alliance to contain the Cor. In any case, Cor membership in the Alliance must be conditional on the Ordinate repudiat ing cloning as a technology. The opposition argued as fervently that the better course was to absorb the Cor into the Alliance where they might manage the problem or even exploit the situation. Considered the first among equals, the old Rin prevailed.

For thirty years, Rin played on the fear of upsetting the balance in the Alliance. Jod would find itself between two aggressive human cultures. But the cost of Rin’s policy was expensive vigilance, an expensive fleet, constant uncertainty, and foregone commercial possibilities—markets abandoned to their rivals, the Chelle. Rin had an enemy on the council, a younger prince from the Don Clan, ambitious to become the first among equals—Hal Pl’Don.

Pl’Don joined, then later led Rin’s opposition, patiently, relentlessly chipping away at the old Rin’s arguments, using this issue as a wedge to splinter away the old Rin’s allies. By all measurable variables Hal Pl’Don was right. The Jod Fleet was expensive and only recently used in the Chelle Drug Wars. Like using a cannon to kill a gnat, K’Rin reflected. The Chelle ignored Alliance policy and maintained an unofficial relationship with the Cor and got wealthier, using their wealth to exert more influence over the Terrans and buy their forbearance. Jod conventional wisdom assumed that the Chelle would successfully sponsor the Ordinate into the Alliance, whereupon the Chelle-Cor-Earth alignment would replace the centuries-old Jod hegemony. Rin’s argument became increasingly abstract. Pl’Don accused: Rin has whipped the empire into an anti-Cor frenzy, and he can’t show one benefit to the Jod.

Hal Pl’Don eventually persuaded a slim majority of the council that K’Rin’s policy of isolating Cor was a diplomatic debacle. They abrogated the Rin policy without committing to a new one. And Pl’Don rose in the council to first among equals. Not satisfied with Rin’s political defeat—the old Rin had rallied after other setbacks—Pl’Don destroyed the venerable Jod. He accused the elderly Rin of fostering the dangerous “old xenophobia,” a powerful catch phrase remembered from the crippling Clan Wars of the previous millennia. He engineered the council’s majority vote to strip the Rin Clan of its counselor rights for a generation, the standard punishment meted out to families who recklessly disregarded the “common good.”

The council, however, did not consent to Pl’Don’s desire to cashier Rin Clan members from other posts of authority. The Rin Clan had been valuable servants to Jod for many centuries. Even Pl’Don recognized the difference between removing a titular family head and disenfranchising thousands of capable—indeed militarily gifted—Jod. Disgracing one old man creates certain manageable problems: attacking the whole clan was too reminiscent of the old ways. Pl’Don took a different tact: he made outwardly sympathetic gestures to the son, Hal K’Rin.

The hot-blooded K’Rin would have used the opportunity to get within arm’s reach of Pl’Don to send the usurper straight to Hell, but his father begged him: Endure my rebuke quietly. Do not provoke Pl’Don. Outlast him. Watch the Ordinate from afar. If you never get to sit on the council, don’t worry.You haven’t missed much.

K’Rin remembered his own intemperate words. Father, how could you let this happen? The old Rin said bitterly, I am old, tired, and dying soon. I have lost my honor. Have I lost your respect as well? K’Rin never forgave himself for remaining silent. When his father died soon thereafter, he swore upon his family crest that he would restore the old Rin’s honor or lose his own in the effort. At that moment, K’Rin’s professional interest in the Cor Ordinate became an obsession. But information about the Cor Ordinate was scarce and nearly impossible to substantiate.

That situation changed abruptly three months ago. One of his Tenebrea brought in a bedraggled human, half-starved, unshaven, smelling of urine, lice infested—a stowaway on a Jod freighter. The human claimed to be a renegade clone from Ordinate’s home world, Cor. K’Rin remembered the short encounter as if it were yesterday: Two Tenebrea, wearing gray duty uniforms, brought the manacled clone to an interrogation cell and set the disheveled man onto a cold chair. 

The first few questions established the clone as the experimental ERC model, number 1411, with fewer than three years in service—and much more intelligent than expected. “And what was the experiment?” K’Rin asked.

“The geneticists engineered the ERC model to augment the Ordinate Security Force. They hatched two hundred prototypes, of which I am one. We were coded to maintain order within the clone precincts.”

“Interesting—so the Ordinate has a problem controlling their clones.”

The prisoner nodded. “The old-order clone is harder to program, not as predictable; we develop a sense of . . . belonging yet not belonging. We don’t have a word for it. We are curious and need considerable supervision.” Then the ERC clone described in exhaustive detail a technology involving a two-stage incubation lasting five years, during which the hatcheries introduced artificial stimuli to give the larvae a virtual life experience plus rudimentary training. He called the life experience an imprint that faded over time.

“Fade? Do you mean forget?” K’Rin wanted to understand the nuances.

“No. The imprint fades as we remember.” The clone pointed to his head. “We learn according to our curiosities. We can disobey. We can learn to love, and we can learn to hate. That’s the fatal flaw: we outgrow our virtual memories. And that is why the Ordinate has developed NewGen technology—a more perfect clone, from their point of view.”

“More perfect in what way?” K’Rin folded his heavy arms.

“Control. The Ordinate correctly views the old-order clone as a time bomb—they created millions of us that might in time turn against our creators. So now they clone the NewGens directly from tissue, and they manipulate the DNA to make the NewGen asexual.”

The ERC continued. “I’ve seen the NewGen prototype with my own eyes. I’ve been in the Ordinate’s genetics laboratory at the Clone Welfare Institute on Cor. They’ve already started several hundred thousand NewGen larvae. I’ve seen how they converted the hatcheries. In less than four years, the Ordinate will produce millions of these NewGen models. Then, the Ordinate will cancel the old-order clones in favor of the NewGen model.”

“Living machines.” K’Rin rubbed his hairless pate as he pondered the significance. “Reliable, expendable.”

“The Ordinate can grow a new generation of NewGen every five years. Heretofore, the Ordinate has been reluctant to manufacture too many old-order clones for fear they’d lose control. But with the NewGen model, they’ll expand their hatcheries. They’ll make and control billions of the NewGen clones. This NewGen technology spells the end of the old order. As soon as the Ordinate has a crop of NewGens in operation, they’ll cancel all the old-order models.”

“So you ran away.” K’Rin loosed this verbal barb just to see the ERC’s reaction.

“I came for help.” The clone sat straighter in his hard chair.

“Help to do what? To find you a soft life on Anduras Four?” K’Rin feigned surprise.

“To defeat the Ordinate!” The ERC’s voice rose.

Now K’Rin had to suppress his real surprise. Collecting his wits, he rejoined, “To usurp power from your creators, it seems to me.” K’Rin paced the metallic floor, playing devil’s advocate, trying to gauge the clone’s convictions. 

The ERC clone tugged at his manacles in frustration. “You don’t believe me.”

“Why should I believe you—a clone, a copy, one of a thousand copies? You come to me a stowaway, smelling like dead fish, pressing me, a Jod Prince, to urge my people to wage a bloody war against the Ordinate. You have no credentials, no family—you have no standing, especially in matters of Jod security interests.” K’Rin stood over the clone, his words and posture designed to intimidate. If the clone were lying, he was an ambitious liar. If he told the truth, then his late father’s worst fears might come true. K’Rin must press the clone to find out.

But the clone didn’t flinch. “I have a name.”

And K’Rin continued to badger him. “Favor us with your name, clone.”

“I am called Eric.”

“A derivative from your model number?”

“That is our custom. I’m sure K’Rin is derivative of something.”

K’Rin thought: These clones are not the hapless creatures I had envisioned. He kept a stern note in his voice. “Finish your story, Eric.”

“Soon after I learned about the NewGen prototype, I defected. I brought many ERC models with me. We worked with a handful of other old-order clones to form an Underground. The Ordinate immediately canceled all the ERC models that remained in service. They dumped a crop of ERC larvae, then hunted us relentlessly. Most of us died fighting, many given up to the Ordinate by loyal old-order clones—the fools. I escaped offworld—smuggled aboard a mining tug. As I said, I’m looking for help.”

Perhaps the clone told the truth; perhaps not. K’Rin prodded, “And why should the Jod help you and the old-order clones?”

The ERC clone straightened himself and spoke defiantly. “Purely for self interest, of course. As an ERC larvae I was programmed with this overriding truth: A threat to clone technology is a threat to Ordinate society. I haven’t forgotten everything.The Ordinate will methodically and pro-actively eliminate any threats to them, and right now, the Alliance is the only power in the galaxy that might raise a finger against them. As soon as they can, the Ordinate will manufacture their clone armies. They’ll eliminate the Chelle, then the Jod, then whoever is left.”

“The Ordinate has a small fleet—light starcruisers and small interceptors: purely defensive in nature.” K’Rin waved his hand in dismissal.

“The Ordinate fleet may not be as small as you think, Hal K’Rin. They are building hundreds of small attack ships: long-range interceptors with an array of quark and neutrino torpedoes.”

“You have an answer for everything, don’t you?” K’Rin paused, then began pacing again. His boots fell hollow on the metal floor. “What you describe is nonsense. A small craft armed with quarks couldn’t withstand the backblast of its own weapons.”

“You don’t understand, do you?” The ERC clone shook his head. “They don’t care about the backblast. They’ll overwhelm your dreadnoughts with a swarm of small attack craft. Only one need get through your short-range defenses and launch its torpedoes. The Ordinate expects to lose their small ships and crews: they’ll just make more. If you could expend pilots like ammunition, I imagine you’d use a similar strategy. The NewGen clones will execute their missions even if they know the certainty of backblast.” 

K’Rin pondered this sobering scenario. A dreadnought takes six years to build and has a complement of four thousand crew plus tender craft. We haven’t com missioned a new dreadnought in more than eight years. We have no capital ships under construction. I can’t risk our aging fleet to an ill-advised adventure. And I can’t risk the fleet by waiting to absorb a suicide raid. Two sides of the same coin.

At last, K’Rin said, “Suppose I succeed in getting the Alliance involved in a war against the Ordinate—in the process we’d devastate your world. We cannot delicately discern what is Ordinate and what is clone—nor do we particularly care. We’d reduce your cities to ashes. Many more clones than Ordinate will perish.”

“My kind is dead already if you don’t deal with the Ordinate—they’ll cancel the old-order clones as soon as they have NewGen models in production. Then they’ll come after you. On the other hand, if you succeed, my kind can build a new future from the wreckage.”

“How? You can’t propagate.”

Here, Eric floundered as he tried to extrapolate from his scant three-years’ life experience. “I figure if the Ordinate can genetically engineer clones to be sterile, we might reverse the process and make a generation of clones that can reproduce. We’ll teach them to work, pass on our culture; then destroy the clone technology for good.”

Clone culture? K’Rin bit his tongue. K’Rin had no more questions for that first interview. He turned to the Tenebrea guards and ordered, “Clean him, delouse him, feed him. From this moment on, his existence is a state secret.” Turning to the clone he said, “This interview will continue tomorrow. You are—as it were—under house arrest.” 

K’Rin didn’t send the council all the details of his early interviews with Eric. He did, however, send his assessment that the Ordinate appeared to be developing a clone suitable for military purposes. He requested permission to send sensor drones into the Cor system. And the council responded with an official yawn: Technological progress is the Ordinate’s right as a sovereign species. You will take no action nor conduct surveillance that might jeopardize ongoing diplomatic efforts. K’Rin sent more requests.


Now, three months and many interviews later, K’Rin looked down at Earth and thought of Cor. He contemplated billions of NewGen clones that lacked any sense of self. He recalled Eric’s warning: The NewGens don’t bond. They are incapable of any society except the utilitarian process programmed by the Ordinate. The NewGen has a genetically engineered brain that favors linear thinking. It can manage some creativity in problem solving but is incapable of chang ing a goal. It has no sense of self beyond the initial memory imprint. Perhaps the consummate warrior, bred in five years, not trained over a lifetime.

True, the NewGen was a cheap investment by military standards. With such an army, a military governor might subjugate worlds and commit soul-numbing atrocities without any of the unpleasantness rubbing off on his soldiers. He need never worry that the horror might wend its way back to sour his own pleasant society. Warfare without the commensurate horror might be the most horrible of all.

As K’Rin contemplated the future, four staff officers filed in quietly and took seats around a semicircular table. Each wore the simple duty uniform, gray tunic and pants. As K’Rin settled into his chair in the center, he opened with the comment, “This is an informal briefing. There will be no transcript.” Then he asked his first question. “What is the status of the shore party?”

The tactical officer reported. “As ordered, a squad of Tenebrea neutralized the Cor Ordinate Hunter team as they waited for transport out. A clean mission. No friendly casualties. No witnesses. The Tenebrea squad is in their quarters giving a debriefing.”

“And the mortal remains of the Hunter team?”

“In a hermetically sealed waste bladder.” After a pause, the tac added, “Sir, you don’t need to send the Hunters’ remains back to Cor in a waste bladder.”

K’Rin snapped back, “Clear communication develops trust among species. I learned that at the academy, didn’t you?”

The ship’s engineer suppressed a smile. “You can’t be faulted for ambiguity, sir.”

The tactical officer quickly closed the subject. “I’ll see to it that the package gets delivered to the Ordinate outpost on Clemnos as ordered.”

“Their equipment?” K’Rin prompted.

“We have their weapons, communications gear, and their recorders.”

“Keep the hardware but erase the recorders.”

“Sir, we haven’t exploited them yet. They may have useful data.”

“I said erase the recorders. I don’t want some council auditors sniffing around. I quite specifically do not want a record: theirs, ours, yours. Do you understand perfectly?”

“Yes, Hal K’Rin. I understand.”

“Now,” K’Rin nodded to set the officer at ease, “the Ordinate ship? Have you found it yet?” 

The tac spoke plainly. “We believe an Ordinate Class E intelligence ship is hiding within the asteroid belt or behind Triton.”

“You don’t know?” K’Rin chaffed at guesswork. He tapped his knuckles on the table.

“Sir, Ordinate Class E ships are lightly armed but carry a full sensor countermeasure suite that can throw their image and electronic signature a considerable distance, and they are very agile.” Anticipating K’Rin’s thought, the tac continued, “They can outrun us to deep space; then lose us.”

K’Rin grunted some annoyance, then changed the subject. He turned to his senior intelligence analyst. “Any news from the council?”

The analyst began his report as if cued. “Not much, just that some members criticize your efforts to catch Ordinate Hunter teams as expensive and unnecessary.”

K’Rin sat up straight. A slight flush colored his neck, everyone at the table could see that he was becoming increasingly annoyed. “I asked the council to authorize me to intercept and inspect Ordinate mercantile shipping to their Clemnos outpost—technically within Alliance jurisdiction. Any reply?”

The analyst answered K’Rin. “No, sir. They have not even acknowledged your request.”

K’Rin grumbled, “Then, they don’t want proof. They want the status quo. But, gentlemen, whether they want it or not, we’re going to give them proof. When we’re done, every child on Jod will be able to see the truth, even if the council refuses to see it.”

He pointed to his analyst and tac officer. “Here are my two intelligence requirements. First, I must know the Cor Ordinate’s capability. We have heard from our resident clone—a potentially unreliable but presumably knowledgeable source—that the Ordinate has developed a NewGen clone. I must know if this technology is real and if the NewGen can indeed be used in warfare. Second, I must know the Ordinate’s intention. Will they manufacture clone armies? Does the Cor Ordinate intend expansion? Do they intend to remain in rigid isolation? Do they intend a preemptive strike to neutralize the Alliance?”

The senior analyst misjudged the rising ire in his superior. “Yes, sir, but the council sent a directive—”

K’Rin stood and slammed both fists onto the table. His neck flared crimson as he let his passions show their full strength. “The next officer that quotes the council’s official position to me without my asking for it . . .” He pounded the table again, “I will personally throw that officer off the Tyker. Is everybody clear on that point?”

All four answered, “Yes, sir.”

K’Rin turned to the analyst again. “Have you learned anything new from the clone, the one called Eric?”

“He described the Ordinate capital, Sarhn, and the surrounding clone precincts in great detail. He also described the clone Underground: a small cadre of clones led by a female he knows personally—I think intimately. Sketchy on details, sir. He won’t talk to me about her, but he’ll talk to you. Also, he wants to know why we’ve restricted him to deck five.”

K’Rin waved a hand, “Tell him the truth. We have the human female aboard. For security reasons, he stays on deck five until she leaves. Meanwhile, continue interrogating Eric about topography and Ordinate capabilities. I’ll pursue the details about his underground organization. He’s the best source of intelligence we have at the moment.” 

Risking a flare-up, the tac officer reminded K’Rin, “No matter what the clone tells us, the council will reject the information as tainted. We’ve got to get some corroborating evidence. We need nothing less than a pair of Jod eyes on Cor.”

The analyst picked up the discussion. “How can we accomplish that with zero access to Cor? We have no embassy, no diplomatic or cultural exchange with the Ordinate. We do not trade with them. Our closest contact is an occasional glimpse of their activities on Clemnos, from which we can tell almost nothing, except that they’re buying technology from the Chelle. A Jod can’t get within twenty parsecs of their system. We can’t intercept communications; we can’t get imagery. We are forbidden to send a probe or inspect their shipping. We can’t get near them.”

K’Rin paused in his own thoughts. “We can’t get near them if we rely on doctrine. I’m sure there is an answer to this puzzle, and I’m equally sure that the answer is unorthodox.” He gazed around the table looking each officer in the eye. “Gentlemen, start being creative.”

With that, K’Rin dismissed his staff—all except the ship’s surgeon. “Yes, Hal K’Rin. You want to see me alone?” the surgeon asked with a frayed edge to his voice. He looked tired.

“I do.” K’Rin leaned back in his chair and asked, “How is the human, Andrea?” K’Rin had asked this question each day since the massacre. The woman had refused food and drink for days, despised all counseling, all offers of help. She didn’t sleep, except under heavy medication, and even sedated, she preferred to prowl the decks. She spent long hours bathing and staring at the walls. 

“Medically speaking, she’s in no danger. We rehydrated her, and she is beginning to take food. We had to fabricate Earth eating utensils and devise recipes bland enough for the human gut.”

“Make her feel at home.” K’Rin looked away. “I’m indebted to you.”

The surgeon bowed slightly to acknowledge this bit of praise. He continued, “Her wounds are almost healed. She needs to wear the bone knitter for another twenty-eight hours. After that, we can send her home.”

K’Rin pressed for details. “Does she have a home? Any family?”

The surgeon shook his head. “No. Her mother died from natural causes when she was young; her father died in the line of duty in one of Earth’s internecine conflicts, the Patagonian Revolt. She has no one.”

“No clan?” K’Rin shook his head. He could not comprehend a social system where family ties were so shallow.

“Her clan by marriage consists of two aged, timid parents, Dewinter by name. I took the liberty of contacting them. They seem to have no affection or sense of duty toward their daughter-in-law. I’m afraid Andrea is alone.”

K’Rin asked, “Do you think she can make it on her own? Has she given any indication of what she wants to do with her life?”

“She’s been asking a lot of questions about the Harbor Massacre, what we know, and the status of the investigation. She asks very dispassionate, detailed questions: numbers of assailants, types of weapons, and such. Of course I’m the wrong person for her to ask.” The surgeon folded his delicate hands on the table.

“She sounds resilient—emotionally tough.” 

“Or emotionally dead.” The surgeon added.

K’Rin did not like what he’d just heard. He fixed his eyes on the surgeon and asked, “Anything else? There’s got to be some reason for her to get up tomorrow morning.” K’Rin looked for any indication that a spark of life had survived in this husk of humanity.

“She did mention something about going to Earth’s Space Academy.” The surgeon brightened momentarily, but the fatigue returned to his face. “Unfortunately, sir, she’s too old for admission.”

Nevertheless, K’Rin smiled at the news, saying, “We’ll see if we can get her a waiver. I doubt they’ll refuse my personal request.”

K’Rin rose to leave, but the surgeon intercepted him with another question, “Sir, I’m puzzled by something. Perhaps you can shed some light on it for me.”

“Yes. What’s the problem?” K’Rin responded briskly. K’Rin’s mind was already working the problem of getting the waiver for Andrea.

“As part of my inquiries about the human female, I discovered something odd about the dead and wounded at the harbor.”

K’Rin raised an eyebrow. “What?”

“Sir, they were all accounted for.”

“So?”

“All the victims had families: records . . . birth certificates. Sir, none of them was a clone.”

“Oh, really?” K’Rin folded his arms across his chest with smug satisfaction. “Rather an ironic bit of justice—we put the disrupted bodies of six Cor Hunters in a waste bladder, and this time, the clone got away.” 






chapter 3

Utterly friendless. After eighteen months in the academy, Andrea Flores found herself accused of numerous honor violations. She stood at rigid attention before a panel of three officers and two cadets. They sat in highback chairs behind a green felt-draped table on a platform flanked by flags. The room was cold yet awash in white light. The internal room had no windows, just opaque mirrors mounted within thick molding, made to look like windows—fakery. The whole business had an air of fakery, and she saw no way out.

Andrea fought a rising tide of pessimism, recalling her father’s advice, advice she believed as a child but failed to understand. Don’t run from your troubles.

Her mind rehearsed so many arguments, none of them sufficient to turn back the decision that already appeared in the faces of her accusers working hand in glove with her judges. More dismal still, she had no idea what they knew or the case they planned to make against her—not that it mattered. Don’t run . . . A rap of a gavel brought her mind back from its internal exploration. 

A cherubic Captain O’Donnell in white uniform carefully enunciated his prepared remarks. “This formal inquiry shall determine if cadet Andrea Flores is fit to continue in the Space Academy. This administration doubts the psychological fitness of Cadet Andrea Flores to serve in an armed force. Therefore, we intend to prove Cadet Flores is obsessed with personal problems that make her a security risk, that she violated numerous security regulations. Specifically, she used academy computers to access databanks illegally at the Fort George Meade National Archive. Furthermore, she employed subterfuge to hide her motives and illegal activities from her counselors and superior officers. Consequently, the administration recommends that Cadet Flores be terminated from the academy without prejudice.”
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