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The steep mountain walls slipped by with dizzying speed as the Benwoi broke the sound barrier. The whining of the strained engines grew louder. The forward shield began to overheat, causing a slight blur to the forward screen, further impeding H’Roo’s ability to navigate.

Andrea turned to see the rear screen that showed great plumes of snow shaken from the trees and mountainsides. The sonic boom left avalanches in its wake. She rehearsed the plan in her mind. Soon, they would quickly turn vertical and jump into space.

Brigon watched the interactive charts that showed the Benwoi’s location relative to Cor terrain. Two hundred miles farther and they would be well out of ground sensor range.

Fal’Dar reported, “Twelve hundred miles per hour.”

They accelerated steadily. Mercifully, the valley widened. Then the mountains suddenly disappeared, leaving an open tundra: flat, white, and desolate. Andrea looked twice, thinking that perhaps the screen had malfunctioned.

H’Roo fought the ship’s tendency to climb, yet he was ever mindful that to put the nose down for a split second would be his last mistake. “Are we clear?”

Brigon looked at his charts, then announced, “You are clear of ground radar. You can go vertical.”

With a series of commands, H’Roo turned the nose up, withdrew the Benwoi’s wings, and engaged the dampener. He paused, allowing the shipboard computer to recalculate a short hop under FTL drive—a mere two parsecs in the opposite direction of the Cor Fleet. He said under his breath, “Assuming we don’t fly through a star, we ought to be all right.” Then he pushed the throttle to FTL drive. Instantly, they passed from ballistic speed to total blackness. The forward screen automatically switched to a virtual display.

Andrea turned to Brigon, whose eyes were glued to the forward screen and the image of stars traversing space. He didn’t know that the images were a cartographic device, not real light. Brigon didn’t understand the physics of space travel yet. Andrea unfastened her straps, leaned over and patted Brigon on the arm. “Welcome to my world.”
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Chapter 1



Hal K’Rin—headman of the Rin Clan, leader of the Tenebrea—stepped from his dusty concrete shed into the prison yard. His bones and joints ached, having absorbed the cold from the concrete floor where he’d slept. He squinted at the Klamdara sun that would soon heat this desolate repository of traitors. The yellow orb peered over the stone walls, casting long shadows. K’Rin shielded his sore eyes, pressing his thick hand to his forehead.

At the base of the wall, Feld Jo’Orom’s ossified body lay on a pallet, his eye sockets staring up, the once bright rings beneath his eyes turned slate gray. A thin shroud of red dust covered the black and gray uniform of the Tenebrea. Jo’Orom’s jaw was agape, his dried lips peeled back, showing yellow teeth. The prison commandant, D’Cru, had ordered the body prominently displayed to intimidate the prisoners.

K’Rin closed his eyes and remembered Jo’Orom alive, training the young Tenebrea to serve the Rin Clan, to fight and survive. He missed Jo’Orom’s good counsel as much as his companionship. In his mind, K’Rin addressed the image of Jo’Orom: How did I get us into this awful situation?

K’Rin’s memories stirred Jo’Orom’s voice that answered predictably, with the same admonition: Hal K’Rin, you may look into your past, but don’t stare.

I can’t help but stare, K’Rin thought. I started us down this path. My father warned the council about clone manufacturing in the Cor Ordinate system, and the council ruined him. I formed the Tenebrea with your help to monitor the Ordinate—and to vindicate my father. I infected you, old friend, with the Quazel Protein that killed you. I infected all of us, and I can’t undo what I’ve done. Instead of vindicating my father and saving Jod, I have managed only to lead us all to this prison.

K’Rin gazed upon Jo’Orom’s body. K’Rin had infected himself and his Tenebrea with the protein to ensure discipline, assuming that he’d always have the Quazel enzyme to administer or withhold—the ultimate guarantor of loyalty. Now, he was ashamed of his cynicism. The Tenebrea were as loyal as ever—perhaps more so, since their brotherhood was now nailed to mutual suffering, a suffering he’d caused. He regretted his arrogance, his vain assumption that he’d always have the enzyme—that he needed it at all.

And K’Rin was embarrassed for misreading his enemies on the Jod Council. I believed Pl’Don and the council would look at the physical evidence and see the dangers inherent in the Cor Ordinate’s cloning program.

K’Rin glanced down to observe a sightless notsig beetle trying to climb over his frayed boot: stymied yet stubborn. It clawed at the dust with its hind feet, reaching the sole of his boot with forelegs. Feathery antennae tried to make sense of the obstacle, too close to the problem to have perspective. My boot might as well be a mountain. The council and the Fleet are as blind as this notsig beetle. K’Rin lifted his boot and let the beetle shuffle ahead in the dust, resuming its straight path apparently to nowhere. He raised the heel of his boot to crush the beetle, but a thought prevented him: This beetle’s blindness is natural; the council’s blindness is culpable.

I tried to make them see. I sent the Tenebrea throughout the galaxy to track the Cor Ordinate’s ability to use clones as a weapon. I set into motion the events that drew Andrea Flores into this conflict…

K’Rin turned his thoughts to Andrea Flores, the Terran woman he had brought into his Tenebrea. He had sent her to Cor to spy, to find hard evidence of the Ordinate’s intentions. Not only did she get the evidence, she exceeded her goal by triggering a clone insurrection, indeed, leading an assault into the Cor capital city, Sarhn. Andrea’s improvisation, although fateful, amused him. And you, Andrea, you certainly stirred the stinging Z’la creeper’s nest. At least you’re safe. K’Rin whispered hoarsely, hoping his thought might reach out into the stars, “Find your way home, Andrea. Go back to Earth and live.”

Pairs of languorous Jod marines stood in patches of shade, their weapons draped over their thick shoulders. Instead of helmets, they wore loose caps to cover their pale, hairless heads. The guards engaged in conversation, trying to fight the tedium of Klamdara isolation. They kept one wary eye watching their own officers. More than the prisoners, they feared opprobrium. A season earlier, they feared the Tenebrea, K’Rin’s own guard.

The guards utterly ignored the once formidable K’Rin, once an admiral in the Jod Fleet, now condemned for treason by the Council of Elders and the council’s leader Hal Pl’Don.

Treason? K’Rin chaffed. Hal Pl’Don and the council are traitors—or worse, they are fools. K’Rin had long believed that the Ordinate, a human species transported to the Cor system, would eventually challenge the Jod with clone armies. The council admonished him to respect Cor neutrality, but he was, after all, the Chief of Offworld Intelligence. Andrea’s raid into Sarhn forced the conflict into the open. Then I most certainly blundered. I assumed that Pl’Don would put Jod’s security ahead of his enmity toward the Rin Clan. I was so wrong, but what could I have done differently?

K’Rin felt a trickle of blood spill from his nose. A drop of the dark red fell at his feet, leaving a black pock in the dust. He raised a bloodstained cloth to wipe his upper lip.

K’Rin turned his thoughts to the present. The Quazel Protein is slowly turning us to stone: killing us. How ironic. The odds for escape are terrible. The odds of surviving another sixty days are worse.

K’Rin hoped he might still lead them off Klamdara and to a cache of enzyme aboard the freighter Kam-Gi. His Tenebrea believed he would succeed—somehow. He must. If the battle turned against them, they would fight to the death. K’Rin promised that he would not order a retreat. If they did not succeed in freeing themselves from Klamdara by the strength of their arms, then death would free them from the torment of the Quazel Protein.

K’Rin was acutely aware of his own symptoms. His joints ached. He was reduced to hoarse whispers as his larynx stiffened, making all speech painful. So far, his vision remained unimpaired, but he knew that myopia was beginning to affect some of his warriors.

K’Rin walked among the small huts. Small groups of Tenebrea stood at attention at the rickety doors as K’Rin passed. He read the twinge of pain in their faces as they forced themselves erect out of respect for his rank. He looked each of his afflicted warriors in the eye, saying nothing.

Words were painful; therefore, every word spoken had purpose. The Tenebrea longed to hear one word: Attack!

Their uniforms were frayed about the collars. Their sleeves were stained with their own blood wiped from their upper lips.

Their prison diet had reduced them to sleek animals. Their uniforms hung loose on their large bones. Their eyes were sunken into their hairless faces. The rings beneath their eyes—each ring denoting a decade of life—appeared darker. Even the bright yellow ring of childhood had turned a dark amber. The Quazel poisoning…

Despite their wan appearance, the Tenebrea were still physically strong. K’Rin saw the sinewy strength in their arms and legs, less supple for sure, but eager to strike. His warriors paced the prison yard like hungry carnivores, disciplined yet impatient. They held their heads up, watching the inattentive guards, occasionally glancing back at K’Rin—always waiting for the word. Every warrior knew that with the arrival of the next supply ship they would escape Klamdara or die trying. With a look, K’Rin told them: Soon. We’ll take them soon.

A younger Jod walked stiffly to catch K’Rin. He croaked, “Sir, staff meeting.”

K’Rin nodded and followed Kip into a concrete building. The room was bare of furniture. The four officers sat on their haunches in a semicircle waiting for K’Rin. The walls were streaked with rust leaching from the iron-rich sands used in the mortar. Bal’Don and a handful of younger officers started to rise, when K’Rin preempted them. “Sit.”

K’Rin hunkered down, eye level with his staff. He turned to the oldest in the group, Bal’Don, and hoarsely asked, “Supply ship?”

Bal’Don shook his head and croaked, “Delayed.”

Kip, Bal’Don, and the rest of the staff knew the explanation that they pieced together from snatches of information gleaned from the guards. The Jod Fleet was standing down for a diplomatic show of goodwill for the Cor Ordinate government. Consequently, Fleet logistics churned in disarray, and Klamdara was a low priority in the present scheme of things. Cor’s ministers would soon visit Jod, inspect the Jod Fleet, and begin diplomatic relations. Recently, the Klamdara commandant, D’Cru, had taunted K’Rin, claiming that Jod was about to open a new epoch of peace—a peace that K’Rin had tried to sabotage.

K’Rin envisioned the Jod Fleet in synchronous orbit above the capital city of Heptar waiting like sitting ducks for the Cor Ordinate. Another bitter irony, although not my fault. K’Rin believed in the iron Law of Unexpected Result. His own humiliation and incarceration on Klamdara was a case in point. He believed the Cor Ordinate would not come for the expected peace; rather, they’d come to destroy the Fleet and thereby decapitate Jod: galactic war. And he, having prepared his whole life to defend Jod, would miss the battle—another unintended result.

K’Rin asked, “Weapons?”

Bal’Don nodded solemnly. “All.” He reached into his black tunic and withdrew a metal phalange, a blunt rusted rod scraped to a ragged point on the concrete floors, tapered to a serviceable point. He handed the weapon to K’Rin. “Yours.”

“Thank you.” K’Rin peeled open the breast flap on his tunic and hid the weapon. “Soon,” he reiterated his promise.

 

Andrea watched her warm breath disappear into the bitter cold of Cor’s winter. She stood at the mouth of a cave, refuge of the wilderness clones, looking into the rapid onset of night. The steep volcanic mountains cast long shadows. She felt like one looking up from a deep pit. The last tint of indigo disappeared into a pitch-black sky shimmering with stars. Cor’s waxing moon cast a pale light over the snow. Tall snow-laden pines stood like slump-shouldered giants guarding the entrance of the cave.

She stood in the moonlight. Her brown eyes glistened. The dry cold bit her cheeks, adding a tinge of red to her olive skin. The cave’s humid thermals blew at her neck. She shrugged and tightened her parka, tucking her straight black hair into her upturned collar. She adjusted her harness. Her heavy pack and a pair of snubbed snowshoes lay at her feet.

On the trail winding between trees and rock, a dozen wilderness clones packed three sleds. The first sled held rifles, bundled like wood and lying on heavy sacks of ammunition. The clones cinched the leather straps hard, anticipating a fast and rugged march to the Benwoi, now repaired, and ready for deep space travel.

Andrea looked at the multitude of stars. One of the distant specks of white lost in the jumble of the crisp sky was the Jod sun. Somewhere in the Jod system was the prison planet, Klamdara. There, K’Rin and her comrades, the Tenebrea, were incarcerated, waiting to die from Quazel poisoning. She knew that Brigon’s small company of wilderness clones—just thirty-five combatants—was the only slim hope to save K’Rin. And K’Rin was the only—and slimmer—hope for saving the starving and persecuted clones here on planet Cor. Andrea was not optimistic. However, her pessimism was irrelevant. They had no other option except to flee the immediate conflict and merely postpone the inevitable. The NewGen clones were due to hatch in large numbers shortly. The scales of military power would soon tilt permanently in favor of the Cor Ordinate. And the Ordinate were pitiless. Time was short.

“Andrea.” She heard her name echo from the cave walls.

“Here,” she answered. Andrea’s lips were dark, almost purple from the cold.

H’Roo Parh followed her voice and found her. He wore the gray and black uniform of the Tenebrea, and carried a bulging rucksack. He also carried a bulky parka in the crook of his arm. H’Roo was tall for a Jod and less thick than most. He said, “Brigon sends word that we leave in ten minutes. I spoke with Eric. He was at the infirmary helping Dr. Carai take care of Tara.”

“He was?” The news pleased Andrea, who only yesterday had belittled Eric for not showing more concern for his wounded mate. Andrea asked, “How is Tara?”

“The bleeding from her arm has almost stopped. Dr. Carai thinks he can save her eye.” H’Roo drew a line on his own face where Tara had suffered a gash. “The left side of her face may suffer some paralysis—nerve damage. These clones have only the most primitive medical tools. Carai can’t regenerate the nerve or eliminate the scar without the proper tools. He doesn’t even have a surgical laser: he had to cut off her frostbitten toes with a blade.” H’Roo grimaced at the thought. “If we could get Tara to Jod, we could build her a new arm. Carai will do the best he can here.”

Andrea looked up in disbelief. “Carai is staying?”

H’Roo nodded. “Yes.”

Andrea looked around and lowered her voice to a whisper. “H’Roo, these clones are starving to death. His chances are better with us on the Benwoi.”

“He’d rather take his chances with the clones.” H’Roo put on his parka and pulled the hood over his hairless scalp. His small delicate ears were bluish from the cold.

Andrea glanced back. The dim artificial light in the cave sparked her brown eyes. “Did he say why?”

“He doesn’t want to go back into K’Rin’s service—especially back to Yuseat. He said, K’Rin can rebuild the Yuseat Lab and manufacture the enzyme without him.” H’Roo patted his rucksack. “We have eight hundred doses of enzyme right here. Carai will reduce the raw crown gall into more enzyme while we are away.”

Andrea nodded knowingly. “Just as well. Carai is no warrior. His biggest challenge is going to be keeping these clones from eating him—thin though he is.”

H’Roo pulled his hood closer over his hairless head and pink ears. “Dr. Carai is articulate. Sentient beings don’t eat creatures smarter than themselves.”

Andrea chuckled lowly. “Happens all the time.”

H’Roo pursed his thin lips in disgust and carried his precious rucksack to a sled. The fresh snow crunched beneath his large boots. Andrea watched from a distance as he gesticulated, trying to make the sled master understand the critical importance of the enzyme. The clone nodded indifferently and strapped the medicine down with the same care shown any sack of ammunition. H’Roo found the other four Jod and they stood together, stamping their feet trying to keep warm.

A female clone, Chana, led a large group of clone warriors from the cave shadows. She bent at the waist under her heavy load: two backpacks and a pair of new carbines slung over her shoulder. She paused briefly to stand by Andrea. The shorter, thick-waisted clone looked up at Andrea with a slow smile. Raising an eyebrow, Chana said, “I’m coming, too. I guess Brigon needs me after all.”

Or you need Brigon…Andrea said nothing. Rather, she looked down into Chana’s upturned eyes, deep chestnut-brown eyes. Sad eyes. Chana had full lips on a large mouth set in a square jaw. Her facial bones about the eyes were exaggerated due to months of malnutrition. Her straight black hair, oily from lack of bathing, showed a couple streaks of premature gray. She wore her parka loosely open. Andrea saw that Chana wore body armor, picked from a dead Cor soldier.

Brigon had planned to leave Chana behind, but he had not anticipated his heavy losses at the South Mountain ambush. Brigon still would have left Chana behind, except that Andrea insisted that they take at least thirty-five experienced fighters to Klamdara. Chana could fight. She trudged away to the sleds where she unshouldered her burden.

Andrea watched. Chana was a strong woman: broad shoulders and hips, a thick waist, yet all muscle. She had a stubborn strength—not athletic, but enduring. She had braided her black hair to make herself more attractive. At the nape of her neck was a simple mark, a tattoo visible only when her hair was set up. The tattoo was the shape of an eye, burnt orange in color. She helped the others adjust the loads, and in short order, the sleds were secure.

Eric reluctantly followed Chana’s group to the sleds. He gave Andrea a perfunctory glance. He had wanted to stay behind with his mate, Tara. He didn’t know why. Grievously wounded, having lost her arm, Tara was no longer functional. Her wounds unsettled him. As a clone, he didn’t know to behave around a clone bereft of her functions. Andrea knew Eric’s predicament: he did not understand raw pity and he sensed this missing quality in himself. The Artrix seemed better suited. On a more practical point, Eric wanted to stay behind to organize the clones in Brigon’s absence. But Eric acceded to Brigon’s loose authority. Brigon needed Eric’s fighting skills on Klamdara, and he didn’t trust Eric to manage the clones’ affairs in his stead.

Andrea felt a hand on her shoulder. Her first reflex was to resist the touch. Then Brigon’s voice said, “Walk with me to the head of the column.”

Andrea relaxed at the sound of his voice. “Oh, it’s you,” she said as a way of apologizing for pulling away.

Brigon pulled at his tawny beard and raised his eyebrows as if to respond, Who else? “Tell your friend, H’Roo, to join us. We have yet to figure out how to get off Cor without being intercepted.”

 

Admiral Brulk held a model of a J-Class attack ship in his hand. In gold leaf, the ship’s hull number J-480 reflected the soft light from his desk lamp. The Cor Ordinate had not commissioned a military vessel for almost a hundred years. He refurbished the Lynx Colony shipyard just two years ago. He considered the design and manufacture of J-Class ships a marvel, second only to the design and manufacture of the NewGen clones. He mused: the Lynx shipyard met their goal. My plan is coming together…He carefully set the model on the glass shelf with other trophies of his career.

The rest of Brulk’s office was dimly lit. Through the large plate-glass windows, an insipid evening twilight muddled in. Fresh snow sat on the windowsill, softening the right angles of the otherwise stark room. A stack of reports sat unread on his desk.

Most of the Cor Security Ministry staff had ended their day and gone home to their families. Admiral Brulk didn’t have a family, which was just as well as far as he was concerned. Brulk wore his dark blue battle uniform. Five gold pips on his collar indicated his rank. His short military hair, fading brown, was speckled liberally with gray. Otherwise, he looked like an aggressive young man in his uniform. Brulk felt fresh despite his recent space travel. His body was still on Lynx Colony time. He planned to return soon, so he felt no need to adjust his biorhythms.

He consulted his daily schedule: 6:40 P.M. Dr. Sandrom, 7:05 Lt. Botchi. The brass clock on his wall showed 6:39. He set the thin screen aside, then aligned three crystal paperweights on the top of his desk. Just so, he thought. He smoothed his hands over his clean desk—clear except for the silver tray and tea setting. He pulled the cozy off the white porcelain pot and poured two cups.

Dr. Sandrom walked into the room. Without looking up, Brulk commented, “Doctor Sandrom, punctual as ever.”

Sandrom bowed slightly. Sandrom looked old and frail, with thinning white hair and neatly trimmed goatee. His crisp blue eyes mirrored his vigorous intellect. Behind Sandrom stood two large young figures, identical in complexion, mousy brown hair, and physique. They wore simple uniforms. Both stood six foot five inches tall: powerful arms and legs. They stood with their backs to a bookshelf, seemingly disinterested. Sandrom motioned to the pair. “Admiral, I brought you two NewGens that you can use for demonstrations—to the council, to the citizens, whomever. By giving them a simple command, I can transfer them to your control. You can put these two to work right away.”

Brulk looked up. “Excellent. Are we still on schedule at Qurush?”

“Yes.” Sandrom smiled and took his seat. “I accelerated the schedule as you asked.”

Admiral Brulk rose halfway from his seat. Reaching across his desk, he handed Sandrom a cup of tea. He said, “Thank you for making the journey to see me on such short notice. I want to get down to Qurush to see you work, but I have so much to do: the final details at Lynx and—” Brulk grumbled, “—keeping the Prefect and her ministers informed.”

“A short hop from Qurush—” Sandrom returned the courtesy, “—much shorter than your trip from the Lynx Colony.”

Brulk furled his brow and thought: True, I should be with the fleet instead of spending time holding Madame Prefect’s hand. He said, “I wanted to go over some last-minute details before I leave for Jod.”

“Yes, Admiral.” Dr. Sandrom pulled a small data card from his pocket to take notes. Sandrom carefully intimated, “I heard the rumor that Sarhn faces organized resistance from some renegade old-order clones. Frankly, I was alarmed to hear that the first fifty NewGens I sent to Sarhn were destroyed in a skirmish. Did our NewGens not perform to specification?”

Brulk pursed his lips and suppressed his anger: “Your NewGens performed precisely to specification. Unfortunately, the officer in charge did not. We will not waste any more of your valuable commodity, I assure you.”

Sandrom nodded somberly. “A pity to lose those fifty, but soon you’ll have more than enough NewGens.”

Brulk lifted the porcelain teapot and offered to refill Sandrom’s cup. “Excellent. I’ll hold you to your word.” Brulk wagged a finger in a friendly way. “Your NewGen technology will change the history of Cor and the galaxy.”

Sandrom smiled and leaned forward with his cup and saucer to catch the steaming amber liquid. “You give me too much credit. The concept was yours. I am just your technician.”

Brulk cut the mutual admiration short, asking bluntly, “How soon can you run the Qurush facility using only NewGen labor?”

Sandrom looked up from his tea and smiled as if anticipating the question. He set his cup down on the side table, allowing a dramatic pause before his answer. His blue eyes sparked with his triumphant news. “Eight weeks. We are hatching about ten NewGens per day now. We are training those hatchlings to run the Qurush facility, and with the increased labor we can increase production to one hundred per day. Already we have plans laid to expand the facility. With access to the boundless resources of the ocean, and expanding NewGen labor, I see no limit to the number of NewGens we can produce. However, we do need more computing power.”

Brulk reached out and grabbed Sandrom’s thin hand and pressed it between his two beefy hands. “And you shall have it!” Brulk got up and posed a question delicately. “Dr. Sandrom, how soon can we relocate Qurush’s civilian population and make Qurush a military facility?”

“Why?”

Brulk paused. A shadow quickly passed over his face until he realized the question came from his stalwart supporter. Then, he brightened. He said frankly, “I must delicately manage conflicting priorities on the council. To be blunt, the less our civilians know about Qurush’s capacity, the better. Do not share any of your records.”

“I’ll do as you say, Admiral Brulk. How shall I explain this secretiveness to other Ordinate scientists?”

Brulk was annoyed by the question. “You tell them nothing. We need the NewGens for security as we cancel the old-order clones. Unfortunately, most of the civilian population wants the NewGens brought into service to prop up their standard of living, and too many in our government agree with the civilians. The government seems to think we can make this transition without inconveniencing anyone. They don’t realize that we must secure our frontiers before we can improve our standard of living. Some sacrifice is necessary to ensure our future. We Ordinate are in a struggle for our very survival.”

“I agree with you. I’ll tell them nothing.”

Brulk forced a smile. He oscillated between demanding agreement and disdaining yes-men. “I cannot be distracted by petty competition for resources. I need the Qurush facility secured from our own people because I need the Qurush output to remain secret. So I want the civilians relocated before the facility begins high-volume production.”

Dr. Sandrom nodded solemnly. “I understand completely.”

Brulk added, “A few days from now, I’ll lead 480 J-Class ships to the Jod system. The Jod government expects that we come to negotiate an arrangement brokered by the Chelle. However, such an arrangement would place us within the Jod hegemony as part of their damnable Alliance.” Brulk’s eyes widened as he leaned down to share his triumph with Dr. Sandrom. “The Jod have assembled all their capital ships in one place as a gesture of goodwill and to demonstrate their might. The Chelle assure us that they are lined up as if for a parade. They won’t be able to use their starboard or port weapons without hitting each other. Our ships, piloted by your NewGens, will fly right through their defenses with quark torpedoes. The Jod do not expect an attack. Nor will they expect that our pilots are NewGens, obediently emulating themselves as they fire their weapons at point-blank range.”

Dr. Sandrom congratulated Brulk. “An excellent trade. We can build J-Class ships and hatch NewGen pilots much faster than the Jod can rebuild their Fleet. I commend you, Admiral Brulk. Your strategy is pure genius.”

Before Admiral Brulk could accept Sandrom’s compliment, a middle-aged woman wearing the tan duty uniform entered the room. Without apologizing for the intrusion, she said, “Sir, Lt. Botchi is here as you requested.”

Brulk turned slowly. His countenance fell into a storm of deep-seated anger, but he willed himself to an equivocal humor. “Send him in. Then, you go home.”

“Thank you, sir.” The woman left. Sandrom also got up to leave.

Brulk then turned to Sandrom and said in a low voice, “Please stay. You might find this interview interesting. This is the officer who wasted your fifty NewGens.”

A moment later, a young officer walked into the room and paused to let his eyes adjust to the shadowy light. Despite the cool dry air, perspiration beaded on the young man’s upper lip. His eyes settled on Brulk.

Brulk’s voice was cold but polite. “Botchi, I brought you here to explain your fiasco in the South Mountains.”

Botchi’s voice cracked, “I can explain.”

Brulk stepped closer to the younger officer. “As I recall, I told you not to become engaged. I told you to use all other means to investigate the crash site, and not to use troops, didn’t I?”

“Sir, we had reason to believe the crashed ship was the Benwoi. We had to be sure they had not seen our fleet assembling at Lynx.” Lt. Botchi refused to allow Brulk to put the entire disaster on his shoulders. “Sir, you approved the mission.”

“I did not approve such a fiasco. How dare you suggest otherwise?”

“We were ambushed, sir, by large numbers. We had no idea…”

Brulk interrupted Botchi’s weak protest. “You lost a third of Sarhn’s security troops: one hundred twenty-four dead, fifty-two wounded. You lost all the NewGens. Is that correct?”

“Yes, sir.” Botchi lowered his eyes.

Brulk asked coldly, “Why didn’t you die with your men? Why are you here? Why are standing in my office without a scratch, reporting to me that you lost your entire command?” Brulk didn’t give Botchi time to answer: the implication was that Botchi was a coward.

Botchi’s cheeks reddened at the suggestion. He glanced at Dr. Sandrom, who witnessed this humiliating rebuke.

Brulk snapped another question. “And ships? How many losses?”

“Two gunships and one hovercraft.”

“You…” Brulk checked his wrath. He took a deep breath. “So we must assume that the wilderness clones now have the weapons and ammunition from the two gunships. Our garrison force is roughly cut in half, and why? Because you did not follow my orders! You had to risk everything to satisfy your curiosity.”

“Sir,” Botchi defended himself, “I believed that the wreckage in the valley was the Benwoi, stolen by the Terran female.”

“I don’t give a damn what you believe; I gave you orders. The Benwoi is of no consequence—not then, not now!” Brulk stepped forward, causing Botchi to retreat.

Brulk’s words stung Botchi and he lowered his eyes for the first time. He murmured, “We had no idea the wilderness clones had such numbers and weapons. When we get more NewGens, I’ll take a regiment in and clean out the valley.”

“No!” Brulk yelled, losing his composure. His jaw muscles tightened. “Let the winter kill them. My plan is to contain them and starve them—not to engage them. Not to agitate them into armed conflict! Don’t you understand? Even now, the clones outnumber us ten thousand to one. We are at the most dangerous crossroad of Cor’s history. We must simultaneously neutralize the Jod Alliance and replace the old-order technology with NewGens. And you would jeopardize everything—my life’s work—because you believe,” he said the word mockingly, “that you must personally confirm an insignificant crash site.”

“I understand, sir. I won’t let…”

“No, you don’t understand!” Brulk wagged his finger in Botchi’s face. “You shall conduct no operations in the wilderness until I return from Jod. You shall keep all our assets inside Sarhn to protect our strategic resources from any threat from either the precinct or wilderness clones. Is that perfectly clear? You are not to take a single soldier outside that wall.” Brulk pointed through his window. “Not until I return to give you explicit direction.”

Botchi raised his eyes and said, “But, sir, with all due respect, what if you do not return?”

Brulk dropped his arms at his side and studied Botchi for a minute. Then, he shook his head slowly and turned to Dr. Sandrom. He asked softly, “Would you please transfer control of the two NewGens to me now?”

The white-haired doctor rose from his cushioned seat. “Yes, Admiral Brulk.” He turned to the pair of NewGens standing in the shadows. He made a hand signal directing four fingers of his left hand to his mouth and the four fingers of his right hand toward Brulk. He said, “Accept Brulk commands.” The two NewGens turned their heads in unison to face Brulk.

Realizing that he now had control, Brulk spoke directly to the two NewGen clones. “Take Lt. Botchi into the courtyard and kill him.”







Chapter 2



Brigon’s wilderness clones settled in the Benwoi’s narrow cargo bay. They huddled together on the floor braced against the walls as if they were in an oxcart. They grinned nervously as they gawked at the inside of the ship. Andrea smiled: They have no idea. She left the cargo bay after instructing the four bemused Jod from the Yuseat Lab. “Explain space flight to these flatlanders.” Wrinkling her nose she added, “And as soon as we’re well underway, run them through the electrostatic shower, and show them how to wash their clothes.”

Andrea returned to the bridge. She found H’Roo Parh at the controls of the Benwoi. Brigon sat in the navigator’s chair, silently watching H’Roo run through the preflight checks.

H’Roo accidentally toggled the bridge lights off, then on again. His neck showed a tinge of orange. Andrea prodded, “Are you nervous?”

“It shows?” H’Roo put his hand to his neck. He muttered, “Are you sure you want me to pilot?”

“Better you than me,” Andrea nodded, offering no other clue as to her doubts. H’Roo damaged the ship when they landed on Cor, but frankly, she was amazed that he managed to land in that violent snowstorm. Either H’Roo was good enough, or he was lucky enough: she didn’t care which.

H’Roo added, “You know that we’ll burn up the forward shield if we try a low-altitude jump.”

Andrea looked up from her console. “We don’t have a choice. We have to fly below the Cor ground radar until we’re out of cannon range. Let’s not second-guess ourselves now. Besides, we know that the Benwoi’s forward shields aren’t worth much against gunnery. We’re just an armed merchant. We might as well use the shields to help us sneak out; they’re no good in a stand-up fight.”

“Right.” Then H’Roo announced through all comm-panels, “Everybody strap yourselves into a seat or a berth. This is going to be,” H’Roo looked at Andrea and smiled feebly, “exciting.” He engaged the engines and lifted the Benwoi straight up, sloughing off a thick blanket of snow.

Absent the snow’s weight, the Benwoi rose with a jerk until H’Roo stabilized. A few excited exclamations rose from the passengers. H’Roo turned to Andrea and smiled sheepishly.

Brigon, who sat next to Andrea, looked at her with wide eyes, bracing himself in his chair. Neither he nor any of his wilderness clones had ever flown before. The sudden vertical movements and the momentary weightlessness startled him, like slipping on ice, and a mischievous smile lifted his mustache.

Then H’Roo accelerated quickly forward, keeping the Benwoi just several hundred feet above the rocky valley floor. He kept his hand on the steering ball and his eye glued to the forward screen. He accelerated up the valley, banking right and left trying to match the twists and turns in the steep volcanic walls of rock and ice. Always the alarms beeped, alerting him that he was flying too close to the ground, too fast for conditions. “Turn off that racket!” H’Roo commanded.

A fellow Jod, Fal’Dar, complied. The sheer mountain walls slipped by with dizzying speed as the Benwoi broke the sound barrier. The whining of the strained engines grew louder. The forward shield began to overheat, causing a slight blur to the forward screen, further impeding H’Roo’s ability to navigate.

Andrea turned to see the rear screen showing great plumes of snow shaken from the trees and mountainsides. The Benwoi’s sonic boom left avalanches in its wake. She rehearsed the plan in her mind. Soon, they would quickly turn vertical and jump into space.

Speed was their best security. Cor sensors would at best get one blip of data marking their ascent. The chances were remote that the Cor would see or analyze a random speck in their data. Even so, with only one data point, the Cor could not calculate direction or speed. Andrea knew that returning would be far more difficult. Jumping into a void undetected would be relatively easy compared to jumping onto a planet’s surface.

Brigon watched the interactive charts that showed the Benwoi’s location relative to Cor terrain. Two hundred miles farther and they would be well out of ground sensor range.

Fal’Dar reported, “Twelve hundred miles per hour.”

They accelerated steadily. Mercifully, the valley widened. Then the mountains suddenly disappeared, leaving an open tundra: flat, white, and desolate. Andrea looked twice, thinking that perhaps the screen had malfunctioned.

H’Roo fought the ship’s tendency to climb, yet he was ever mindful that to put the nose down for a split second would be his last mistake. “Are we clear?”

Brigon looked at his charts, then announced, “You are clear of ground radar. You can go vertical.”

With a series of commands, H’Roo turned the nose up, withdrew the Benwoi’s wings, and engaged the dampener. He paused, allowing the shipboard computer to recalculate a short hop under FTL drive—a mere two parsecs in the opposite direction of the Cor Fleet. He said under his breath, “Assuming we don’t fly through a star, we ought to be all right.” Then he pushed the throttle to FTL drive. Instantly, they passed from ballistic speed to total blackness. The forward screen automatically switched to a virtual display.

Andrea turned to Brigon, whose eyes were glued to the forward screen and the image of stars traversing space. He didn’t know that the images were a cartographic device, not real light. Brigon didn’t understand the physics of space travel yet. Andrea unfastened her straps, leaned over and patted Brigon on the arm. “Welcome to my world.”

 

The Madame Prefect of Cor stormed into Brulk’s office. She was pale, suddenly looking her age. Although her yellowing hair was meticulously swept off her high forehead, her waist jacket was awkwardly cross-buttoned. She was the picture of ragged self-control strained to the breaking point. Her hand agitated as she pointed an accusing finger. Her voice shook with anger as she demanded, “Admiral Brulk! What is the meaning of this outrage?”

Brulk turned slowly from his window and rebuked her with a look. He already knew what was sticking in her craw. The night before, he watched the two NewGens grab Botchi, who struggled helplessly. The entire Ministry echoed with the doomed man’s protest, then desperate pleadings. He recalled that he was mildly amused when Botchi wet himself as the NewGens hauled him away. He remembered noticing that the few office workers on the night shift went to their windows to see the cause of the tumult.

The unnaturally strong NewGens held Botchi fast as he tried to thrash his way free. Pointless. The large clones stopped in the middle of the Ministry courtyard in the dim flickering light of ornamental gas lamps. Then, one of the NewGens simply twisted Botchi’s head with a sudden jerk. The snap was audible as Botchi’s voice stifled in a short, shrill gasp. The NewGens dropped Botchi’s limp body in the snow, belly down. Botchi’s face stared up at the gas lamp, his eyes locked and his mouth misaligned. The serenity of the courtyard returned.

Brulk answered the Prefect with a simple question. “Lieutenant Botchi, does he concern you?”

The Prefect stammered, “Of course…of course! How could you let those…those…creatures…kill that young officer? The people are almost hysterical, having seen a pair of clones snap a security officer’s neck. Already the alarm is up that the NewGens are dangerous.”

Brulk raised an eyebrow and offered the Prefect a thin smile. “Those creatures simply obeyed my orders. If the good citizens want something to fear, let them fear me, not the NewGens. As for Botchi, he had become a liability, a distraction.” Brulk’s voice was smooth. “Madame Prefect, we are about to engage in a galactic war of history-bending proportions.”

“You cannot summarily execute Cor Ordinate officers.” The Prefect’s cheeks turned crimson as she pounded one small fist into the palm of her hand.

“Yes I can, and I did.” Brulk smirked. “I think a stark lesson in military discipline is most appropriate just now. I suggest you leave military matters to me for the time being.”

“The government will not tolerate any usurpation of its authority by you.” The passion in her voice rose with each syllable.

It already has, Brulk smiled. Madame Prefect was in effect the government, and the fact that she referred to government in the third person indicated an erosion of her will. He stepped from his desk and walked up to her. Without asking, he began to fix the buttons on her jacket. His thick fingers deftly worked the first mother-of-pearl button at her thin neck.

The Prefect stiffened at his touch. She started to recoil, then stopped. Brulk watched her eyes and saw her flashing anger chill, then turn to a pale, low-grade fear. He smiled coolly and said, “If you disapprove of my methods, you may, of course, relieve me.”

Brulk corrected another button, while looking directly into her widening eyes. “And I, in return, will leave Sarhn to the mercy of half a million clones starving outside the Sarhn city walls. Of course, the security forces that I lead will fail to understand your motives if you relieve me. They, as do I, want to believe that the government—that your government, Madame Prefect—appreciates their efforts, especially when the risks are so great. There, your jacket is straight.” He tugged gently down on the lower hem of her jacket.

The Prefect lowered her eyes. She felt her jacket buttons with her fingertips as if the buttons were too hot to hold. The conviction in her voice was gone. She said, “I cannot let you flout the law.”

Brulk returned to his desk. “I believe the Law of Self-Preservation trumps your government’s artificial ordinances. I cannot let anyone or anything undermine my mission now. I don’t think you truly appreciate the risk of maintaining the status quo. If we do not immediately remove the Jod Fleet from the military equation, the Jod will aid the old-order clones. The old-order clones, who still outnumber us ten thousand to one, will overrun the Ordinate, and life as we know it will cease. It’s a little late to get squeamish, Madame Prefect.”

She stood silently and glared. The color began to return to her cheeks.

Then Brulk flashed a charming smile that showed his straight teeth. “Let’s not quarrel, Madame Prefect. Let’s simply agree that I shall run military operations as I see fit, and you can run civilian affairs as you see fit. But understand this, until I destroy the Jod Fleet, I cannot tolerate interference. Our survival is at stake.”

Madame Prefect merely nodded, turned, and left Brulk’s office.

*   *   *

As far as they could tell, the Benwoi had escaped Cor undetected. The experienced among the Yuseat crew settled into the tedium of a three-week flight. But the wilderness clones, surrounded for the first time with all the trappings of space travel, immediately indulged their innate curiosity, pestering the Jod with questions and trying their hand at the many technical amenities. Brigon planned to spend most of his hours on the bridge, learning the consoles for each position.

Andrea found her few belongings still stored in the locker in the narrow captain’s cabin. She looked in the small round shaving mirror stuck to the wall above a tiny sink. She hardly knew the woman looking back at her. She had to pause to do the calculation: she was now twenty-seven—no, twenty-eight years old. Andrea leaned forward to get a close look in the confining mirror. Same straight nose, high cheekbones. Her face was thinner than she remembered. Same slight bow in her lips. Could it be that her lips were thinner as well?

But the eyes were somehow different. How, she wondered, had her eyes changed over the years? Her wide, happy eyes had looked innocently on the world as a child, then lovingly on her husband Steve and daughter Glendon. Her eyes had changed forever by what they saw. Experience, like a grinding wheel, cut away their simplicity, leaving a hundred facets that confused and diffused the light. Her eyes dimmed—almost to black—when they saw Steve and Glendon murdered by the Cor Hunter Team.

Now the eyes in the mirror narrowed even as the memory presented itself. Steve, Glendon, I’ll make them pay. A wicked smile crossed her lips. You should have seen what Tara and I did to the Ordinate’s Clone Welfare Institute—we burned it down. If we get K’Rin out of Klamdara, we can wreck their world like they wrecked ours.

Andrea saw her lips move in the mirror and worried for a moment that she might be overheard talking to herself. She turned away and sat on her bunk to compose herself, but a second wave of memories collided with her present. The clone Eric plagued her vision like a living ghost of Steve, a mystery now solved. She saw the DNA match that proved that her husband Steve, as a small child, was a refugee clone on Earth, a clone built from the same genetic code as Eric. Andrea ran her hands tightly through her black hair, trying to press the images back.

She groaned quietly. What is K’Rin’s involvement? She learned that K’Rin helped the child Steve escape from Cor more than twenty years ago—helped him and his refugee foster parents settle outside Baltimore. While tracking an Earth-bound Ordinate Hunter Team, K’Rin discovered Eric, a refugee clone. He immediately recognized Eric as Steve’s genetic double, and he correctly surmised that the Hunters who were after Eric might find Steve instead. K’Rin did not arrive at Baltimore in time, and the Hunters murdered Steve.

She believed K’Rin. A voice in her head told her, All words! Trust your eyes! But her eyes had not seen the objective truth.

Andrea heard a soft noise behind. She turned and found Brigon standing in the narrow doorway to her cabin. “How long have you been standing there?” she demanded.

Brigon excused himself. “Just this second; your door was open.” Brigon’s hair was a shade lighter, dry, with a bit of curl. His cheeks were slightly sunburned, making his beard appear yellow.

“I see you took a shower.”

“In hot water. I pulled rank.” Brigon grinned. He stretched out his arms to show his faded tan shirt. “Washed my clothes, too.” He stepped into Andrea’s cabin, letting the door close behind him. He looked around the crowded space. “Two beds.” He pointed to the upper berth.

Andrea bit her lip and wagged her head. “This cabin serves as the captain and first mate’s quarters.”

Brigon winked at her and smiled. “You can be the captain. I’ll be the first mate.”

Andrea forced herself to look peeved, but a thin smile betrayed her.

Brigon sat on the lower berth and observed, “Comfortable. I like it.”

Andrea leaned back against a desk. “Then I’ll gather my gear and leave.”

Brigon protested, “No, stay. Stay. Give me one good reason why we shouldn’t share a room.”

Andrea’s smile disappeared as she said, “Okay. I’ll give you two.” She bent down and took Brigon’s face in her hands. She pressed his full beard into his cheeks as she looked into his dark gray eyes and pressed a soft kiss on his lips.

Brigon reached out to pull himself into Andrea’s arms and prolong the kiss. Raising himself, he banged his head against the metal of the upper berth. “Ow!” He blinked away the pain.

Andrea leaned back on the bunk, propped on her elbows. She said, “Reason number one: we must not be a distraction for each other—not now, not on Klamdara. Reason number two: you really ought to live with your people if you are going to lead them into battle. My father taught me that.”

“Your father?” Brigon stood up rubbing the top of his head. His face was red from pain and disappointment. He asked bluntly, “Was that a kiss or just a lesson?”

Andrea smiled wryly. “Why? Did you learn anything?”

Brigon reached down and grabbed a fistful of Andrea’s tunic. He pulled her off the bunk, kissing her on the mouth, then set her down slowly. Her brown eyes flashed, but she didn’t speak. Brigon walked halfway to the door and turned, saying, “I learned plenty. Did you?”

 

In the evening sky above Heptar on Jod, a new constellation appeared. Seven new lights shone bright through the deep violet twilight when most stars did not yet appear. The seven Jod dreadnoughts, the largest war machines ever created, stood in a synchronous orbit directly overhead. Smaller lights spread before them: cruisers, and heavy destroyers.

The citizens of Heptar pointed to the sky. They took pride in their invincible Fleet that had procured peace and commensurate prosperity for Jod. Never had the Fleet been assembled in one place, and even the most hard-bitten campaigner’s heart swelled with pride.

The head of the Jod Council, Hal Pl’Don, stood on his garden balcony watching the sky get darker and his ships glow brighter. He still wore the robes of his office. The heavy gold chain of office hung about his neck. His day had been long—indeed hectic with the preparations to receive the Cor Ordinate delegation. But his labors were rewarding, and Pl’Don felt as fresh as the moment he first opened his eyes. All his careful plans slipped effortlessly together like tongue and groove, each piece reinforcing the next. The Chelle ambassador just confirmed that the Cor Delegation would arrive on schedule according to the agreed protocol. Soon he would have the Cor Ordinate safely in the Alliance where he could manage their ambitions. However, at present, he had one more decision to make today.

Behind Pl’Don, a Jod wearing the black Tenebrea uniform sat on a stone bench. The soldier looked down at his hands, kneading the pain out of the stiff joints. He was a dark contrast to the sunburst of yellow jasmine clinging to the wall behind him. The scars on his face and neck were a swirl of dark purple streaked with red veins. The facial wound looked like bleeding wax. A faint blue light on his pain collar blinked, indicating that he needed to refill the collar with more neural blockers. Tamor-Kyl grumbled to himself. Then he spoke aloud. “You must let me interrogate K’Rin my own way. He knows where I can find the enzyme. I delivered him to you. Now you must deliver him to me.”

Pl’Don turned to face Tamor. He frowned at Tamor’s demanding tone. Yet he understood the desperate nature of Tamor’s condition. Tamor, like all the Tenebrea, carried the Quazel Protein in his body. Without the corresponding enzyme, the protein would quite literally turn him into a fossil—an excruciating way to die. On the other hand, the Quazel Protein-enzyme combination doubled one’s life span and greatly increased one’s vitality. This potential was not lost on Pl’Don. He, too, felt the cold hand of old age tugging at his sleeve. Pl’Don said, “I’ve changed my mind.”

Tamor looked up with a glimmer of hope.

Pl’Don folded his soft hands and looked down at the disfigured soldier. “After the Cor Ordinate delegation signs the peace accord with us, I can be more flexible in your case. My standing in the council and as First Among Equals with the clans will be assured. I need fear no resistance from Hal K’Rin’s supporters. Therefore, I will allow you to use whatever means necessary to break K’Rin and discover his secret. But not before.”

“Thank you.” Tamor stood up slowly, reacting slightly to the pain in his knees. “Within the month, I’ll have the enzyme. You, too, shall have the secret of a long life.”

“One word of caution.” Pl’Don stepped closer to speak softly to Tamor’s twisted face. “When you get hold of the information, make sure that you and I are the only two living persons with that knowledge.”

The right side of Tamor’s mouth screwed up into a grin that exposed yellow teeth and bleeding gums. “I understand your meaning exactly. Hal K’Rin will not survive the interrogation.”







Chapter 3



Aboard the Benwoi, the wilderness clones were good passengers. They had simple needs. They followed instructions without complaint. They drank hot tea constantly, but otherwise seemed disinterested in the food stores—eating only when Brigon returned from the bridge to announce a meal. When the Yuseat Jod tired of explaining ship technology, the clones amused themselves in conversation, although their conversations were more thoughtful silence than banter. They played a simple game, moving polished colored pebbles around a dimpled surface.

Andrea clearly admired the clones’ simplicity. These most unlikely space travelers were as comfortable in the belly of the Benwoi as they were in their caves. Yesterday, she had wondered aloud if they had felt at home everywhere because they had no home.

If that was so, then Brigon was not like the clones. He felt restless. Already, he missed the panorama of his mountains. He had thought outer space would provide the ultimate panoramic view—how wrong. He found space travel oppressively claustrophobic, especially in the crowded Benwoi. Plus, he had a difficult time acclimating to the artificial days and nights. He began the habit of wandering the deck during the artificial night. During the solitude of the sleep cycle, he could pace the empty companion deck for exercise and collect his thoughts.

At present he paced the companionway that ran up and down the spine of the Benwoi, and he contemplated Andrea. Eric stepped from the galley into Brigon’s path, causing a minor collision, sloshing Eric’s hot tea on both of them.

“Excuse me,” Brigon apologized.

Eric responded with a peevish look, then walked back into the galley to refill his mug. Brigon followed him in. He asked, “What do you know about Andrea?”

Eric was surprised at the question. “Who wants to know?”

“I do.”

“She doesn’t confide in me. We don’t get along.” Eric leaned against the bulkhead and let Brigon speak.

“That’s what I want to talk about: why she doesn’t like you. I know part of the story. I know that her husband, Steve Dewinter, left Cor as a premature clone—an experiment or something. You were made from the same genetic code; so you look identical to him. His adopted parents flee Cor and K’Rin settles them on Earth. Steve grew up never knowing his origins. He marries Andrea. Later, you escape Cor as a renegade after starting the Underground with your mate, Tara, right?”

“Right.” Eric crossed his arms over his chest. “You seem to have your facts right.”

“The Cor Hunters pursued you. You sought asylum in the Jod system—”

“I was looking for help,” Eric corrected Brigon.

Brigon nodded, “You linked up with K’Rin.”

“Not quite. He took me prisoner and interrogated me for three months, if you call that linking up.”

“So the Hunters looked for you on Earth and killed Dewinter, thinking that they’d killed you.”

Eric looked down the corridor to ensure that they were alone. He said, “That’s about all there is.”

Brigon looked into Eric’s eyes. “Are you sure that’s all you know?”

“If you’ve got a point to make, you’d better make it now.” Eric faced Brigon directly. His voice was steady but measured, almost belligerent.

Brigon glared at Eric and thought, No wonder Andrea dislikes you.

Eric seemed to read Brigon’s mind. He said, “Listen, Brigon. I don’t owe Andrea a thing. I look like her dead husband—yes. Can I help that? No. She doesn’t like me because I look like her dead husband—fine. She doesn’t like me because I don’t act like her dead husband—fine. She doesn’t like the way I treat my own mate. None of her business. Frankly, I don’t know what you see in her.”

Brigon pursed his lips and shook his head to deflect the question.

“Well? What do you see in her?” Eric goaded.

“Why don’t you just go about your business.” Brigon turned his shoulder to let Eric pass.

Eric countered, “You started this conversation.” Then he leaned forward and spoke in a restrained but belligerent voice. “Don’t you see what this is all about? She doesn’t care about us. She’s still trying to avenge her family by punishing the Cor Ordinate. Frankly, I don’t care about her intentions, because she’s helping our cause. But don’t forget, Brigon, you are just a means to her ends.” With that statement, Eric took his mug of tea and brushed by Brigon, disappearing down the corridor leading to the bridge.

 

H’Roo’s three-legged course to the Jod system allowed an approach from the thinly patrolled Artrix frontier. The circuitous route added six standard days to their journey. He explained that the Artrix were notoriously lackadaisical with their flight plans, but equally nonthreatening. “Nobody pays much attention to the Artrix. A small merchant-class ship, ostensibly from Artrix, can slip into Jod without notice.”

As much as they wanted a quick trip, Brigon and Andrea accepted the detour. The Benwoi was militarily weak. Andrea said, “If you can’t fix it, flaunt it. We look like a merchant. We’ll act like a merchant. Maybe everyone will treat us like a merchant.”

H’Roo brought the navigational display to the forward screen and interpreted the backward-counting chronometer. “We come out of FTL in the Jod system in seventeen days, two hours. Then we have about twenty hours at kinetic speed to reach Klamdara.”

Brigon stroked his beard. “Then what?”

Andrea looked at H’Roo. “H’Roo, you don’t look too confident.”

H’Roo scratched his neck as it turned slightly gray—a display of low-level angst. “There is a lot we don’t know about Klamdara, the opposing force, the…well, lots of important details.”

Andrea raised one of her dark eyebrows, and cuffed H’Roo on the shoulder, “You know the most about Klamdara. Just teach us what you know. The rest we’ll learn when we get there.”

Brigon grumbled, “I don’t like going into a fight knowing less than my opponent.”

H’Roo shook his head apologetically. “What I can teach you is recollection and speculation. I’ll research what I can.” He raised a hand as if to surrender. “I’ll give you a briefing soon.”

 

For the next three cycles, H’Roo collected every scrap of data about Klamdara to augment his sketchy memory. He researched the Benwoi’s library where he found geological and meteorological surveys of Klamdara. Fortunately, the library included copious navigational data on how to arrive and land at the only occupied and operational site on Klamdara, the fortress prison. What he needed was a picture of the prison or even a detailed map. Neither existed in the scant Benwoi files.

So H’Roo relied on his memory of books. As a boy he read the tales of recalcitrant clansmen exiled to Klamdara. He read fictional accounts of their rescues. He recalled an old pen-and-ink drawing of the fortress still imprinted as a childhood memory.

H’Roo tried to re-create the images. He drafted pictures of the Klamdara prison fortress: a giant maw in a sandstone cliff—the cave, perhaps exaggerated in his boyish imagination. However, he remembered distinctly that the Klamdara caves were two hundred feet high at the opening, and cut straight back into the sandstone. At the entrance to the cave he drew a forty-foot wall, anchored to the natural walls of the cave. At the front of the wall, he drew a pit filled with menacing spikes. The solitary gate of the ancient fortress was made of iron.

Noting the overhang of the cliff, H’Roo surmised that any comm link or long-range cannon must be outside the wall—perhaps fifty or more feet away—to provide line-of-sight transmissions, and adequate fields of fire. The fortress landing pad must likewise be outside the gate.

H’Roo had no way of knowing the layout of the Klamdara prison, so he guessed. He guessed that the landing pad would be nearest the gate. He drew a long-range cannon to the right, then a laser comm link and parabolic antenna to the left. He closed his eyes and shook his head. H’Roo was painfully uncomfortable with this glaring imprecision.

 

The bridge was packed with wilderness clones sitting cross-legged on the floor. They came for H’Roo’s briefing. H’Roo stepped over and around the spectators to pin his ink drawings to the wall insulation. Andrea, Brigon, and Eric stood. They studied the drawings. Eric pointed to the inconsistencies in scale, then muttered to himself, “I suppose it’s better than nothing.”

“I heard that.” Andrea thought H’Roo was actually quite talented at freehand drawing. “If you can do better…” She turned to H’Roo and said, “We’re ready.”

H’Roo stood next to his drawings and said, “I’ll tell you what I know about the planet and the fortress. Later, we can discuss a concept of operations.” He pointed to a chart with some data. “Klamdara is mostly sand and iron ore. The planet is slightly smaller than Cor, just as Jod is slightly larger. It rotates quickly, with a decided wobble. Millions of years ago when Klamdara had oceans, the tides were a hundred feet high, crashing in and out twice daily.” H’Roo pointed to his picture of the large overhang above the Klamdara prison. “The cliffs stretch for a hundred miles or more where the tides beat the red rock. The prison is at the southernmost tip, near a great fissure. The tides carved out a cave, a huge gaping gouge in the cliff—nothing like the narrow lava tube caves on Cor.”

“What happened to the oceans?”

“No one knows.” H’Roo shrugged his shoulders. “Klamdara has huge underground aquifers: the water is alkaline. We Jod need to treat the well water to make it potable. Any other questions?”

H’Roo waited a moment. “In those early days, our ancestors managed about the Jod system with crude chemical rocketry. They established a colony on Klamdara and began mining iron ore. In fact, Klamdara, in the old Jod language, means iron anvil. When the mining gave out, we turned Klamdara into a penal institution.”

H’Roo stepped around one of the seated clones—“Excuse me”—in front of a picture of the fortress wall. The wall looked like a high dam running across the mouth of the yawning cave. “Now here,” he pointed at the sketch, “I’m speculating, based on what I know about Jod fort construction. Klamdara is a point defense. The standard marine point defense has five elements: shore-to-ship communications, long-range cannon, landing facility, power source, and of course, the garrison. Because of the cliff’s overhang, we can assume that the cannon, comm-link landing pad, and solar power supply will be outside the wall.”

“Lucky for us,” Brigon added.

“Yes,” H’Roo turned to Brigon. “I can say with some certitude that we are going to need four fire teams.”

“Explain.”

“We need to instantly isolate Klamdara from the Fleet, which means we need to cut their comms and keep their ships on the ground. We must control the cannon. And of course, we need to get into the garrison. How, I don’t know yet.”

Brigon nodded, “I’ll organize four teams. If we move slowly, our wilderness cloaks provide near-perfect camouflage. We can get close to our targets undetected, then attack simultaneously. Stealth and speed of execution are key.”

H’Roo nodded, then added, “I suggest you attach one of our Yuseat Jod with each of your teams.”

Andrea asked, “You want to spilt up Fal’Dar and his guys?”

“They can help each team anticipate Jod tactics and behavior. It’s just a suggestion. The first casualty of any firefight is the plan. I’d put Fal’Dar on the team going into the garrison. Put Ti’Maj with the team going after the comm link. Put Bir-Tod with the team going after the landing pad and the surface transports. Zu’Pah knows something about long-range cannon.”

“Speaking about the long-range cannon,” Eric asked, “how are we even going to land on Klamdara? They’ll see us coming for days. I don’t see how stealth or speed of execution can help us.”

“Eric is right.” H’Roo folded his hands and pressed them to his lips. “If they even suspect we’re hostile they’ll shoot first and sift the debris for answers. Our Jod cannon can hit anything we can detect, and we can sense to a meter’s accuracy objects the size of a ship out to—let’s say—eighty thousand miles or more.”

“Then we’d better come from their blind side,” Eric said.

“Easier said than done.” Fal’Dar sat in the navigator’s chair. “At some point, they’ll get a fix on us with a space buoy. We’d need to come in on full throttle to dive below their horizon. That kind of maneuver will put them on alert. Then we dare not show ourselves above the horizon again.”

Brigon asked, “Then, how far must we land from the Klamdara fortress?”

Fal’Dar stroked a few keys to bring up a full-screen visual of the planet. He had already oriented the chart to show the coordinates of the Klamdara fortress, just ten degrees north of the equator. “Circumference is 67,273 kilometers at the equator.”

“Calculate distance to horizon,” Eric said impatiently.

Fal’Dar chafed at the condescension in Eric’s voice. “From what height?” he asked in a tone to assure Eric that he knew his job better than any upstart clone.

H’Roo piled on. “Good point, Fal’Dar. A typical configuration—the cannon yoke is probably no more than fourteen feet off the ground.”

Fal’Dar deftly tapped the keys and answered, “Distance to horizon is 39.5 kilometers, assuming the terrain is flat.”

H’Roo added, “And we must make that assumption.”

Andrea interjected, “Damn, I wanted to get closer. How soon will they know our landing site?”

H’Roo smirked, “In about one second—a standard picket set of overhead sensors will spot our ship from the time we enter the gravity well until we touch down. You can bet your life that within fifteen minutes of touchdown you’ll have two companies’ assault troops all over the Benwoi. We need to pick a good spot to land, then get as far from the ship as possible.”

Brigon asked, “You sure about that?”

“Positive.” H’Roo glanced at Andrea. “Standard procedures.”

 

Fal’Dar and Ti’Maj stood on a makeshift platform in the center of the crowded cargo bay. They wore nothing but loose undergarments that tied at the waist with a drawstring. Each held a blade. They had offered themselves as training aids. The assembled clones watched with murmuring curiosity. Fal’Dar raised his thick arm over his head to command attention. “Today, my colleague Ti’Maj and I shall teach you the most efficient way to kill Jod.”

The cargo bay fell silent. The near-naked Jod stood still. The clone Eric stood in the front row. The subject matter obviously appealed to him—the science of killing. Fal’Dar looked down at Eric’s cold eyes and he wondered at the prudence of satisfying the deadly curiosity dwelling behind those eyes.

Fal’Dar stiffened. He remembered when his instructor Feld Jo’Orom gave the same class years ago. But this class was different. Jo’Orom taught Jod how to kill other species, or when necessary, a fellow Jod. However, Fal’Dar was about to teach an inferior species—cloned humans—how to kill Jod. He felt a traitor to his race, but H’Roo’s orders were explicit. Besides, his brother was one of the captives, and if he died, Mother would never forgive either one of them. Fal’Dar feared few things. His mother’s wrath was one of them.

Fal’Dar used Ti’Maj as a training aid. Practically devoid of adipose tissue, Ti’Maj showed superb muscle definition. His Jod arms and legs were almost identical to the human physique, just shorter and thicker. The flesh above the abdomen and the back above the waist showed a crisscross of sinews and muscle.

Fal’Dar tapped Ti’Maj on the chest. Fal’Dar explained, “We don’t have ribs as you do. We have four curved plates of bone hinged at four seams. Jod body armor particularly protects these seams. Therefore, you cannot drive a blade into a Jod chest: an ax perhaps, a heavy spear, but not a light blade.” He slapped Ti’Maj on the chest and the sound was like one slapping a block of polished marble.

“I recommend that you kill the Jod at a distance. Your larger rifles shall prove effective, especially your faster rounds. Our torsos are especially susceptible to hypostatic shock, which, by the way, is the principal killing effect of our handlance. Therefore, you may target us—I mean the Jod—by aiming midtorso. Jod body armor is designed to stop energy weapons and blades. Your crude rifles will be a rude shock. Any questions?”

The clones looked at each other warily, then at the Jod without saying a word.

“Very well.” Fal’Dar reiterated, “The best attack is from a distance. However, if you get into close combat with the Jod regulars, you need to strike at the neck or the gut.” He threw a quick punch at Ti’Maj’s throat, stopping a centimeter from contact.

Then Ti’Maj spoke. “Do not underestimate the Jod’s ability in hand fighting. Our arms may be shorter than yours by as much as four inches, but the Jod know how to parry a blow. And we are stronger than you are. You do not want to trade blows with a Jod marine. You will not get up again.”

The clones knew that Ti’Maj was not indulging in a boast. Several of them had seen these Tenebrea fight the NewGens at the South Mountain ambush. They saw the Jod’s skill and strength firsthand. Indeed, one purpose of this demonstration—according to Brigon—was to assure his men that Jod were in fact as mortal as humans.

Ti’Maj continued. “If you do engage a Jod marine in hand fighting, I recommend you use your superior agility to sidestep a Jod attack; then pivot around behind the Jod, thus—” On cue, Fal’Dar lunged. Ti’Maj used his inside arm to deflect the blow as he stepped through. He now stood behind Fal’Dar to the right. He continued the simulation by pulling a punch aimed where Fal’Dar’s back tapered to the waist. Both froze in a pose for all to see. “Here, you plunge your blade deep into the vitals. If you are lucky enough to slice the pancreas, your victim will fall to the ground, unable to continue the fight. He is finished.”

Eric raised his voice, “Like canceled? He gives up?”

Fal’Dar scowled, “When mortally wounded, the Jod typically goes into shock. We consider death an honorable affair, personal, and most of us will not thrash about in our final seconds trying to change some immutable outcome. You should never equate a Jod’s death with a clone being canceled.”

Eric shrugged his shoulders. “I still don’t see the difference.”

 

Andrea stood in the galley, waiting for the dispenser to fill her glass mug with black gaval. The dispenser issued an apology on the screen: Water Low. She sighed. The Benwoi’s environmental suite did not anticipate a complement of thirty-five persons for such a long voyage. The water recycling struggled during the early hours of the daily duty cycle.

The one female clone, Chana, stepped into the galley with two empty mugs and queued behind Andrea at the dispenser. Andrea did not turn, but acknowledged her presence by saying, “Dispenser is slow again.”

Chana answered, “That’s all right. I’ve got time.”

Andrea watched the thin trickle dribble into her cup. She purposefully watched the machine and not Chana.

Chana broke the awkward silence. “Do you think it was wise sending Brigon back to sleep with us?”

Andrea answered flatly, “Yes.”

“I wouldn’t have.” Chana spoke as if she were discussing her preference for sugar in her tea.

Andrea took her mug before the dispenser finished, letting the last dribbles fall into the stainless steel drain. Chana blocked her way, not out of any belligerence. The galley was narrow.

Andrea looked at Chana’s slow smile and said, “Listen, I’m sorry if I’ve upset any of your plans.”

Chana stifled a bitter laugh. “Don’t feel sorry for me. I can see why he prefers you to me. Don’t look surprised—Brigon told me as much.”

“When?” Andrea instantly regretted asking the question: first because she didn’t really want the answer, and second, because she didn’t want to prolong this conversation.

“I had just fled the precincts and arrived at the caves, half dead from starvation. My mate did in fact die on the march.”

“How?” Andrea suddenly felt obliged to listen.

“He had been feeding me his rations—I didn’t know till it was too late.”

“I’m sorry.”

Chana raised an eyebrow, questioning Andrea’s sincerity. She continued, “The rest of us found the caves and Brigon took me—took all of us in. He was unattached so I made myself available to him.”

Andrea thought, Any port in a storm…Her disapproval showed. Chana’s mate starved to death to keep her alive. And by the time she had eaten enough to shake the pangs of hunger, she had likewise shed her attachment to her dead mate. Yet Andrea sensed that Chana was, in her own way, consistent. She sensed in this female clone a strong sense of monogamy, offset by a stronger streak of practicality—the two dimensions of a monolithic love. Remarkably shallow? Or does it take greater depth of soul to exfoliate the past?

Chana laughed with a note of derision, saying, “He told me he was waiting for a Terran female who promised to return by the spring. Well, I’m patient and I know how promises are, so I stayed in his company, but—” Chana shrugged, “—you returned. Now that I’ve seen you two together, I must say, I’m touched by the irony: I want Brigon, Brigon wants you, and you don’t know what you want.” Chana reached around Andrea to put one of her mugs in the dispenser. “’Scuse, please.”

Andrea turned sideways to trade places with Chana. She didn’t try to contradict the clone. The issues affecting her life were far more complicated than Chana could understand.

Chana watched the slow dribble of tea and spoke without looking back at Andrea. “It’s not so bad wanting something you can’t have. I want this dispenser to speed up, but then I know that in the long run, it doesn’t matter. In a few months, I’ll get over Brigon. He’ll get over you. And you still won’t know what you want.” Turning she said, “So I feel sorry for you. You don’t feel sorry for me.”

 

The repetitive briefings and training stopped as the Benwoi powered down to kinetic speed. Immediately the screens dumped their virtual images and live data appeared. The computer digested a flood of incoming data, analyzing star patterns and calculating a fix. The screen showed and the machine’s virtual voice announced: Course correction for Klamdara: adjust two points starboard and ascend three points. Eighteen hours, fifty-two minutes on present course to enter Klamdara gravity well.

H’Roo turned to Eric and asked, “Are your tactical screens up?’

“Yes.” Eric poked at a couple of keys. “No ships within sensor range.”

“Emissions control,” H’Roo commanded.

Eric poked another set of keys. “Done. Scanners down; passive collectors up. All emitters powered down.”

H’Roo spun around in his chair to face Andrea and Brigon. “Eighteen hours….”

“I’ll run the teams through their final paces, check equipment.” Brigon turned to leave when the screen flashed and then emitted a high-pitched ping.

Andrea asked, “What was that?”

H’Roo left his chair and leaned over Eric to study the console. His neck tinged as he said, “A deep space buoy. The Jod know we’re here.”

“But they don’t know who we are.”

Another flash and another ping. H’Roo looked up and said, “No, they can’t discern particular life signs at this range. They just know that we’re a ship with crew on a heading for Klamdara. You can bet they’ll have their cannon tracking us as soon as we get into range.”

H’Roo looked over Fal’Dar’s shoulder at the navigational plot. He turned to Andrea and said, “We must change course. We’ve got to find a way in without them seeing…”

Brigon interrupted. “I assume those pings mean that they’ve already seen us. Anyway, where are we going to hide out here in space? You know they’ve got those—what did you call it?”

“A buoy,” Andrea helped him.

“—those buoys out here. If they’ve got one, they’ve got more,” Brigon pointed to the screen. Instead, he posited another solution. “Let’s tell them we’re coming.”

H’Roo reared back “This is not a time for sarcasm…”

“I’m serious.”

Andrea prompted Brigon. “What’s your idea? Lie to the Jod on Klamdara? As soon as they discover your lie, they’ll fire.”

Brigon grinned. His eyes cut about the room, then fixed on Andrea. “Lie? Oh, no. We tell them the truth. We hail Klamdara. We tell them I’m a renegade clone in a stolen Cor merchant ship that I barely know how to operate. I seek Jod protection. I must land immediately.” Brigon turned to H’Roo and said, “However they scan the ship, however they analyze my voice, they’ll only corroborate my statements.”

H’Roo’s countenance brightened as he grasped the simple genius of the ploy. “You’re right. At the very least, they’ll want to take the Benwoi intact. They may want to take you prisoner as a trophy to present to the Cor Ordinate.”

Andrea paused to consider the Jod reaction on Klamdara. “We still don’t want to land at their front door. We can land just over the horizon. They’ll send a unit out to investigate.”

Brigon nodded. He was already considering the landing. “The Benwoi will draw them like bees to honey.” His eyes narrowed. “Whatever we kill in the desert, we won’t have to kill at the fortress.”

 

In the austere command post at Klamdara, the duty officer logged the contact registered by the buoy. He tapped on a glass divider that separated him from his lone co-worker and asked, “Sir, are we expecting a supply ship this week?”

“Not that I know of. Headquarters was adamant that we would not get resupplied until after their big show on Heptar.” The sleepy Jod marine looked at his screen, his face glazed by the boredom of six months of seeing nothing. “Could be a meteor…”

The technician shook his head as he looked at the contact data. “Well, I think headquarters changed their minds. This contact has an engine.” The technician saved his log entry, then leaned back in his chair. “However, it’s too small to be a Jod supply ship.”

Then, a faint transmission startled him: Hello?

“What?” He pressed his earphones to the sides of his hairless head. Hello? We’re looking for the planet Jod.

The sleepy Jod sat straight in his chair. “What’s out there?”

“An unscheduled contact—” The technician sighed with resignation. “I’ll notify the commandant.”

 

Five minutes later, Commandant D’Cru hurried into the room. Wrested from his leisure in his quarters, he frowned at the inconvenience of the intrusion. He fastened his tunic as he walked. For once his slight limp didn’t slow him. He asked, “How far out are they?”

“Ten hours—depends on their speed. We just have the one buoy contact.”

D’Cru marched in behind the Jod technician and stopped. The faint hail repeated: Hello? Hello? I don’t know how to receive messages—only send. I’m Brigon, a clone from the planet Cor. We stole this Cor Ordinate ship to escape. We’re lost. We seek asylum in the Jod system. Please help!

“Send a return hail. Send our coordinates and tell them to land at our site.”

The technician looked up, confused by the order. “Sir, the clone says he doesn’t know how to receive?”

D’Cru frowned. “Send the message anyway—all frequencies.” Aside, he muttered, “Stupid clone, he doesn’t even know what buttons to push.”

The technician complied, but a moment later, they got an almost identical message: Hello? Hello? I don’t know how to receive messages—only send….

D’Cru pointed out the obvious to his staff. “Whoever he is, he thinks he’s landing on the planet Jod. He is lost. He’ll probably burn on entry. Here are my orders: extend sensors to track that ship. Wake Hept Ben’Toor. Tell him to assemble his company. If that amateur out there manages to set his ship down on his own, I want Ben’Toor to capture the ship and its crew.”

“Yes, sir.” The technician ran out of the command post, energized by this wrinkle in the routine.

The second technician asked, “Sir, do you want me to continue our hail?”

“Yes. Put it on auto-repeat.” D’Cru shook his head in disgust. “I’m going back to my quarters. Don’t wake me unless they manage to land in one piece.”
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