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PROLOGUE

Sarah
O'Neil stood stiffly in the doorway of
the Maryland condo, staring at the man on the threshold. Had she been a
cat,
her back would have been arched, her fur on end, her teeth showing. But
she was
a human, and a well-controlled one at that. Sarah O'Neil forced her
face into
masklike calm—except for the naked dislike for General W. O. West that
showed
in her eyes.

Jack
never talked about what he'd done on the
missions where West had acted as taskmaster. But Sarah had heard
rumors.
Military bases were as bad as small towns—worse, because the gossip was
sometimes classified. She never discussed the covert activities that
got her
husband the nickname of "Voodoo."

In
between liquidating the enemies of peace
and freedom, Jack had tried to be a good husband and father. But he
hadn't been
home much. Then their young son, Jack Junior, died fooling around with
Dad's
pistol, and Jack had been home all the time. He just hadn't really been
present.

For
months, Sarah had suffered from a new
kind of terrorism, the fatalistic expectation that sooner or later Jack
would,
in the vulgar expression, "eat his gun."

Even
then, West refused to relinquish his
damaged tool. He'd sent Jack on a suicide mission, the reconnaissance
of
another planet through an alien artifact called a StarGate.

Sarah
had no idea how the damned thing
worked—it all sounded very "beam me up" to her. But somehow the
StarGate sent Jack and his team to the planet Abydos in a faraway
galaxy.
They'd found humans enslaved by an evil alien and fought a series of
battles
for freedom. A planet-killing spaceship had destroyed Abydos, but not
before
Jack led his forces back with a group of Abydan refugees.

Then
Earth had braced for an attack by the
giant spaceship, but Jack had destroyed the threat—the whole world had
seen a
new, brief-lived star in the sky.

After
the battle Jack had hoped for obscurity
and happiness with Sarah. Instead, he'd found himself the head clown at
a media
circus. To cover earlier blunders, the military kept trotting him out
as a
hero.

When
Jack turned to West for help, the
general had offered him another trip through the StarGate—as leader of
the
military mission assisting the Abydan colonization of a new world
accessible
through the StarGate—a planet called Ballas.

But
there
had been something else on Ballas, a recon team from another alien race
loose
among the StarGates. Jack's daily message hadn't come through for
several days
now. To Sarah, that could only mean Earth's connection with Ballas had
been
cut. Jack was trapped somewhere "out there."

And
here
was the man who'd sent him.

From
the
expression on his face, West might have been reading her mind. "I'm
sorry
to say I don't have any news from your husband, Mrs. O'Neil—or even
about him.
As you no doubt suspect, our StarGate link to the colony has been
broken."

Her
lips
twisted. "I 'suspect' a lot more, from what I read in the papers and
see
on the tube. These new aliens look like big cats, and the colonists
thought
they were native predators. They called them hoodats, because
nobody ever
saw them. Somebody got killed, the colonists began hunting, and the
hoodats
were suddenly shooting back with high-tech weaponry. If all that is
supposed to
be a secret, you're suffering from a lot of leaks, General."

West
stepped back like a student receiving a reprimand from teacher. Not
surprising—that's what Sarah did for a living. "You left out how hard
they
are to kill—a bare dozen of them ran rings around every fighting man on
Ballas.
We finally got them all—except for the one who got through the
StarGate. And
now it looks like he came back, with a lot of friends."

At
the
look on her face, West tried to soften that last line. "We managed to
get
some reinforcements through to Ballas before that happened, and,
knowing Jack..."

Sarah
nodded. "He's fighting."

The
general leaned toward Sarah, his face determined. "That's not what I
came
to tell you, though. The news will be out soon enough, but I wanted you
to hear
it personally. Congress and the president have gotten together to issue
something as close to a declaration of war as we've seen in many a long
year.
Jack isn't being forgotten, Mrs. O'Neil. We'll be doing everything we
can to
help him."

Sarah
O'Neil didn't even nod in acknowledgment. Even though he didn't say so,
she
knew the general's assurances depended on a single contingency.

If
Jack is still alive.


CHAPTER 1

UNWELCOME VISITORS

The
party's over now, Jack O'Neil thought as the sounds of small-arms
fire contending with the crashes of blast-bolts wafted through his
command
tent. He'd called together the leaders of the Abydan colony to meet
with
Colonel Dale Gunther, C.O. of the 371st Special Operations
Capable—Marine
Expeditionary Unit.

Newly
arrived from California's Camp Pendleton by way of the Star Gate in
Colorado, the troops of the 371st SOC-MEU were welcome indeed—their
field
strength effectively doubled the number of human fighters on Ballas.
Most of
the forces O'Neil had led against the catlike aliens were Abydan
militiamen.
They had all the advantages of citizen-soldiers, fighting to protect
their
homes and families. But they also lacked discipline and training. Up
against
raygun-wielding cats with the protection and boosted speed of
exoskeletal
armor, the Abydans had run.

Now,
however, they'd be joined by twelve hundred marines specially trained
to handle
the sharpest of sharp ends.
O'Neil didn't mind the addition of a tank company, artillery, and some
gunships
as well.

He
just wished there'd been more time. Gunther's people were good, but
they didn't have direct experience of the cats. This enemy was
something no
amount of situation reports, maps, and photos could prepare a person
for.

Too
late now. Gunther pushed back his chair, as did the others around the
table. The powwow between military men and the leaders of the fledgling
colony
was abruptly over. The worst-case contingency they'd sat down to
discuss had
just taken place.

Everybody
had work to do now.

"I'll
get my people down there ASAP." O'Neil turned to Skaara,
the commander of the colony's militia.

"Many
of our people are already at the pyramid, helping to
unload." The grim cast of Skaara's expression made his youthful face
seem
a good decade older. "They've learned enough to carry their weapons."

"Get
the others ready, but hold them here," O'Neil ordered.
"If Colonel Gunther agrees, we'll bring them in as the fight
develops."

The
other marine officer nodded. "Does that earth berm surrounding
the camp have any hidden surprises?" Gunther asked.

O'Neil
shook his head. "We didn't have the resources—or the
need—when we built it." Army engineers had simply cleared the top of a
flat hill overlooking a wooded valley. They'd bulldozed the excess dirt
into
sketchy earthen walls as they'd do for any artillery firebase. The
colonists,
cheerful in their ignorance, had expected that would be enough to keep
the odd
animal out of their base camp. They hadn't thought in terms of manning
the
walls to fight invaders, much less of mining their defenses.

"Good."
Gunther
headed across the
camp, hurrying away from the single gate in the berm. If the newly
arrived
colonel didn't mind staining the seat of his pants with a slide down
the dirt,
it was the most direct route to the cleared ground where the colonists
had been
trying to raise crops. Much of the planting had been crushed underfoot
during
the initial brush with the alien scouts.

Now
the fields
had been pressed into service
as an impromptu landing zone for the gunships that had accompanied the
371st
SOC-MEU through the StarGate. In the moments it took O'Neil to see off
Kasuf,
Sha'uri, and Daniel Jackson, the colony leaders, Gunther must have
reached his
objective. A Huey command and control chopper was already lifting off.

"I
don't want to
start a panic,"
O'Neil told the colonists, "but you'd better get your people ready to
move. We know this is a peaceful camp full of noncombatants,
but
the cats sure haven't shared our point of view. They see this place as
a
target."

And
we'd all do better without women and children in the line of fire,
he went on silently.

Kasuf,
the
last Elder of Abydos, nodded gravely. "If you can spare them, Skaara's
young men will help us prepare—"

"What
about the wounded?" Sha'uri interrupted. The armored aliens had given
the
human intruders more than a bloody nose in their disastrous first
contact.
Lightning attacks had resulted in casualties among the colonists'
militia,
noncombatant civilians, and Colonel O'Neil's marines, all housed in a
makeshift
hospital compound.

"Prepare
them for evacuation as needed." O'Neil turned to Kasuf. "I'll have to
depend on your people for that. Every man I can scrounge up will be
heading for
the StarGate pyramid."

O'Neil's
veterans—survivors of the combined exploration and security force that
had
accompanied the Abydans—were already responding to the crisis.
Lieutenant
Fuentes and a couple of men were already converting the tent from a
meeting
place into a command center. Outside, he could hear marine noncoms
mustering
every man who could carry a rifle—or an energy weapon. In the
marines—especially marines under O'Neil's command—everyone from combat
specialists to cooks had to be ready to fight.

The
colonel knew that his force was the merest fraction
of what Gunther had at his disposal.
But his people had gone toe-to-claw with the "Pussies," as the
raunchy marines had nicknamed their alien foe.

He
tried to add an encouraging note for the obviously worried civilians.
"We have to be ready for the worst, although we can hope for the best.
Kawalsky and his Space Marines are in charge of things up by the
pyramid. He's
faced blast-bolts before."

Kawalsky
had, but most of the marine reinforcements hadn't. That much was
evident from the bedlam of reports and requests for help coming in over
the
radio.

The
fighting had to be desperate, yet somehow the prospect of combat
seemed to steady Jack O'Neil. He picked up a submachine gun, stepped
out of the
tent, and started moving his little force toward the sound of the guns.



How
the hell long have I been standing here? Lieutenant Phil Halloran
wondered. He'd been pushed off to the side, passively taking in the
hive of
activity the Star Gate pyramid had become, blinking suddenly gritty
eyes as if
he'd just awakened from a nightmare.

Unfortunately,
the disasters of the last few days had been only too real.
He'd been in charge of guarding the StarGate, but the alien scouts had
cut
through his command like a knife through butter, escaping with the news
of the
human settlement on Ballas.

Halloran
had pushed himself and his men relent lessly since
then,
preparing a warm welcome for any invading army. He'd booby-trapped the
StarGate
chamber with enough C-4 plastic explosive to drop the roof on the
cosmic gizmo.
Halloran had also relocated one of the precious .50-caliber heavy
machine guns
so that it aimed directly into the focus of the StarGate torus. Anyone
transiting to Ballas would find him, the machine gun, and a deadman
switch to
ignite the demolition charges.

Colonel
O'Neil
had been surprisingly gentle
when he'd found Halloran maintaining a white-knuckled grip on the big
fifty-cal. The new arrivals had been considerably less understanding:
Major
Kawalsky had finally gentled him away from his chosen post. Only now
did
Halloran realize why. He must have been scaring hell out of the
reinforcements
coming through the StarGate.

The
young
lieutenant felt almost too drained
to face the mile-long walk back to the base camp. Should he hitch a
ride on one
of the supply trucks or just sack out someplace in the pyramid itself?
The
niche where the expeditionary force had stored its supplies of C-4
would
probably be undisturbed...

A
youthful voice
interrupted his thoughts.
"Got candy?"

He
looked down to
find himself surrounded by
a gaggle of Abydan kids. Sons and daughters of the pioneers, they'd
learned one
thing about American servicemen: Grunts give sweet things away.

A
more experienced member of the crowd took in Halloran's bedraggled
state and spoke sharply in Abydan. Halloran knew enough of the language
to
catch the rebuke. They were looking for the new guys who'd have lots of
stuff
to give away, not a worn-out member of the expeditionary force.

The
kids abandoned him, heading for the tunnel into the pyramid. Their
childish chattering echoed back to him. Then came the screams, and the
crash of
a blast-bolt.

The
lieutenant's eyes snapped back to the adit, suddenly alert. No way
could that be an accidental discharge. Not with the shouting and
small-arms
fire that followed the first crash.

Stifling
a curse, Halloran charged back for the doorway. The guard had
changed in the StarGate chamber. Newly arrived troopers had taken over
there.

"FNG,"
Halloran snarled as he charged up the earthen ramp that
led to the stone porch around the pyramid. A swirl of newcomer marines
came
stumbling out into the orange sunlight, their faces slack with combat
shock.
"Fucking new guys."

"The
kids! They killed the kids!" one of the marines shouted,
pounding away. Halloran intercepted the largest group of newcomers.

He
should
have stayed at the miniature bunker he'd created facing the StarGate.
These
guys had probably disassembled it to ease the way for the armor,
trucks, and Humvees he'd seen streaming out of the tall, black slit
that gave
egress from the pyramid.

No
doubt they'd
also cleared away the strong
points and obstructions he'd emplaced to impede the passage of any
attackers up
the inclined, pillared length of the Grand Gallery. Great for
traffic—but not
so great now that the nightmare cats had come back.

Halloran
thrust a
hand into the chest of the
nearest of the newly arrived marines. "Who's in charge here?"

A
pale-faced man
with a corporal's insignia
turned dazed eyes toward him. "They musta swamped Puke Chute Central,"
he said, referring to the StarGate terminus. "I saw 'em duckin' behind
the
pillars on that long hallway. I yelled to the kids, but it was too
late! Those
bastards cut 'em down! They moved—"

He
slashed the
back of his hand across one
palm, trying to indicate the enemy's armor-assisted speed.

Halloran
knew
that already. He turned to one
of the men who looked slightly more with it. "You. Report to Major
Kawalsky. Tell him what's going on." He'd heard lots of stories about
Kawalsky, who'd served as Colonel O'Neil's right hand in earlier
StarGate
campaigns. If anybody could handle this sudden incursion, he was the
man. As
for the rest—

As
the man he'd
detailed turned away,
Halloran snatched the M-16 rifle from his hands. "You can leave
that," he said. "We'll have more use for it back here." The lieutenant
pointed to the
slitlike adit that led into the pyramid. "The rest of you, follow me.
We've got to keep the Pussies bottled up in here until help arrives.
Otherwise,
they'll be all over us like a dose of the clap."

None
of the others were delighted at his order. But they went, exuding a
faint aura of relief.

Sure,
Halloran thought. Somebody sounds sure of the situation, giving
orders.

All
he wanted to do was avoid the disaster he'd been trapped in the last
time.

They
stepped into the Entrance Hall, sunlight from the entrance slit
slicing across the floor, the ceiling so high it was lost in shadows.
Not for
the first time, Halloran found himself wondering at the architectural
taste of
the now-extinct race that had spawned the god-king Ra. The whole
pyramid, both
inside and out, seemed set on a scale to render any human-sized
individual—even
the extinct builders—insignificant.

The
uncompromising geometry of the place had been changed, thanks to the
firefight with the alien scouts. Chips and scores on the wall
commemorated
impacts by bullets and blast-bolts. Halloran tried not to look at
those, or at
the gouged corner where the gasoline-operated generator had gone up.

His
lips
thinned when he saw that the incoming idiots had not just removed the
barrier
he'd placed across the entrance to the Grand Gallery, they'd torn apart
the
sandbag bunkers flanking the aperture of the hallway. He
worked the
action on his rifle to make sure he had a bullet up the spout. So did
several
members of his improvised squad.

"We
built a couple of strong points about midway down," he said. "From
there, we can get a crossfire going on anybody coming up from the
StarGate."

Provided
none of these geniuses disassembled them,
a mocking voice commented from the back of his brain.

"Don't
go wandering among the pillars on either side of the main passage," he
went on. "We've got them blocked and booby-trapped."

His
palms
were slick against the rifle stock as he dashed through the entrance.
The only
illumination seemed to be coming from enemy blast-bolts and the muzzle
flashes
of M-16s going off at a panicked rate of fire. Then, off to one side, a
phosphorus grenade went off, casting an eerie light among the pillars.

Halloran's
lips peeled back in a feral smile at the inhuman howl that rang off the
stone
walls. One of his booby traps had paid off.

He
glanced
back at his scratch force. "Come on!"

They
ghosted down the wide aisle between the pillars, striving for what
cover they
could find. Once I get these guys established at the bunkers, the
lieutenant
thought, they'll be able to provide cover fire while I get down to the
bottom
of the gallery.

There
was still that shitload of C-4 in the
StarGate chamber. If he could detonate that, it would certainly slam
the door
in the face of this alien invasion.

Halloran
took a couple more steps in the silent darkness.

Too
silent,
his combat sense warned him. The
new guys should be making more noise, yelling... firing.

Unless...

He
began
to hope. Maybe it wasn't the big push he'd feared ever since the alien
messenger escaped from Ballas. Maybe it was more reconnaissance
types—dangerous, but at least manageable.

Halloran
was halfway down to the redoubts he'd created when a figure appeared
from
behind the pillar he was passing.

The
form
was completely shadowy in the eerie light of the dying phosphorus
flare. But
that was enough to show the gleam of golden armor.

"Hostiles!"
the lieutenant yelled, his mouth working by instinct as his
brain filled with yammering horror. The Pussies couldn't have gotten
through
his booby traps! They couldn't have pushed past the strong points!

Halloran
triggered a quick blast at the looming enemy, firing at almost
point-blank
range.

The
cat
went down, more from the kinetic energy of the impacts than from any
wound they
might have made. Halloran leapt forward. A burst in the eye lenses—

He
didn't hear the crash of the blast-bolts that got him. But he was
aware that they were on the way. They appeared for a split-second as a
light
source.

A
glare of light coming from behind him.


CHAPTER 2

CLAW
EXTENDED

In
the StarGate chamber, a gleaming spark appeared at the center of the
carved torus of golden quartz, swelling to a pinwheel of brilliance,
then
gouting forth in a vortex of energy.

Sekhmet
stood just beyond the effective range of the field. Her fur
bristled at the display and at the accompanying low, thrumming harmonic
that
seemed to pluck at her very guts.

The
flaring maelstrom settled into a thin, rippling glow, as if the
surface of a pond had somehow been raised at ninety degrees from the
pull of
gravity.

A
second later, a bipedal shadow manifested in the energy field, and an
armored figure suddenly extruded from the interface, landing in a
fighting
crouch.

One
of the Director's Hunt, Sekhmet thought.

The
bodyguard took in the room and its occupants, deemed them both secure,
then
moved off to cover the StarGate controls. More armed and armored
figures
vomited from the glowing gateway, landing lightly despite the impetus
acquired
since they stepped through the interface in far-distant
Merimde.

Sekhmet
herself
had often enough experienced
the incomprehensible geometry and bruising force of StarGate transits,
journeying on Clan business. Like the growing cadre of warriors—indeed,
like
all the People—she instinctively knew the necessary responses to alight
correctly after the passage through nonspace. For the Predecessors, the
race
that had created hers, such transits had unpleasant aftereffects.
Sekhmet and
all members of the servant race had imprinted knowledge on how to
steady their
masters and, if necessary, minister to them.

Useless
knowledge, Sekhmet mused, to help a
race long dead. But the information survived, impressed into every
individual
of her race in the creche-machines—not just a necessary evil, but a
mortal
necessity.

Creche-time
did
something more than just
teach. Without immersion in the machines, kits grew up not merely
lacking the
People's language, but lacking speech itself. Sekhmet had heard stories
of kits
born without access to creche-machines—or brought too late. Sunken of
skull and
vicious, such offspring were little more than beasts to be destroyed.
But
Sekhmet knew more than cautionary tales. She had been one of the few
who'd
found an explanation among the ancient computerized records.

As
their numbers
dwindled, the ashy-skinned
reptilian
Predecessors
decided on the need for servants—and had constructed their own.

On
a nameless planet, they'd found a species of hunter beasts on the
verge of sentience. Then they had... tinkered, enlarging the brain and
programming it. Each of the newborn servants emerged from the
creche-machines
with speech and the basic abilities to utilize and repair their
masters'
technology. According to the records, finer motor skills and eye-hand
coordination had been improved. Sensitivity to the traumas of StarGate
passage
had been minimized.

How
odd, Sekhmet thought, that the Predecessors could solve the problem
for us, but not for themselves.

Or,
perhaps, they didn't mind altering a prospective servant's somatype
but were less willing to tamper with themselves.

The
tampering had been successful enough. Her ancestors served their
creators through the long decline to extinction. Each new generation of
servants had emerged from the creche-machines ready to take up their
tasks.

When
the masters passed away, their erstwhile servants continued to
reproduce, the creche-machines still worked their changes.

Sekhmet
had
scouted some worlds where the machines had failed, and the caretakers
reverted
to a feral, semisentient state. On one such expedition, distant
relatives had
attempted to hunt and devour the scouts. Unas'ankh
had met the pride leader with tooth and claw as the rest of the team
had unlimbered
their weapons...

With
a stab of
sadness, Sekhmet thrust aside
that memory. She had other matters to deal with. The Director's guards
had now
secured the transit site. He would be coming through.

The
StarGate
flashed again, and Director
Merraq landed, a bit more heavily than his bodyguards, but still spry
enough.
The big male touched the tumbler switch at the neck of his armor, and
his
protective mask flowed away.

Merraq
had a
barrel chest and powerful
physique, the rumored result of a genetic cross with some captured
ferals. The
impression was only reinforced by his torn ear, a souvenir of combat on
one of
the reverted worlds. But that was long ago. Age had brought silver to
the fur
on Merraq's muzzle, blurring further the subtle stripes of gray and
brown. The
years had also brought advancement in the Clan, thanks to his
experience in the
opening of dangerous worlds, security of Clan holdings...
and war.

The
Director's
muzzle wrinkled as his nose
detected the alien odors in the room. "Faugh! These strangers may as
well
have marked this place, between their body effluvia and the residues of
their
tools."

He
approached
Sekhmet and the Hunt Wardens of
the first wave. "This is one of the devices you reported about?"

Sekhmet
held out
the projectile weapon.
Merraq shied from the smell of cordite. "How could they stand such
stinks?"

"As
I reported,
they are different from
us, Director," Sekhmet replied. She gestured to one of the still forms
which, only recently, had been guarding the chamber for the interlopers.

Merraq
ignored
her, turning instead to the
Wardens and their Recorders. Unlike her, Merraq, the guards, or the
officers
from the first wave of attacking Hunts, these were perfect products of
the
creche-machines, steady, strong... and without will.

The
Predecessors
had aimed for a machinelike
simplicity from their servants. But after their extinction, a mutation
had
taken place among the automatons, creating two classes: Servitors, who
knew
nothing more than their programming, and the others who dubbed
themselves
Successors—self-aware anomalies who grouped in Clans to reap the
inheritance
their creators had left behind.

There
were other
anomalies, kits on whom the
Predecessors' conditioning failed to take, leaving them prone to fits
of
atavistic behavior. When reversion to the primitive became troublesome,
these
Servitors were imprinted again. And, if it didn't take, they were
labeled
"recalcitrant" and dispatched on suicidal repair jobs, the dirtiest
and most dangerous exploration tasks, and organized in forlorn hope
units for
combat.

"No
one likes to
talk about it,"
Unas'ankh once said to Sekhmet, "but the recalcitrants are more our kin
than the true Servitors. We were lucky that the kink in our genes
allowed us
freedom. The recalcitrants have a certain awareness. It keeps tearing
at the
controls the old ones placed over us, like a trapped animal gnawing off
its leg
to escape from a trap. We're artificial people, our brains rewired at
will.
Even among us Successors, rational thought comes at the price of a
certain...
instability."

Sekhmet's
own fur
rippled, as if Unas'ankh
were actually there. Unas'ankh himself had faced murmurs about
"unstable" behavior because of his rebellious streak, his willingness
to confront subjects others preferred to ignore. Yet that freedom of
spirit—coupled with a brilliant mind—had proven far more of an asset
for the
Clan of the Crystal Claw. Unas'ankh's unconventional explorations of
ancient
computer records—and through near-forgotten StarGates—had brought
profit and
power to the Clan.

But
Unas'ankh
would explore neither ever
again...

Sekhmet
forced
her attention back to the here
and now, to the reports Merraq was receiving. The more he listened, the
less
pleased the Director became. His tail lashed about as the Recorders
emptied
their eidetic memories.

Recalcitrants
slated for the suicide Hunts
underwent a final bout of conditioning to ensure that the warriors
would
respond to commands. But even so, the Wardens commanding the units were
given
special bodyguards—and the Recorders to act as non-coms and to pass
exact
reports of the unit's effectiveness.

Since
she'd gone
in with the first wave,
Sekhmet was only too aware of the progress the Clan's forces had made.

Merraq
brusquely
beckoned her. "The
StarGate complex was cleared of interlopers quickly and with acceptable
casualties. But outside, the first wave encountered considerable
numbers of
these Clanless ones—armed with a variety of weapons your reports failed
to
mention."

Sekhmet
stiffened
at the rebuke, even though
she'd expected it. "Director, the strangers must have received
reinforcements,
even as our Clan gathered warriors for the counterattack."

Her
response did
nothing to please Merraq.
"You warranted—" he began.

"I
reported all
that I had heard and
seen," she replied. "These interlopers are not from a rival Clan, nor
are they uncreched ferals, or some group of previously uncontacted
Successors."

She
hauled up one
of the enemy dead by its
topknot of fur, showing off the alien, flat, naked face. "None of the
Clan
Paramounts believed my reports when I returned to Merimde. But here are
facts,
before our faces.
This is
something beyond our ken, Director. Another race is using the
StarGates—neither
Predecessor nor Successor."

"It
would seem to be the case," Merraq grudgingly conceded.
"Yet the Predecessors spread their claws far among the stars. Perhaps
some
group of them created their own servants from some other rootstock."

His
muzzle wrinkled in distaste as he regarded the alien. "It looks
like one of those sand apes from that desert planet—"

"Haraga,"
one of the Director's sycophants said.

Sekhmet
had heard of the Haraga apes. They were clever—and
dexterous—enough to get into the People's installations.

"Vermin,"
Merraq growled. "We needn't concern ourselves
with their origins. Show me more of what they've built."

Sekhmet
led the way, even as doubts roiled in her brain. Any of the
Predecessors had the powers and instrumentalities to create a servant
race,
true. Why, then, were there no such records in the myriad marches of
molecular
memory cells the Predecessors left behind?

Certainly,
no one in the Clan of the Crystal Claw had gone over those
computer memories as thoroughly as Unas'ankh. But still...

Merraq
grunted as he bent to observe the enemy dead. Extending a claw, he
ripped
through the woven body coverings. "All similarly equipped, though the
patterns on these coatings are all different. It seems too complicated
a system
to indicate status..

"After-action
reports bear out initial observations regarding the
enemy's vision deficiencies in darkness," one of the pride members of
Merraq's staff added, with a hostile look for Sekhmet.

The
female clearly hated to admit that any of Sekhmet's perceptions might
have been correct. A low-status member of the pride, Sekhmet thought,
fearful
of what might happen if I joined the staff.

It
was the last thing Sekhmet wanted. She'd had her own dreams, about
being the first in a new pride. But those dreams had died when
Unas'ankh never
made the rendezvous at the Ballas StarGate.

She
trailed along as Merraq inspected the StarGate complex and the works
of the vanquished defenders. He'd already sent one of his guards back
to summon
the second wave of attackers, the standard Hunts used for security
purposes.
"After we've dealt with whatever blocking force they have in place
outside, I want this entire place cleared." He gestured to the
earth-filled fabric bags that lay scattered over the floor, the twisted
remains
of a larger projectile-firer lying off to one side.

He
stopped
for a second, lingering over the blocks of putty-gray material piled in
the
corners. His face softened, nose wrinkling, as he took in a new odor.
Merraq's
mouth opened to take in the totality of the scent, his eyes wide.

Then
he licked his lips. "That was interesting," he said.
"But I don't think I'd care to smell it again. Remove these things,
too,
when the room is cleared."

Merraq
was frankly scornful as he and his entourage moved from the StarGate
chamber to the Grand Gallery. "Their technology must have seriously
regressed
to depend on this junk," he sneered, looking at the obstructions the
enemy
had placed among the pillars. His contempt grew only deeper when he saw
a still
figure in golden armor beside a triggered booby trap.

"That
wasn't merely recalcitrant, he must have been subnormal,"
the Director growled.

As
they passed a pile of alien bodies, Merraq spotted a new weapon, a
heavy wand with a pair of handgrips connected by a thick wire to a
square,
sealed backpack. "Is this one of their energy weapons?" he inquired.

Taking
up the aiming section, he wrinkled his muzzle. "The grips
don't fit. And it must be hellishly bulky to haul that powerpack around
without
augmented armor."

He
peered at the short cylinder of golden quartz embedded in the firing
wand. "They could only be driven to such expedients by a catastrophic
shortage of the quartz."

Merraq's
fangs appeared in a sudden, worried gesture. "The mechanisms left
behind
by the ancient savants." He swung on Sekhmet. "You said these beasts
had discovered the buried installation. Would they destroy the devices
we seek
merely for their raw materials? Otherwise my thrust here is for
nothing."

Sekhmet
bristled at the casual way Merraq tried to appropriate Unas'ankh's
discovery
and work. Unas'ankh was the one who had teased out
the references to a
possibly priceless hoard on Ballas. The standardized technology of the
dead
Predecessors was impressive enough, viewed objectively. But the fruits
of their
research facilities were sufficiently beyond her own imprinted
knowledge to
seem like magic.

In
the
Predecessors' long decline, research had suffered. But the Ballas
facility was
one of the unbelievably rare exceptions that had remained in operation
when
most others had been closed.

The
marvels available from the ancient building buried by eons of drifting
soil
would bring great profits to the Clan of the Crystal Claw. They should
also
have brought Unas'ankh the status and wealth to establish his own
pride—and
Sekhmet would have been first female.

Ballas
had changed from the images in the ancient
computers. But the team Unas'ankh had led through the StarGate—six
Successors
and seven Servitors—had been lucky. They had penetrated to an upper
level of the buried laboratory building, and
begun to inventory the treasures on display below.

Then
the plan had gone disastrously awry. The alien invaders had arrived.
Unas'ankh had immediately abandoned the den they'd established within
the
StarGate pyramid, shifting the team's base to the buried facility. He'd
chosen
to investigate the interlopers even as they laid the crude foundations
for what
appeared to be a colony.

Hiding
their technological trappings, the team had lived by fang and
claw, letting the strangers think they were nonsentient native
carnivores. But hunters
had found them—and the ancient facility. Then the time had come to don
their
armor and pick up their blast-lances. The team had gone to war.
Unas'ankh had
taken most of the Servitors to tie up the pitifully armed enemy
warriors.

Sekhmet's
assignment had been to seize the StarGate. She had succeeded
against fanatical resistance, ending with only one Servitor by her
side.
Unas'ankh and the others never arrived. With the interlopers moving to
retake
the gateway, Sekhmet had taken the only possible course. She had
connected the
Ballas StarGate with Merimde, plunging through to deliver her report.

Behind
her she'd left the Servitor with orders to scramble the
coordinates and hold off the enemy as long as possible.

The
information she'd brought had earned her a probationary
position on the
Director's staff. But even complete success would leave her merely a
minor
member of the old male's pride—a mockery of the life she might have had
with
Unas'ankh.

Yet
again,
Sekhmet had to push those thoughts aside. The reports she'd brought to
Merimde
had been dangerous enough for the Clan of the Crystal Claw. But an
equal, if
not greater, threat had emerged during the months she, Unas'ankh, and
the
others had been incommunicado on Ballas.

Unas'ankh
himself had referred to the instability found among the Successors...
No.
Sekhmet rejected the polite euphemism. Simply put, the specter of
madness
always hung over every individual in their artificial race—perhaps
because
self-awareness wasn't part of the Predecessors' master plan. The
conversion
from brute primitive to Servitor didn't always take. How much more
delicate was
the mental balance for the anomalous Successors?

Freedom
and madness. A dangerous mixture.

Still
worse,
though, was the combination of madness and power. Clan society depended
on
obedience by Servitors and Successors alike to those above them in the
hierarchy. Effective leaders were rewarded with increasing authority.
But
madness among the powerful—that could bring disastrous repercussions.

Clans
survived through a network of alliances and
joint projects. For the Crystal Claw, their two strongest partners were
the
Blood Nebula and the Star Hunters. At least, that had been the case.
Then one
of the Paramounts of the Blood Nebula had succumbed to madness—and the
attacks
had begun on Crystal Claw planetary facilities and work teams. Joint
projects
had dissolved in civil war. Farms, factories, and mines had suffered
raids.
Most chilling had been the assault on one of the Crystal Claw
creche-worlds.

The
Clan
of the Crystal Claw is reeling from a madman's vendetta, Sekhmet
thought. The
Blood Nebula are in chaos as well. And our supposed friends the Star
Hunters
merely stand aside, waiting for their chance to pick the bones.

There
are
worse fates than being a minor pride member, she thought. We could
become
Clanless, absorbed by the Star Hunters for the most menial roles. To
avoid
annihilation, the Clan needed new and powerful friends, which meant
finding new
resources to trade.

The
mechanisms of the ancients, those would bring tremendous bargaining
power.

And
we will
get them, Sekhmet promised herself. Unas'ankh will not have died in
vain.


CHAPTER 3

HOLDING
ACTIONS

Daniel
Jackson watched Colonel Jack O'Neil stride out of the command tent to
lead his
men to battle. Around him, the leaders of the Abydan colonists on
Ballas—who
also happened to be his in-laws—stepped outside, beckoned to members
of the
crowd surrounding the tent, and set to work. They responded to the
crisis of
evacuating the noncombatants from the only permanent housing on the
planet with
the aplomb of a well-seasoned team.

They
should, Daniel thought. All they've done is handle disasters ever since
I met
them.

Skaara
stood in the midst of a knot of lieutenants from the militia he'd
formed,
checking which units were the most intact. Between losses from fighting
the
cats and detaching men to act as porters at the StarGate pyramid, most
of the
Abydan formations had holes in them.

Skaara
and
his people juggled questions of training, weapons, and steadiness to
create
some kind of mobile reserve for Colonels O'Neil and Gunther.

Kasuf
conferred with a circle of gray-bearded cronies—the
closest thing left to the Elders of Nagada. These venerable types in
turn
passed on instructions to a swarm of women and kids, who took off down
the
dusty streets among the cabins surrounded by the earthen berm. As the
news
spread farther and farther, an ever-greater uproar rose to the heavens.

Daniel's
wife
Sha'uri had her own band of
assistants, females about her own age. They were all young,
capable-looking
women who seemed calm enough in the face of the latest calamity—nurses
in the
improvised hospital, Daniel realized. Most of them war widows.

Daniel
recognized
some from the classes in
hieroglyphic literacy he'd given back in Nagada. That had been during
the heady
days after Ra had been destroyed. He'd had big dreams of restoring the
Abydans'
culture. Expanding contact with Earth had led him to teach English, as
well.

Freed
of the
tyranny that had lain over them
for millennia, the Abydans had proven very apt pupils—very apt indeed,
Daniel
had to admit, watching them deploy to meet the latest emergency.

I
feel about as
useful as the tits on the
proverbial bullfrog, Daniel thought.

Then
again, maybe
it wasn't such a bad notion
that his former charges should be so self-sufficient. Hadn't that been
the idea
of the Abydos Foundation?

It
wasn't as if I did them any favors,
Daniel thought.

He
remembered
Kasuf's still, bloody form
lying like a discarded rag doll on the luxurious rugs and pillows of
Nagada's
Hall of Elders. Daniel had pushed for a constitutional convention to
halt the
growing animosity between the farming and mining factions on Abydos.
But the
planned summit between Kasuf and his opposite number, Nakeer, had ended
in
bloodshed. Terrorists working for Hathor, Ra's would-be successor, had
attempted to assassinate both men. Kasuf ended up hovering on the edge
of life
and death, helpless for months.

Another
memory
surged up—Skaara's tense,
exhausted face on the steadily contracting battle lines around the
Abydos
StarGate pyramid. A tiny fraction of the population of Nagada city had
trekked
to the Earthmen's base camp while Skaara, Daniel, and pitifully few
militiamen
lashed out in a hopeless attack against Hathor's Horus guards. Jack
O'Neil had
launched a mobile column to pick up the survivors. Then the free
Abydans and
their Earthborn allies had retreated through the StarGate to Earth
while the
defenses had shrunk and shrunk with all the slow inexorability of a
nightmare.
They'd almost ended up trapped at Hathor's mercy when she began
screwing with
the StarGate by remote control. They'd flung themselves through to
Earth, where
the StarGate connection had abruptly cut off... but only after
vomiting out
proof that a horrifying cataclysm was in progress back on Abydos.

I
tried to
make their world better, Daniel thought, and only succeeded in killing
it.

As
for
Sha'uri...

Just
seeing her delicate face shadowed with weariness, unruly wisps of brown
hair
curling free despite her careful comb—well, his mind's eye seemed to
run
Daniel's greatest hits in personal failure. That face, quivering in
pain as her
Abydan upbringing collided with his nineties-kind-of-guy ambivalence
about
having children. Her face again, set like stone as she admitted that he
hadn't
betrayed Abydos with his libertarian preaching—just their marriage
after he'd
disappeared with Hathor, goddess of cold murder and hot lust. He
remembered her
siding with Imiseba and the "Young Turk" faction of the Ballas
colonists, painfully disparaging Daniel's stewardship of the Abydan
refugees'
future.

Sha'uri
shrugged as she talked with her assistants—a simple movement that
pierced Daniel
to the heart. He remembered another time, a young woman's eyes clinging
to his
as her robe slid down her shoulders, revealing a body both slim and
sensual.

Daniel's
ex-wife gestured to her team and they set off for the hospital. He
trailed
after. Perhaps the Abydans didn't need him. But they could always use a
hand
with the stretchers they'd have to carry...



The
Space Marines scrambled into position, a
hundred and fifty dirty, sweaty men in stained woodland camouflage
uniforms, most of them encumbered by the weight of the big battery
backpacks
their blast-rifles required. Kawalsky was one of the lucky ones. The
major
carried one of the spearlike blast-lances captured from Ra's empire.
Rank hath
its privileges, and all that.

It
also had
responsibilities, and Kawalsky
could see his major's oak leaves quickly shriveling if he was deemed
responsible for the ratfuck in progress.

He'd
expected to
act as a glorified traffic
warden, moving the supplies flooding through the Ballas StarGate toward
the
newly arrived reinforcements. Then the big stone pyramid began belching
cat-warriors in golden armor, who quickly began carving up the rear end
of the
supply convoy.

Their
attack had
not shown the 371st SOC-MEU
to its best advantage. Drivers had bailed from trucks trapped at the
end of the
line. Security details had frozen in the clutch, getting themselves
wasted.

They
saw the
gateway as leading back home—the
ultimate rear-echelon area, Kawalsky thought bleakly. Seeing the enemy
come
walking out when they expected their pals from Colorado—that screwed
them, but
good.

Well,
it wasn't
his job to get the military
establishment thinking twelve-dimensionally. He and his company had the
thankless job of plugging a dam that was already leaking in too many
places.

The
Pussies had
already sterilized the area
around the Star
Gate
pyramid—no human defenders remained alive. Now they were deploying down
the
only road on Ballas—a former game trail which, when Army engineers went
to
upgrade it, turned out to be underlain by a roadbed of vitrified stone.
It led
from the StarGate pyramid to the fertile valley where the human colony
had been
planted, diverging from the ancient route to a large hill where the
base camp
perched.

That
base was home to thousands of civilian colonists, and was obviously
the next target on the invaders' hit parade.

The
conventional elements of the 371st were deploying into a defensive
line at right angles to the road. While they shook out, however, it was
up to
Kawalsky and his unit to slow the enemy down.

Armored
enemies came bounding into sight, dodging around the string of
abandoned trucks. Things tightened in Kawalsky's chest. He had faced
the Horus
guards, where each trooper was literally considered a god. They had
been
perfect specimens, any of them suitable recruiting-poster material.

These
cats made those guys look the awkward squad. Powered armor enhanced
the enemy's natural speed and grace. The bastards seemed almost to
float as
they bounded along, as if the gravity here were lighter than what they
were
accustomed to.

Dammit,
that could be true, Kawalsky thought. We know absolutely zip
about these people.

The
cats spotted
Kawalsky and his people.
Some began to charge, then, inexplicably, pulled back. Instead, the
whole unit
began to form up into a skirmish line. Kawalsky could only shake his
head at
their precision. His lips went thin. You'd think it was the silent
drill team
instead of a bunch of guys on point patrol.

There
had to be
at least a hundred enemy warriors
shaking out into a long line, aligning themselves with a precision that
was
frankly spooky. They launched off at a rapid trot, maintaining the sort
of
formation that Kawalsky's military education told him hadn't been used
since
the Civil War.

It
was like
something out of a Hollywood
fantasy, a proud wave in golden armor charging to the fore. Kawalsky
was
suddenly reminded of an older military model. He'd read a description
of an
advancing Roman legion—the men in ranks of bronze, their faces covered
in
bronze masks—that compared the unit's progress to the movement of an
inexorable
machine.

That's
what the
oncoming Pussies looked like—metallic, inhuman... inexorable.

Scattered
blast-bolts began lancing from
Kawalsky's line. "Hold till they reach that tanker truck!" he yelled.

Abandoned
trucks
didn't offer much hindrance
to the advancing cats. The skirmish line just flowed a little as
individuals
went over, under, or through anything in the way, then reformed.

At
least it did
until the aimed fire lashed
out from Kawalsky's marines. Blast-bolts punched through golden quartz,
throwing the hoodats into truly macabre dances as the biofeedback
mechanisms in
their armored suits failed. Some managed amazing feats, like the cat
atop the
tanker, who, even as he died flailing, triggered an avalanche of bolts
back at
his attackers.

One
shot scorched
its way through the helmet
on one of the marines to Kawalsky's right. The bolt went right through
the
Kevlar pot to blow up the guy's head, creating a goddamn messy geyser
dripping
down on the fighting men nearby.

The
Pussie
shouldn't have triggered his last
shot, however. With a jerk, his spasming arms brought his blast-lance
downward,
to the fuel tank he was standing on.

Thousands
of tons
of aviation fuel exploded
under the cat's feet, sending him skyward. Flames spewed across the
advancing
line, and onto other trucks.

"Like
the fucking
Fourth of July,"
one of the Space Marines muttered as a truckload of ammunition joined
in the
display. "Scumbags want to kill kids, they deserve anything they
get."

But
even after
stepping through a fair
duplication of hell, the skirmish line kept on coming—thinned
considerably, a
good-sized hole in the center, but still moving.

"Pull
back,"
Kawalsky ordered,
noting that the bastards were actually dressing their line as they
advanced.
"And pass it along—get the fuel and ammunition trucks as far away as
possible."

He'd
thought the
Horuses were pretty goddam
fanatical. But these guys—from their actions here and what he'd heard
about
killing those kids—they were just inhuman.



The
feverish
young Abydan on the cot moaned
as they prepared to transfer him to a stretcher. He lay facedown on a
stained
sheet while Daniel and a couple of other men clutched the ends.

"On
the count of
three, we shift
him," Daniel said in Abydan. He tried not to look at the goo-smeared
wounds, but even so, he could feel his teeth skin back from his lips in
a
reflexive response to the painful sight. Major burns to the back and
legs. The
kid had probably been running from the cats and had a blast-bolt set
his
clothes on fire.

Lucky,
Daniel
thought. Not many people stop
in the middle of a rout to beat out flames and carry somebody in.

He
didn't know
whether the kid would be lucky
this time. Calloused hands tried to be gentle as they started shifting
the
prone figure. But there was no way they couldn't jostle that blistered
flesh.

The
kid
cried out thickly in Abydan and fainted.

Maybe
that
was a little easier.

A
hand
landed on Daniel's shoulder, breaking the precarious concentration he'd
been
using to shield himself from the bedlam all around. Keep your eye on
the job at
hand...

Now
he
lost that defense, and staggered under what felt like sensory overload.
Traffic
roared in the distance, truckloads of supplies trundling around the
camp and
into the hills beyond. Nearer at hand came a chorus of cries and
weeping—and
Kasuf standing over him.

The
Abydan
leader tried to appear calm—he was about as successful as Daniel's
effort to be
kind.

"The
contingency plans—no one took them seriously. Now the people are
beginning to
panic. And when they fear, they don't want to leave the safety of the
walls."

Daniel
nodded grimly. He remembered the fury of the Abydan sandstorms and how
the
thick, tall walls of Nagada had stood against them. Yes, the people
would see
them as a refuge in adversity.

But
the
walls hadn't protected them against Ra's Horus guards and their
antigravity
gliders, their udajeets. They'd been no defense at all against Hathor's
pitiless lashes of energy from the Boat of a Million Years.

The
earthen berm around the base camp couldn't even
hold a candle to Nagada's stone walls. But too many refugees would
hunker down behind them, even as the alien invaders aimed straight for
what
they saw as an enemy installation.

"The
colonel is
depending on the plans
to handle the civilians. We can't expect him to give us the word to
move, not
with all this madness in progress. He's taking it for granted that
we'll get
out of the way of the fighting, just as he's trying to do with his
supplies.
They're bypassing us. He's sending them directly to the eastern hills."

The
camp
overlooked an oblong bowl ringed by
surprisingly craggy hillsides. It was all in the initial planning for
the
colony. Tracts of forest protected in the valley would provide lumber
for
building, the cleared bottom land would be used for crops, and the
hilltop
camp/town would be safe from floods.

Of
course, they
hadn't planned on an alien
invasion.

"We've
got to get
out of here, which
means you've got to get people moving. That will help to convince the
waverers.
If we stand and argue with them, it may be too late for all of us."

After
all, there
was only one gate in the
wall. If they waited until all the wrangling was over before setting
off, they
might find that the mousehole was blocked by the cat—or a regiment's
worth of
them.



Let's
give these
Pussies a taste of the
corps's newest, nastiest gunship, Warrant Officer Michael Collinson
thought as
he piloted his AH-1W Cobra over the developing battlefield. Collinson's
brother
had been an old-style war-gamer, manipulating stands of military
miniatures
across scenery cribbed from model-train sets. Mike remembered the neat
lines of
inch-high warriors, Napoleonic columns and squares, the serried ranks
of
pikemen and musketeers.

He'd
never seen a
real-life battlefield look
so neat—until today. The cats had deployed into battle lines of
geometric
precision, forcing the marines of the 371st to expand their own combat
frontage
or risk getting outflanked.

Even
more
striking was how the aliens had
managed to retain that drill-ground order while moving over extremely
rugged
terrain—and in the teeth of steadily fiercer resistance.

Below
the
helicopter, part of the long gold
line was stoically advancing on a heavy machine gun position. The
gunner opened
up, hosing them with bursts of .50-caliber rapid fire. When a slug half
an inch
in diameter and an ounce and a half in weight hit at almost 900 miles
an hour,
kinetic energy alone was enough to put the enemy troopers on the ground.

What
chilled
Collinson was how many of those
expected casualties got up and rejoined the line. The golden warriors
crouched
a little, as if they were moving into an ugly rainstorm... but they
kept
coming on.

Collinson
considered using one of the eight
Hellire missiles hanging from the Cobra's
stubby wings, then
shook his head. The Hellfires were tank killers, and, although he
expected one
would make hash of anything inside that golden armor, it just wasn't
cost-effective to use one in this situation.

If
I could
find a nice, convenient clump of the bastards, he thought, a command
post,
rather than a bunch of grunts spread out in line...

"Swing
round again, and I could try a couple of bursts from the chin gun." The
nasal voice of his gunner, Frank Whately, crackled in Collinson's
earphones.

Whately's
action station was located in front and below the pilot's cockpit. And
below
him was a chin turret which normally would have housed a tri-barrel
20-mm
cannon. In this case, however, the powers that be had installed a new
piece of
ordnance—a bazooka-sized energy weapon. It wasn't as powerful as the
blast-cannons in after-action video from the fighting with Hathor's
udajeets.

But
it
packed more of a punch than the man-toted version the grunts were
carrying down
below.

"Negative,"
Collinson replied. "Not unless we can make a shot count."

"No
fun," Whately muttered.

"You
really want to use your new toy?"
Collinson brought the Cobra around as high explosive shells began
falling on
the enemy, causing real casualties. The machine gun crew used the
respite to
pack up their weapon and bring it farther back. "Looks like the
cannon-cockers are doing the job for us."

The
chopper swung wide, moving to reconnoiter the enemy's rear.

"I
don't see any reserve," Collinson reported over the radio. "Can they
really have put everything on the line?"

He
circled
around, spiraling in toward the Star-Gate pyramid. "That armor ain't
exactly built for camouflage," Collinson continued. "The road between
the puke chute and the battle line is empty."

A
query
came from the Command and Control chopper in the rear. "What if they
took
the armor off?" Colonel Gunther asked. "These guys were able to
pretend to be animals. They must be good at moving through the bush."

"They'd
have to be very good, sir," Collinson replied. "I'm
seeing no
movement at all."

Then.
"Wait! There are some coming out of the big slit in the pyramid."

He
got on
to Whately. "Hey, Frank! Let's see if you can't convince 'em to stay
indoors."



The
clatter in the sky, bouncing off the stone wall
above them, warned the Director's bodyguards even as the staff exited
from the
pyramid. Their reaction was automatic. The core group in their special
heavy
armor clustered around Merraq, forming a golden shield as they raised
their
blast-lances. Behind them, the escape
group, its armor specially augmented for mobility, leaned in, ready to
snatch
the Director if the situation became untenable. And all around, guards
began to
aim.

But
the alien aircraft was aiming, as well. Sekhmet could see the stubby
projection under the craft's nose targeting the largest cluster of
warriors—the
clot around the Director.

Sekhmet
flung herself into motion, scrambling up the face of the pyramid,
her armored hands clawing along the squared lintel of the entranceway.
She'd
made the climb once before in scout's armor, to provide a diversion
when
Unas'ankh's reconnaissance team went to fight its way back to Merimde.
The
mechanisms of her new officer's armor made the job much easier.

When
she reached the top of the entrance arch, she was already twenty
feet off the ground. Sekhmet dropped into a crouch—and leapt. Her own
legs,
unaided, would have taken her more than ten feet higher into the air.
Augmented
by molecular motors of golden quartz, the jump brought her almost to
the level
of the hovering skycraft.

The
risk
was foolhardy—the rapid-fire weapons could have smashed her in midair,
or the
heavy blast-lance could have slashed her with a bolt. But the sheer
unexpectedness of her move brought her within arm's reach. Above her
was a
landing skid, not all that different from the retractable gear on
some udajeets.

Sekhmet
stretched
out an armored hand and
grabbed hold. The alien rotor-wing wobbled under the additional load,
yawing
slightly. And the weapon under its nose lost its lock on the Director.
The
alien gunner attempted to retarget just as Sekhmet swung herself
forward,
leaping from the skid to the barrel of the weapon.

Her
weight tore
it loose from its housing,
and she tumbled back to the ground, righting herself instinctively so
that her
armor's micromachinery could absorb the impact.

The
air over her
head flared with energy as
near-instantaneous volley fire riddled the flier. Blast-bolts tore
fist-sized
holes through armor, detonating fuel both for the engines and for some
sort of
reaction weapons fixed to the stubby wings.

Only
a smoky
fireball marked where the enemy
had been. One of the rocket-weapons slammed into the pyramid face,
exploding as
well. But Director Merraq was well out of it. The escape group had
already
spirited him back inside.

But
as soon as
the aircraft had crashed to
the ground, Merraq was back outside. His helmet-mask was down, and his
whiskers
bristled with rage.

"Sekhmet!"
he
roared. "What
was the meaning of that ridiculous display?"

"Lord
Merraq, I was disabling a
dangerous weapon that was sighting on you." She held out her booty.
"It seems to be a heavier-duty version of their improvised
blast-lance."

His
hand knocked
the weapon from hers. The
fingers were spread—if he hadn't been wearing armor, his claws would
have been
extended. "You were taking an unreasonable risk with an irreplaceable
resource," he responded roughly. "Yours is the only knowledge we have
about these stinking apes"—he glanced at the flaming wreckage—"even
if you seem unaware of most of their capabilities."

Merraq
turned to
his staff. "I want that
conflagration extinguished, and the wreckage examined. You"—he rounded
on
one of the shes who accompanied him—"back through the gateway. Bring
the
second-wave Hunts. And, Khaya." Merraq turned to the scarred male who
headed
his security troop. "Detail two guards to... assist Sekhmet, until
she
is quite stable."

Sekhmet
felt her
own claws retract, but she
carefully restricted her feelings of rage from showing. Bad enough that
the old
male had all but implied that she was giving way to the old enemy of
the
Successors.

Attacking
him
would only serve to confirm his
accusation.



Jack
O'Neil fed
every arriving warm body into
the growing battle line, hoping every little bit would help to shore it
up.

Gunther's
people were fighting gamely, but the sudden appearance of the
enemy, attacking from the rear, had shaken them. The 371st was giving
ground
stubbornly. Unfortunately, it was still giving ground. And there was
precious
little ground left before the main line of resistance reached the base
camp.

O'Neil's
old Ballas hands joined Kawalsky and his Space Marines in acting
as the fire brigade, launching spot attacks to extricate rifle platoons
in
danger of being overrun. The six-tube battery of 155-mm howitzers
attached to
the expeditionary unit was dropping high explosive on trouble spots,
and as the
newcomers' gunships got off the ground, they weighed in with strafing
runs and
the occasional missile. And Skaara's militiamen fought wherever they
could,
striving frantically to protect the women, children, and oldsters.

Speaking
of which...

From
the hilltop where he'd established his command post, O'Neil turned
his binoculars back to the base camp. Trucks stood clotted on the road
leading
to the outpost. Additional transport companies had been attached to the
371st
to bring the volume of necessary supplies through the StarGate. The
drivers
hadn't been happy to discover they'd been trapped here for the
duration. Then,
as the hoodats ground up the rear of their convoy, the drivers had
worked
frantically to escape.

But
there
were only a few of the LVS eight-by-eight transport
units capable of traveling off-road. The rest of the five-ton trucks
were
pretty much useless. So the truckers were now doing their best to pack
the
contents of their vehicles onto the load-beasts the colonists had
brought from
Abydos—the mastadges.

The
Abydan
animals were stilt-legged musk
oxen grown to elephantine size, with coarse, stringy hair and
brontosaurian
necks. Mournful basso hoots came from the ungainly-looking beasts, who
were
only too aware that yet another upheaval was going on around them.

O'Neil
was
pleased with whoever had come up
with the improvisation. He was also worried. The contingency plans he'd
set up
with Kasuf and the colony leaders called for the civilians to have
gotten out
of Dodge long ago.

Yet
every time he
looked back to check the
camp's only exit, nobody was coming out.

"What's
the
holdup?" he muttered
through clenched teeth. There were only three points of interest on
Ballas for
off-worlders—the StarGate, the base camp, and the hole in the hills
leading to
the buried building and its technological treasure trove. The hoodats
had
number one, and to get to number three, they'd have to go through
number two.

And
if they keep
pushing us the way they
have, all the people in the camp will be caught like fish in a barrel,
O'Neil
thought.

A
wail came from hundreds of throats, and the gateway filled.

"At
last," O'Neil sighed.

But
this was no orderly procession. The refugees were a mob, running
helter-skelter past the sweating teamsters. Louder, more agitated
noises came
from the mastadges as they shied, snaky necks twisting around to see
their
usual masters in such fear. Punctuating the noise came the sharp rattle
of
rifle fire.

O'Neil
took an unconscious step toward the disaster in progress. Then he
turned to his radio operator. Before he could demand a transmission to
Skaara,
the man with the headphones looked up excitedly.

"Good
news, sir!" he reported. "The enemy is breaking
contact all along the line!"

The
colonel swiveled back with his binoculars to take in the spectacle of
the enemy's thin gold line—severely thinned in some sectors—pulling
back.

"Thank
God for that," O'Neil said, shaking his head.
"Because we've got problems enough behind us."



CHAPTER 4

DOORS
OPEN, DOORS CLOSE

Skaara
stood in the central square of the base camp, the taste of cordite
mixing with
the bile bubbling in the back of his throat. After arguing, haranguing,
pleading
with the crowd in front of him—and getting only what his Earthman
allies would
call "pissing and moaning"—he'd resorted instead to the thin line of
militiamen behind him.

"Each
man, one round into the berm over their heads."

The
crack
of the rifles seemed to clear his head—and nearly emptied his stomach.
Too
desperate a stratagem. What if any of his men overshot? There were
people out
there—refugees who had already gotten moving, the truckers with the
mastadges.

Some
might
say that at least it did the job. The clot of laggards—the stubborn,
the
fearful, the lazy—finally got moving, clearing the way for the rest of
the
evacuees.

Skaara
felt neither satisfied nor justified. He
could only remember a night in Nagada—how long ago was it now? After
Ra, but
before the destruction. The farmer-folk were venting their
dissatisfaction in
front of the Hall of Elders. In his time on Earth, he'd seen
demonstrations on
the television. This was the same.

It
was the
first time he'd sent his militia in to "restore order"—cracking the
heads of fellow citizens.

Skaara
had
stood up on the observation post between the towers that flanked the
city
gates, focusing inside the city instead of the usual outward watch.
Baki had
stood beside him, telling him he was doing the right thing. Baki, who'd
died in
the horror of the last retreat.

His
friend
and lieutenant might have accepted the necessity of what they did. But
for
Skaara it marked the first unraveling, the beginning that led to the
bitter end
of the march from Nagada. Old people and children stumbling along with
tears in
their eyes, wailing to the heavens, from which terrifying bolts of
energy
lashed down at anyone who'd defend them. The refugees had been
overburdened
with belongings they should have left behind but couldn't bear to
surrender.

After
all,
they were already losing everything they'd ever known.

As
Skaara
looked out from the constantly
shrinking perimeter around the StarGate, he'd been able to pick out the
refugees' route by the straggling trail of personal treasures abandoned
on the
wild flight.

Now
it happens all over again, Skaara thought
coldly, watching people with far too much stumble out the gates of
the base camp. Have we learned nothing from all our trials and troubles?

He
was reminded
of the troubles that had
surged through the colony before the invasion had forced solidarity
upon the
people again. Imiseba and his dissidents had led their fellow colonists
by the
nose, as if they were children.

Skaara
wanted to
blame the people for their
lack of maturity. But was that right? Or was the fault to be found
among those
whom the people turned to for leadership? First in attempting to
nurture a new
society on Abydos, and then trying to keep Abydan ways alive on Earth,
had the leaders
given their people unrealistic expectations?

In
that case, the
onus fell on Daniel
Jackson, Kasuf, Sha'uri... and upon Skaara himself.

The
refugees
faltered their way through the
gates. Skaara silently gestured for the militiamen to join them.

I
hope they can
find their way, he thought.
Because right now, I don't feel as though I can lead them.



Sheb
pushed his
way through the crowd,
ruthlessly using his militia status and the M-16 slung from his
shoulder to
make his way. He probably should have been looking for his unit to join
the
fight that seemed to be coming ever closer.

The
problem was,
he didn't have a unit to
return to. He'd sneaked off with a rifle company to take part in the
hurt for the cat-animals, leaving
a friend, Pairi, with his blast-lance, to guard the camp. Then the cats
turned
out to be armed warriors, and Sheb had been chased over hill and dale.
His
regular unit had marched out into an ambush and been decimated.

Sheb's
official petty captain, Thonufer, had died in that fight. And the
petty captain of his adopted unit, his old friend Hemaka, had been
wounded at
the end of the running battle. Sheb had been one of the litter bearers
who'd
gotten Hemaka back to the base camp and the Urt-man hospital.

Both
leaderless units had been given the job of assisting the evacuation
of the camp. Sheb decided his best loyalty lay in getting Hemaka out,
first and
foremost. He'd intended to take care of the job just as soon as he got
the
civilians out in the streets.

Unfortunately,
with the civilians in the streets, it was almost
impossible to get to the hospital.

"Sheb!"
A female voice from the crowd called his name.

He
turned to see Tamit, Thonufer's widow. For a second, he stared. She
had always been a fine figure of a woman, but now she seemed
hunchbacked.

Then
he
realized she had a blanket, rolled bandoleer fashion, across her right
shoulder
and down to her hip. Sheb's teeth appeared in a brief grin through his
salt-and-pepper beard. In her usual calm, quiet, thorough manner, Tamit
was
moving out with the bare minimum, arranged for the most
expeditious transport.

His
grin
disappeared, however, as Tamit
beckoned to him, gesturing to the younger woman beside her. Ahouri was
the wife
of his friend Pairi, the fellow he'd lent his blast-lance when he went
off for
the hunt. She was hugely pregnant. That was one of the reasons why
Pairi had
wanted to stay behind—Ahouri was coming close to her time. But events
had
moved without any hope of planning. The last Sheb knew, Pairi had been
down at
the StarGate, helping to unload trucks. When the call came for everyone
to move
out, Ahouri had overburdened herself.

She
carried a
bundle dragging from one hand,
and under her other arm she'd tucked a wooden cradle loaded with more
items.
Huge brown eyes in her thin face were red-rimmed and hectic. "My
husband!" she cried to Sheb, her voice almost pleading. "Have you
seen my husband? He was supposed to help—"

Rifle
shots
roared out in the middle
distance, and the crowd began running. Sheb thrust himself toward the
two women,
fighting desperately, as if battling a torrent of water. He saw Ahouri
stumble,
and his heart went to his throat. If she fell under those madly rushing
feet—

No,
Tamit caught
her, swinging her around.
Then Sheb arrived, acting like a rock in a stream, his furious
glare deflecting the fearful people who ran around them.

Ahouri
clung to
the two of them, peering out.
The tears she'd repressed flowed freely now. "My cradle! Where did it
go?
Pairi made it himself. He talked to the woodcutters, getting enough
scrap
lumber. Every night he could be home, he'd sit there, carving..."

She
tried to
penetrate the passing throng
with her eyes. "Someone knocked it from under my arm. We have to find
it.
What will he say?"

Sheb
didn't
reply. What could he say? It was unlikely
anyone would steal a cradle under the circumstances. The thing had
simply
fallen to the ground. And anything in the way of that rush...

The
crowd
lessened around them, like water
sheeting off the face of a rock. They could see the ground again. It
was
littered with cast-off items. A child's toy, a sandal, items saved from
ration
packets, pulped and smeared into the ground. Not far away, just beyond
them,
was a pile of what looked like kindling wood.

But
Ahouri must
have recognized the delicate
carving work on the shattered wood.

Sheb
could only
support her as she broke into
racking sobs, as if the very heart were being torn out of her.



At
his command
post, Jack O'Neil tried to
keep his voice calm as he went back and forth over the radio with
Colonel
Gunther. The commander of the 371st was still in his C and C
helicopter,
orbiting the now-quiet battlefield.

"The
tanks should
be out on our flanks,
giving our people something to anchor on and providing direct-fire
support," Gunther insisted.

"Then
they'd
better crush the enemy
right now," O'Neil replied. "Because they'll be useless after they
run out of the fuel and ammo they're carrying. Whatever they need for
resupply
is on the trucks, and the trucks have no way of getting to them. We
need something
to bull a way through the trees and into the forest, and I'm afraid all
we've
got are the Abrams tanks."

Gunther
had
nothing to say to that—it was the
truth. The M1A1 tanks offered almost fifty-four tons of armored
battering ram.

"One
tank," the
colonel in the air
finally said. "And half the amtracs. That'll have to do."

O'Neil
only
shrugged at the radio. It was
better than nothing. The marine expeditionary force had brought along
its
complement of thirteen armored amphibious tractors. The big,
ungainly-looking
things were used as landing craft, moving through the water with
engines
related to jet skis, then clanking along on caterpillar treads when
they
arrived on land. At forty-six tons, they had some heft, but their armor
was a
lot thinner than the Abrams. And, since they were only armed with .50-caliber
machine guns and
grenade
launchers, their loss wouldn't be felt so keenly on the battle line.

The
Abrams acting as the pathfinder and the amtracs grinding down
remaining stumps and obstacles might be enough to clear a path for the
stranded
trucks. It wouldn't be easy, but that seemed about par for the course
on this
particular operation.

"Thank
you, Colonel. I'll talk to the colonists about getting some
guides, and liaise with the truckers."

Another
fun job—they'd have to shift the traffic jam enough to allow the
tracked vehicles through before they could get to work. And when O'Neil
got
Skaara on the horn, the Abydan sounded frighteningly dispirited.

Skaara
pulled himself together with obvious effort and said he'd have
guides ready to point out the most promising game trails through the
woods.

Lieutenant
Fuentes was back in place, arranging things with the transport
people.

From
his vantage point, O'Neil could see the armored vehicles maneuvering
around the stalled trucks. There'd be some scraped bumpers—about as bad
as a
day in New York traffic, he consoled himself.

The
mastadges and the eight-wheel-drive vehicles were gone when the colonel
turned
his binoculars back to the foot of camp hill. A thicket of bushes was
being
ground under the treads of the Abrams as it swerved off the road,
circling to
the right around the camp. No surprise. The area to the left—the east—was
still jammed with trudging colonists.

A
blast of static brought O'Neil's attention back to the radio.
"You'd better get those trucks moving pronto," Dale Gunther's tight
voice announced from the speaker. "Our helicopters are spotting new
activity around the pyramid to our north. Looks like they're bringing
in
additional reinforcments through the StarGate."



Niay
marched his Hunt out of the pyramid and onto the surface of the new
planet. All the warriors of the second wave had spent the previous
sleep period
in deep-immersion study, being programmed with imagery and information
on
Ballas. Niay oriented himself immediately on the major terrain, noting
the
changes from Sekhmet's intelligence programming—the indications of
enemy
positions on various hillsides and crests.

There
was a difference between the warriors of the second wave and the
close-assault Hunts that had launched the invasion. Niay's warriors had
only
been briefed, not reprogrammed. They represented valuable units—workers
as well
as warriors for the Clan. These were not expendables.

He
and his
lesser commanders, Successors all, watched with pride as the Hunt
deployed. The
Servant-soldiers responded well to their orders, not bunching to
attract an
aerial attack. That last piece of advice had come
straight from the
Director himself, issued as Niay's people came through the gateway
between
worlds.

The
Hunt
set off cross-country, Niay and his underlings using the superior
mechanisms of
their armor to range along the skirmish line. A holographic display
appeared
within the eyepieces of the commander's mask-helmet, outlining the
route and
destination.

Niay
took
a long, measured breath. Enemy resistance had forced deviation from the
original battle plans. The close-assault Hunt which was to serve as the
pathfinder unit for Niay's formation had taken severe casualties.

Hunts
averaged
about a hundred warriors, their numbers deliberately kept variable to
confuse
intelligence operatives from rival Clans. And there were practical
reasons for
discrepancies in the penal units. Numbers there depended on the local
number of
regressive and unstable Servants.

Niay
didn't like to think of unstable Successors. He also didn't like the
feeling of
a plan that shifted before one had even fully deployed. The centurion
flicked
off the display, taking in his unit's advance. The Hunt was in
excellent
condition, a weapon ready to his hand. He could only hope that the
pathfinder
unit he would move behind would be as reliable...



Merraq's
eyes blazed as he watched the tactical
display his staff set up in the entrance hall of the pyramid. Forced to
cower
behind stone for fear of the enemy's unexpected air capacity!

Well,
they
hadn't unleashed their primitive weapons against this emplacement. No
one would
be willing to risk slamming shut the only door that led home.

A
bright
flare appeared on one of the Hunt tactical symbols. Another aerial
attack on a
deploying unit! A stylized udajeet, colored green for the enemy, moved
off in
the holographic display. Merraq felt his claws come out. The display
computer
used its programmed symbols. The enemy craft wasn't a true udajeet, but
one of
those ridiculous low-technology improvisations.

The
thought nagged at Merraq, however. The foe and his machines were truly
alien.
The Hunts, Successors and Servitors alike, were fine warriors. But they
were
programmed to fight similar formations and enemies, developed over
millennia of
Clan struggles. What if our programming is incongruent—or worse,
inferior—to
the foe's? he thought.

Merraq
turned to his staff members and snapped, "How many people do we have on
the ground now?"

One
of the
shes—not the troublesome one—replied. "Two Great Hunts have been
deployed
in each initial wave, Director, although the close-assault Hunts have
suffered."

Two
thousand warriors, less the casualties, Merraq translated mentally.

"Our
third wave, another Great Hunt, is just beginning to
arrive—"

"Interrupt
the transit," Merraq interjected. "We'll take
whichever units come through, but I wish to change the order of
transmission.
We'll bring several wings of udajeets through. Sweep the enemy's
contraptions
out of the sky while pinning his ground forces with ours."

The
Director bared his fangs happily. "Then all Hunts move in for
the kill."



Little
Philly Halloran never understood why his mother got annoyed when
Dad said, "Her cooking is as good as my mom's."

But
he began to get an idea when Grandma Halloran sat down with a book
while she was supposed to be watching the Sunday roast. Mom and Dad had
been
out, and they returned to find the apartment filled with the smell of
burning
meat. When Dad opened the oven, the meat was actually on fire! He'd had
to beat
it out with a towel—

The
same smell was in Lieutenant Phil Halloran's nostrils now—seared
meat, underlaid with burnt fabric, the coppery tinge of spilled blood,
the
sharper stinks of voided bladders and bowels.

He
registered all that, even as he awoke to a world of pain.

Halloran's
first
reaction was a moan that
came out more like a croak. He was horribly thirsty, his mouth and
throat dry
as dust. A bad sign. It could mean that some of that blood he detected
was his
own. He tried to open his eyes. Only one set of lids worked. Appalling
agony
lanced from the right side of his face. Everything was so dark!

Feebly,
he pushed
out with his hands. A
stiff, chill mass shifted away, and there was light. Cooler air wafted
along
his face.

The
mass was a
dead body. Halloran lay
half-buried in a pile of them.

Memory
returned.
Goddamn Pussies must have
policed up the stiffs encumbering their new real estate. He was
probably lucky
they hadn't finished him off.

A
chilling
consideration hit the lieutenant.
What must he look like if they thought he was dead?

He
tried to look,
with his one good eye. As
he moved his head, he heard a crackling noise. He suddenly thought of
his fork
breaking through the bubbled skin on Mom's broiled chicken—

Halloran
brought
up a hand, gently, gently,
barely touching. Even so, the pain was enough to make the world spin
dizzily,
with a big black pit opening up in the middle of his feeble eyesight.
Crust.
Cracks. Weeping moisture all along the right side of his face down to
the
shoulder. That explained the thirst. He wasn't bleeding, but oozing
could do the job just
as well, thank you very
much.

The
overcooked-meat smell, that was him, along with scorched fabric and
God knew what else. Halloran knew something else. There was no fixing
it. He
was a case for the burn unit of a major hospital, not the glorified
dispensary
at the base camp.

But
either of them might as well be on another planet for all the good
they'd do him. The pile he'd been in indicated that the cats were still
in
charge around here. Marines tidied up their dead in body bags—human
remains
pouches, he corrected himself, using the latest euphemism.

Creakily—nothing
was working to spec—he maneuvered himself around so his
cyclopean vision could scope the place out. They hadn't thrown him far.
He was
still in the Grand Gallery, tossed to the side with the sandbags from
the
strong points he'd built. Defenders and defenses, all mixed together.

With
painfully slow movements, he began inching his way down the ramp,
deeper into the pyramid.

It's
taking too long. Someone will see me, he thought, suddenly fearful.
The rampway seemed empty, though. He pushed off with his feet, clawing
ahead
with his left hand, trying to keep weight off his bumed shoulder.
You'll
make it, sooner or later, he told himself. Don't get
your hair on fire.

For
some reason, that trite phrase was almost unbearably funny. My hair
was on fire, he thought.

He
must have
blacked out again. When Halloran
came to, there was a parade in progress, gold-armored figures clacking
off to
war. Halloran lay very still. Would they notice that he'd escaped from
one of
their piles?

But
there was
enough other detritus at the
side of the ramp that he must have fit in. When the cats were past, he
pushed
off again, with a greater sense of urgency.

He
didn't know
how much longer he could keep this up.

The
respite
lasted until he reached the room
with the inset coppery disk that marked the short-range matter
transmitter.
Almost to the door of the StarGate chamber. More cats came through,
hustling,
carrying gleaming pieces of equipment.

Halloran
recognized some of them—pieces of an
udajeet.

Luckily,
the cats
were too busy with their
burdens to notice the Earthman lying scrunched up against one wall. The
unearthly light show of the StarGate in operation glowed through the
chamber
door.

Now
or never,
Halloran thought, worming his
way forward. There, right inside the doorway, was another pile of
abandoned
human equipment. On top was the detonator he'd rigged up to turn this
whole
chamber into a booby trap.

Ignoring
the
agony
shrieking along his nerves, Halloran clawed up with his good hand and
armed the circuit. Idiot lights went on. Was
the thing still connected?

His
head sank down, his lone eye unable to see the
detonator. But he still had a hand on it.

Only
one way to find out.

With
a final, convulsive spasm, Halloran triggered the
blast.


CHAPTER 5

A
WHIFF OF MADNESS

"Move
the elements of the third Hunt off the enemy's right
flank," Merraq ordered his staff, pointing to the carated symbol on the
hologram display. "They only have one of those tracked weapons
platforms
there."

He
shook his head. Clattering rotary-wing flying machines instead of
standard antigravity. Ground-roving udajeets. Long-range projectile
weapons.
The enemy must have fallen far from the technological level the
Predecessors
had originally left them.

At
the same time, there was a certain cleverness in their improvisations,
a spirit of invention he would not have expected among his fellow
Successors.
Certainly, his programming gave him the understanding of the basic
principles
at work. But would he have been able to cobble up a working mechanism
from
those principles?

Take
the
projectile weapons, for instance. The small slug-firers were worth
little
except as noisemakers against troops equipped with armor. But the
larger
tube-weapons—the ones that dropped chemical explosives—those were not
only
deadly, they were sneaky, too. The larger tubes could take his warriors
under
indirect fire, dropping death from several hills away.

How
could blast-lances answer that?

One
of the staff members suddenly turned from the display, her report
interrupting these disturbing thoughts. "Director, components for the
first udajeet have transited the StarGate."

"Excellent!
Have them brought up immediately. Khaya, it will be your
responsibility to provide aerial defense while the components are
assembled—"

The
floor of the pyramid suddenly leapt beneath Merraq's feet. He
staggered, his armor's leg mechanisms adjusting automatically. But they
couldn't compensate against the shock wave that arrived an instant
later.

Screams
and groans echoed in the Director's ears as he pushed himself up
from the floor. His staff and bodyguards were tossed around the stone
floor
like discarded toys.

One
of his bodyguards seemed to be dancing as he lay on his back. The
warrior's breastplate was shattered, the body within a smashed wreck,
still
jiggling as the micromachinery of his armor insensately manipulated
dead limbs.

Merraq
turned to the tactical display. It was shattered, and the female
who'd been operating it dangled at the end of a golden quartz strut...

Merraq
suddenly
recognized the piece of
wreckage. It was the wing assembly from a udajeet.

"Sir!"
Khaya
staggered upright.
"Are you—"

Merraq
cut him
off, pointing to the dead she.
"We're temporarily out of contact. Send one of your people down to find
out what happened below."

His
eyes fell on
Sekhmet. "Can you reach
the StarGate chamber? Udajeets were coming through." Merraq glanced
again
at the fragment transfixing the tactical board and its operator.

Sekhmet
ran
through the communications
frequencies, but got no reports, only incoherent cries from below.
"Director, there is no response—"

She
was
interrupted by a report from the
scout Khaya had dispatched. The warrior must have pushed his armor to
the
utmost to arrive so quickly.

Merraq
brusquely
broke in on the frequency.
"Report."

"Director—Lord—"
the scout's
labored breathing sounded suspiciously like sobs. "I cannot reach the
StarGate chamber. Visibility difficult. Smoke and chemical residue fill the
air.
Some sort of explosive, I think. The work parties bringing up the
udajeet
components were caught in the blast. Few survived."

"You
are
armored," Merraq
responded. "Advance."

The
warrior
hesitated, then said, "Not
possible, Director." The guard struggled to keep his voice calm. "The
lower end of the Grand Gallery is blocked with rubble."

"They
demolished
the StarGate
chamber?" Merraq broke the connection. He couldn't imagine a Clan
stranding itself on an undeveloped world in the midst of a battle. No
sane
enemy would.

The
Director
rounded on Sekhmet, his supposed
expert. "What sort of unstable, regressive vermin are these damned
ape-people of yours?"



"Trouble
on the
way, Corp!" one of
the marines on the firing line called out. "The Pussies are moving
around
behind their lines."

"No
shit,
Sherlock." Corporal Fred
Ames was part of the O'Neil team, a member of the combined security
platoon and
teaching detail that had come through the StarGate to help the
colonists set
down their roots.

He'd
been on
Ballas long enough that the
orange sun and cinnamon-colored foliage had begun to look natural.
These hills
were familiar territory. He'd hiked through them on mapmaking
expeditions and
hunting for samples of the local wildlife.

Ames
also
remembered setting up a squad on a
hill very much like this one on the large-scale hunt to eliminate what
the
colonists considered a deadly predator. His people had been among to
first to
discover that those catlike "animals" had higher-technology claws
than advertised. The corporal had lost men in his section to the
Pussies. And
he knew just how helpless men with rifles can be when up against young
tigers
in armor.

Nonetheless,
his
voice was calm as he tapped
a magazine against his helmet to make sure the top round was seated
properly.
Then the ammo went into his M-16 and he chambered a round. Lose your
head and
all those around you lose theirs, too. His guys were supposed to be out
here
making sure the guys from the 371st kept cool.

Nobody
up the
chain of command had asked his
opinion, but he thought it was a mistake to sit quietly while the enemy
apparently doubled up on his skirmish line. Those were the orders from
Colonel
Gunther, however.

Only
the
gunships—the snake birds, as the
Iraqis had called them in the Gulf—had been cleared to attack the
gathering
reinforcements. They'd made some noise, but for the most part it had
been
quiet. No new orders from Colonel O'Neil.

Well,
what was he
supposed to do? Launch an
attack with his hundred-odd guys?

Then
came the
sound of one big-ass explosion,
enough to shake the hills where the humans had established their
defenses.

"What
the hell
was that?" one of
the new guys nervously asked. "You think they nailed another of the
choppers? Or was that a tanker truck?" Ever-abundant rumor reported
that
at least one of each had been lost in the initial Pussie attacks. If
the stories were to be believed, they'd also gunned down about a hundred kids
who'd
come to greet the marine reinforcements.

Ames
shook
his head. "To make that big a pop, they'd have to nail all
the
choppers," he replied. "I think somebody set off the C-4 in the
pyramid."

He'd
been
along in the security detail when the colonel went to inspect the
pyramid after
the cat hunt went to shit. Lieutenant Halloran looked ready to blow
himself to
kingdom come if he could take the enemy along with him.

Maybe
he
finally managed. Or maybe some dumb-ass Pussie had said in cat-talk, "I
wonder what this here button does?"

When
he
saw the looks on the other guys' faces, Ames could have kicked himself.
Keep
'em cool? He'd just scared the pee out of them.

"You
mean they blew up the way off this mud-ball?" one of the newly arrived
marines asked.

"The
old man said it would take more than that to blow up the Puke Chute,"
Ames
quickly said. "Probably just covered in rock. Look on the bright
side—at
least the Pussies won't be bringing anybody else over."

"I
think they got enough as it is," the marine on the line replied. "And
here they come!"

The
skirmish line stirred to life, charging down
the hillside they'd previously occupied, moving to engage the marines.
At the
same time, the units that had formed up behind them began drifting off
to
either side of the human-occupied hill, threatening the flanks.

"Gah-damn!"
Ames muttered. "I wondered
when they were gonna start with that shit." These were the tactics the
alien scouts had used to torment the would-be hunters, penetrating
their lines
and driving the humans before them.

He
aimed
the M-16, a weapon which had previously been shown to have almost no
stopping
power when it came to armored aliens. Still, his body was almost on
autopilot.
Get one of the gold-clad enemy in the sights. Line it up. Squeeze the
trigger...

Yes!
His
target went down and didn't get up again. Ames had given up on
conventional
rifleman's wisdom. He now aimed for the head, specifically the eye
lenses on
those misshapen cat heads. Maybe he'd nailed it this time.

Off
to his
right, a squad automatic weapon went off, hosing the advancing line
with short,
choppy bursts. With a belt of two hundred shots, they could keep it up
for a
nice, long time.

The
only
problem was, the SAW used the same ammunition as the marines' rifles.
Hosing
the enemy might knock down a few, but except for a lucky shot—likes
Ames's—the
bastards would get back up again.

The
thwooomp! of a mortar sounded, and a
shell landed
right in the middle of the advancing rank. Pussies and pieces of
them went flying. More shells dropped, with equal effect.

But
the line kept
on coming, warriors closing
in their ranks.

"Jeee-zus
Christ!" one of the
marines muttered. "Just like my daddy used to say."

"About
what?"
another guy wanted to
know.

"He
was in Korea
during the fighting
there," the first man said. "Back in fifty, when the Chinese mixed it
up. That's the way they used to come, except they made noise.
Screaming,
blowing trumpets, waving swords, stuff like that. Hordes, they used to
call it.
Human waves."

"Yeah?"
By now
the line was coming
up their hillside. "I'd call this an inhuman wave. How can they keep so
quiet?"

As
if that were
the cue, the Pussies began
firing their blast-lances, whip cracks of energy mixing in with the
increasing
rapid fire from the humans' rifles. The mortar team let off another—not
to the
enemy in front, but toward the flankers now lapping around the base of
the
hill.

"What
do we do
now, Corp?" one of
his men asked.

"Hold
the hill
until somebody tells us
otherwise."

Behind
him, he
could hear clanging as the
mortar guys disassembled their weapon. A moment later, a sergeant with
a radio
made it official. "Pull out! The old man says we fall back to the next
hill behind
our lines."

Ames
turned to his men. "Now we tear ass," he said.



Jack
O'Neil watched as hill after hill fell to the enemy's simple tactic.
Pin 'em in front, screw 'em from the flanks. The heavier weapons
managed to
bloody more hoodat noses than the riflemen had, but heavy weapons were
few and
far between. Mortars did some damage. Heavy machine guns. The crews of
the
371st's six howitzers were frantically busy dropping HE whenever they
got a
report of a worthwhile target.

But
it was just off to the races, all over again. Platoons were supposed
to leapfrog back from one hill to the next one behind. But they were
running
out of hills. And time.

The
cannon cockers prepared to pull back their battery, and a rifle
platoon came double-timing up O'Neil's hill, the last before the base
camp.

Turning
his binoculars to the scene behind, the colonel's lips were white
and tight as he took in the mess. The good news: At least the trucks
had gotten
out of the way. But the demo teams he'd sent to the camp were still
struggling
against a tide of refugees coming out.

Looks
like
some just weren't able to move until the danger was right
on them, he
thought. Well, they may pay for it.

He
winced
as he saw the retreating artillery encounter the refugee column. The
gunners
were trying to cut around and establish a new line in the hills to the
east to
cover everybody's retreat. To do that, they had to get through.

A
gilded
spearhead of cat warriors charged in from the right flank. Either
they'd
bypassed the line or punched through somewhere.

Refugees
screamed and scattered.

O'Neil
swung on the young platoon leader. "Lieutenant," he said, pointing.

Then,
hefting his Heckler and Koch submachine gun, Jack O'Neil led his
scratch force
to try to stem the tide.



Daniel
Jackson stood on the berm of the base camp, watching the struggle. The
golden
wave swirled as Jack O'Neil threw a hundred and fifty men into their
line of
advance, meeting blast-bolts with point-blank bullets, machine-gun
fire, and a
couple of antitank missiles.

A
lone
tank came roaring around a hillside, firing its main armament even as
blast-bolts took chunks out of its armor. The attackers actually
receded, if
only for a moment.

"We're
never getting out that door,"
Daniel said to Sha'uri. There were still refugees who hadn't worked
up the nerve to go out. At this point, there wasn't much use to it. The
enemy
was already almost at the door.

They
headed back
to the knot of volunteers
and the walking wounded, ready to go, but holding by the field
hospital.
"We didn't want to get trampled, so now we're trapped," Sha'uri said
bitterly.

Daniel
glanced at
her, but his ex-wife's eyes
were only on the wounded. She didn't seem to be blaming him.

At
least, not
directly.

He
wanted to
respond in kind, but forced back
the words. This isn't a time to score points, he thought. We've got to
work
together if anybody gets out of this. "Stop thinking that this is
Nagada," he finally said "We might not have a back door, but the rear
wall isn't insuperable."

Daniel
turned
back to the dithering crowd by
the door. "Ho!" he called out in Abydan. "This way!"

Maybe,
he
thought, we can get some of them to
drop their bundles and help with the stretchers.



An
older woman
clawed her way back from the
gate and into the crowd. They're coming to kill us!" she shrieked. Then
she saw Sheb. "You have a gun! Use it on us! Better to die at a
friend's
hand than be eaten by the devil-cats!"

They'd
still be
able to eat us, Sheb thought.
He forced his face into stern lines. "Shut up, woman."

Tamit
leaned toward him. "It is too late, isn't it?" she
whispered.

Ahouri's
collapse couldn't have come at a worse time. She'd sunk to the
ground, sick as a mastadge with a bellyful of greenfruit. Sheb
suspected she
hadn't even heard the great explosion in the distance.

When
they'd finally gotten the miserable girl cleaned up and on her
wobbly legs again, they'd been forced to join the tag end of the sea of
refugees trying to get through the door.

Ahouri
had been justifiably afraid of the thrashing elbows and clawing
hands that had confronted them. With Sheb carrying her remaining
bundle, she'd
been free to use both hands to cradle the life swelling her belly.

Even
so, she'd taken a couple of buffets from the frenzied mob.

A
desperate knot of evacuees broke out of the mob jamming the gate,
passing anxious-looking soldiers— and dying as the enemy came up.

Now
we're caught between two fires, Sheb thought, watching the Urt-men
setting charges of
see-faw
around the gateway and in the
nearest cabins. Should we rush out onto the oncoming blast-lances, or
stay here
and be blown up?

"Ho!"
a voice called from behind them.

They
turned to see a familiar blond man beckoning. "This way,"
the teacher shouted in Abydan, pointing toward the hospital.

"A
chance?" Tamit said, her voice sounding a
bit more hopeful.

Sheb
shrugged. "That's where I was headed in the
first place," he said.

Together,
they each took one of Ahouri's arms and
hustled her along.


CHAPTER 6

CHANGE
OF COMMAND

"All
units to pull back to the start point," Niay ordered his Hunt. When the
Director ordered his unit to join the flanking force from the third
wave, he
had at first been disappointed. Was his force so little regarded that
they were
to be relegated to the reserve?

Instead,
he found himself in the forefront of a brilliant thrust to take out the
enemy's
long-range projectile weapons.

The
flanking force easily outmaneuvered the enemy's track-mounted weapons
platform,
even outrunning it briefly. But they never expected so ferocious an
onslaught
from the alien foot soldiers. The apes blasted away with their odd
weapons,
displaying an enthusiasm they hadn't shown so far in holding back the
Clan's
advances.

Why?
Did
the aliens have a superior Centurion leading them into battle? Were
they so
protective of their distance weapons? Yet the fight continued as
fiercely when
those weapons had been withdrawn from danger. The miserable dwelling
units
seemed an unlikely prize. What remained?

Only
the
noncombatants—the worn-out workers
and the young. Niay reported his suspicions to the Director, asking
also that
some close-assault Hunts be dispatched to the position. Better to let
expendables face such fury than usable troops.

But
by the time
the regressives had arrived,
the enemy had strengthened his position. The long-range weapons were
emplaced
again, blasting terrible holes in the advancing line. Swarms of enemy
infantry
rushed to the hills, slashing the advance with their missile weapons.

The
close-assault
Hunts, true to their
programming, marched into the inferno. Casualties were enormous.

Niay
tried to
maneuver his force to take the
developing line in the flank. But that damned weapons platform
continued to
keep his people under direct fire.

The
Hunt's
counterfire was steadily crippling
the mechanism, yet it—and the ape-soldiers—held on to their positions.

Sighing,
Niay
activated the command channel
of the communications net.



Merraq
listened
to the report, then turned to
his staff in incomprehension. "The ape vermin flee from our initial
attack
like toothless prey under our claws. They create a disjointed battle
line,
which we push back with ease. Then, as we approach their miserable,
stinking
huts—"

He
glanced at
Sekhmet. "Your
description, Scout Leader, not mine. We approach housing facilities
which must
be considered substandard even in reference to the enemy's low
technology, and
the opposing warriors fight with appalling ferocity."

Merraq
faced his
reduced staff and guards.
They had moved from the pyramid to a copse of trees on a hillside
overlooking
the battle line.

"Suggestions?"
he
asked.

"We
attacked to
eliminate the enemy's
tube weapons," one female pointed out. "Were they fighting to protect
them?"

"Not
according to
Centurion Niay, whom
we all agree is a competent officer," Merraq replied. "The weapons in
question were moved to a place of safety, and the enemy still
maintained a
furious defense."

"The
facilities
you mentioned,"
another staff member suggested, "could they perhaps house
creche-machines?"

"The
level of
observed technology does
not seem to support such a theory." Merraq looked hard at Sekhmet.
"Does it, Scout Leader?"

"We
did not
penetrate their dwelling
places, Director," she admitted.

"Niay
offers
another hypothesis,"
Merraq went on. "According to his observation, the ape vermin were
protecting worn-out workers and immature forms."

"Why
were the
young ones not in the
creche-machines, receiving their programming?" one of the staff females
demanded, shocked.

"The
scout team
did observe them outside
of the housing units," Sekhmet acknowledged. "As was reported."

"But
certainly
not explained,"
Merraq insisted. "Is there a reason for the extremes of low technology
which we find on this world? For the strange weapons we've found?
Except for
throwing additional—equally strange—defenders into the battle, the
Clan
Paramounts of these interloping vermin have acted as if the people here
were... expendable."

The
staff members
grew very still. That was a
term used in relation to regressives in general, and to the
close-assault Hunts
in particular.

"Why
attempt to
plant a settlement when
so many other worlds were already developed by the Predecessors? Was
Ballas
planned as some sort of penal colony for the unfit, the worn out... "

Merraq
followed
his line of thought to its
logical, if unpleasant, conclusion. His muzzle wrinkled as if he
disliked the
taste of the last words. "The unstable?"



Circling
the
fight at fifteen hundred feet
Colonel Dale Gunther peered out the left-hand door of the Command and
Control
helicopter, past the door gunner and toward the fighting below.

"O'Neill"
he barked into the handset of the radio. "What
the hell is going on down there?"

"We're
holding them, just barely short of the camp gates,"
O'Neil replied. "They tried a direct assault that caused them about two
hundred losses. But there are another six hundred trying to probe
around our
flank. What about the rest of the line?"

"It's
coming your way, with more of these damned cats in hot
pursuit," Gunther admitted. "I'm going to throw everything I have at
the cats pressing you—the rest of the tanks, our light armored
vehicles, and
the gunships. We can't afford to let them cut us off from the positions
you're
preparing in the eastern hills."

The
tanks were already coming up, and the lighter armored units were
close behind on
8x8 drive. Turrets swung, bringing two
120-mm cannon on the main battle
tanks, four 25-mm Bushmaster guns, and two blast bazookas to bear from
the
lighter machines.

Gold-armored
warriors in the flanking units turned back from menacing the
painfully slow columns of refugees attempting to escape into the hills
to the
east of the base camp. They formed hedgehog-style formations, blasting
at the
armor units with concentrated blast-lance fire. Two of the LAVs went
up, their
lighter protection ventilated by energy bolts. The main battle tanks
had
heavier plating, which quickly became pitted and chewed by enemy bolts.

Then
the gunships swept in, blasting away with missiles from above.

Gunther's
teeth showed in a grin that was more than half a snarl. About
time that the 371st got a little of its own back!

The
flanking force lost cohesion, breaking into smaller units and pulling
away as best it could.

If
only we could do that to the main attack, Gunther thought.

The
rifle platoons of the 371st, along with the more disorganized militia
units, were now streaming past the base camp. Some joined the strong
point
O'Neil had created to the east. The rest of the human fighters tramped
on,
bunching as they came in contact with the civilians.

Gunther
directed his pilot around again, silently swearing. If he
couldn't get his people into position in those hills, O'Neil's stand
would be
for nothing.

It
was going to be a damned tight thing. The enemy troopers were hot on
the trail of the line force, loping after them in huge, unnatural
bounds thanks
to that damned armor of theirs. Kawalsky's company was acting as rear
guard,
their energy weapons stabbing back in a shining tracery of fire when
seen from
above.

But
the enemy was firing back—and closing.

The
heavy
weapons platoon came scooting past in their Humvees. Gunther had no
idea how
long the vehicles would last in the trackless waste they were entering.
But the
mortars and TOW rocket launchers each vehicle carried would be
invaluable for
holding the line.

Kawalsky's
people fell back in front of the base camp.

Gunther's
face was hard as he overflew the area. There were still people
inside the walls. Apparently they were trying to avoid the fighting
outside the
front gates by climbing over the rear wall. Gunther remembered making
the same
climb and slide to reach this chopper.

Staring
out past the door gunner, he saw what was slowing the tiny
figures below. They were passing stretchers across the berm.

Then,
beyond them, to the west, he saw a questing finger of gold probing
around the next hill. Shouting instructions to his pilot, Gunther held
tight as
the chopper banked.

Damn!
The new flanking force was sizable, and no one had spotted it yet.
The cats were apparently aiming for the cleared fields behind the base
camp. It
would be a killing ground if troops were emplaced on the camp walls and
along
the tree line.

But
there were
no troops there—just refugees, wounded... and a few fleeing
stragglers from
the collapse of the original defense lines. The golden warriors down
there
could loop around the base camp, link up with their opposite numbers
from the
east, and pinch off the tail end of the troops pulling back.
Kawalsky and his people would be lost for sure. Perhaps even O'Neil's
position
would be overrun.

Then
the cats
would be in among the main body
of refugees and Gunther's people, attacking before the line could
solidify...

He
snatched up
the radio handset to report
this new development to his co-commander.

O'Neil's
voice
was tight when he heard.
"I've been talking to the demo teams with Jackson and the hospital
group," he said. "They're still evacuating the wounded."

"Tell
'em to
hurry it up," Gunther
replied. "They'll have hoodats over the eastern wall in minutes—and
more
of the bastards all over them shortly after that. I'm ordering the
battery to
shell the area—maybe we can interdict it that way."

O'Neil
didn't
sound happy to hear that.
"You'll have to shell pretty close to our own people, Colonel."

"Either
that, or
they get blast-lances
up the ass," Gunther replied roughly. He switched frequencies to the
artillery commander and gave his orders.

Then
he called on
the gunships. "I've
got another target for you," he said. "But we'll have to cut it
pretty close. There are friendlies down there, too."

"On
the way," the
chopper leader
replied.

"I'm
going to
drop smoke," Gunther
went on. "Anything east of the smoke is yours. Got it?"

"Free-fire
east of the smoke," the major repeated. "Got
it."

New
orders to the pilot, and the C and C chopper spiraled down. As
Gunther directed the laying of smoke grenades, the door gunners began
firing.

"I
hope whatever you're chopping down there is wearing gold
underwear," Gunther said.

"Jeez,
sir, that's all I see!" the right-hand gunner blurted.

Between
the pillars of smoke, a horde in golden armor came swarming
around the base of a hill. Blast-lances raised.

"Up!"
Gunther screamed to the pilot. "Get us up right
now!"

But
the helicopter couldn't move faster than the speed of light. A
webwork of energy passed over, under... and through the Huey.

The
fusillade of blast-bolts punched through the chopper's armor. The
right-hand gunner bought it, tumbling back, his uniform aflame.

Sparks
flew as the radio and other gear blew out. Gunther leapt for the
gun, cursing in a flat monotone as he sprayed lead back in return for
the
energy bolts he was receiving.

He
never saw the shots that took out the pilot and the rear rotor almost
simultaneously. Then there was just the hideous corkscrew ride
downward...
and the blast on impact.



The
sergeant in
charge of the demolitions
team passed on the good news as Daniel got the last stretcher case over
the
wall. "We've got to get 'em moving, sir," the man said. "Those
shells must be on their way."

What
was that
quote O'Neil sometimes used?
"I can give you everything but time." That's the way Daniel Jackson
felt right now.

Should
he have
waited to see if the troops
could clear that mob of cats away from the front of the base camp? It
hadn't
seemed like a good idea to take the wounded out while the tanks were
mixing it
up with the onrushing enemy.

But,
apparently,
while he and his.handful of
volunteers had been sweating to get the stretcher cases over the back
wall,
just about every fighting man on Ballas had marched—or run—past the
front.

Maybe
quoting
O'Neil was wrong. Perhaps the
quote of the day should be "Haste makes waste."

Maybe
he and his
people would simply get
wasted.

"We're
ready,"
Sha'uri reported.
"Which way do we go?"

Daniel
turned
left. That way was east, where
everybody was supposed to be heading. Safety—at least, the safety of
numbers.

Even
as he
turned, new firing broke out on
that side. A line of gold-armored cats skirted round the flank of the
hill, cutting across the fields,
trying to storm the slopes of the next hill over.

If
Daniel wanted to join O'Neil and the expeditionary force, he'd have to
go through those guys.

He
glanced down at the map in his hands. The paper was slightly
scorched—it had come out of Lieutenant Feretti's BDUs after he'd taken
blast-bolts on both sides of his body. Sitting up in his hospital bed,
he'd
passed the charts along to Daniel when the time came for evacuation.

"Hoodats
to the right of us, hoodats to the left," Daniel
murmured. He looked at the trodden-down grain ahead. Two things
necessary. They
had to get away from the base camp, and they had to get under cover. As
far as
the bad guys knew, all the humans were heading east. So far, the
gold-clad
warriors cutting them off hadn't noticed the knot of evacuees.

"We
head west," Daniel finally said. "Go for the tree
line, as fast as you can. There's a trail that leads up into the hills
on the
other side. We'll get some water, some rest, and then figure out what
to
do."

Their
progress across the open field was enough to make Daniel scream. If
one of the hoodats engaged in the firefight to their left turned
around...

If
the hoodats on their right came pounding up...

The
fleeing
column might just as well be in a shooting gallery. They wouldn't even
be
fast-moving targets. The walking wounded weren't maintaining the
peppiest pace.
Those who could were trying to help the overburdened
stretcher bearers.
Those who couldn't were stoically hobbling along. A few of the refugees
who'd
followed him from the jam at the gate were doing their bit to help.
There were
a very few men who'd come to join their families. But most of the
civilians
were elderly, lost-looking people who simply stumbled along the line of
march.

And
then
there were the wide-eyed, frightened-looking kids, some clinging to a
grandmother or grandfather's hand, too many walking terrified and alone.

They
were
about halfway across the emptiness when the noise of pounding feet came
around
the base of camp hill. Daniel's belly contracted. Just a few minutes
more...

But
the
figures wore woodland BDUs and Earth-style clothing, not golden armor.
A
wild-eyed corporal stared at the desperate procession, then ran over to
Daniel.
"What the hell are you trying to do?" he demanded.

"Trying
to get out of the line of fire." Daniel jerked a thumb to the left.
"They're fighting over there."

In
return,
the corporal flung a hand out to the right. "Well, there's about a
jillion
more of them coming at us from over there."

"Then
help me get these people under cover," Daniel replied.

The
corporal hesitated for a second, then began
calling orders to his men. They were tired and panting, but it meant
more
litter-bearers, and people to help the oldsters as they plodded through
the
beaten-down stubble.

An
explosion sounded from behind them.

"Those
are the camp gates," the demolitions team sergeant muttered. "Bastards
have gotten that far."

Overhead,
shells screamed across the sky, landing close enough to shake the
earth.
Helicopters clattered past, and the crescendo of battle noise to the
right
picked up tempo.

Hold
them back just for a little while,
Daniel silently prayed. At least long enough for us to make it
out of harm's
way...



"The
gunships confirm it, sir," Jack O'Neil's radio operator reported.
"Colonel Gunther's chopper is down in the middle of the enemy force.
It's
burning." He hesitated for a second. "No survivors."

That
was
it, then. Jack O'Neil was now the highest-ranked surviving officer on
Ballas.

Don't
rush
with the champagne, he thought wryly. There are still quite a few
details to
work out before we know that I'll survive.

"Any
trace of the hospital evacuees?" he asked.

"The
choppers spotted them, too," the radioman reported after a brief
exchange.
"Marching for the forest. Looks like they were headed west."

West.
Away from everybody else. O'Neil scrubbed his
face with his hands. Yeah, it probably looked like a
good idea, especially after that bunch of hoodats
cut through the line of march, trying to pinch off the rear guard.

Actually,
the alien attackers had been the ones who got cut off. And now they
were
getting chopped up. O'Neil shook his head. If only we had the
transport, he
thought, we could have picked up the wounded and moved them out
ourselves.

But
the only transport available had been the LAVs, and they'd been
necessary to
blunt the hoodat assault. Now there were only three of them left.

And
we may have to bail out on one of the tanks, as well.

The
only good news was that Kawalsky and his men had made it into the new
defense
line. The refugees—at least the ones they could get their hands on—were
buttoned down.

For
Daniel and his people, all O'Neil could do was hope that the artillery
barrage
and choppers would be enough to keep the enemy at bay long enough.

But
right now, he had the little problem of extricating the troops with him
on this
hill into the defense lines Gunther's marines had set up.

Otherwise,
O'Neil thought, we'll wind up with another change of command.



CHAPTER 7

STABILIZING THE
SITUATION

Colonel
Jack
O'Neil sat in the improvised
command center, listening to after-action reports. Things had gotten
quiet
after the failure of the enemy's pincer attack—especially after they
had nipped
the end of one of the pincers and all but annihilated it.

"We're
patrolling
the area of the
enemy's attack aggressively," one of the company commanders—Captain
Hardiman—said. "Hunter-killer teams."

"I'll
detail some
men to you,"
Major Kawalsky offered. "You need as much punch as possible if you want
to
kill these bastards. That means energy weapons."

"Speaking
of
which," O'Neil put in,
"I have a second duty for your patrols. We want to police up as many
blast-lances as the enemy left."

Captain
Hardiman
looked a little chagrined
not to have thought of that. His mind-set was still on Camp Pendleton
peacetime
duty. Regulations frowned on taking enemy weapons as souvenirs. It was
hard to
accept—or even to think—that the enemy's weapons might be not only
superior,
but desirable.

Maybe
I've
been with the Abydans too much, O'Neil reflected, remembering the
weapons hunts
across the sands. They're really practical on issues like that. So,
too, were
the marines who'd survived combat.

He
smiled
at the captain. "Think of it as very creative scrounging."

Captain
Hardiman's embarrassment slid away as he began to think what a couple
of
blast-lances could do for his company.

The
rest
of the meeting was mere housekeeping. The officers of the 371st seemed
glad
enough to have a commander who knew the ground, and at least Gunther
had left
behind a capable executive officer. Lieutenant Colonel Thomas Turley
and his
staff had seen to getting the headquarters set up, and the troops
settled down.
Units had had their ammunition replenished, and everyone had been fed.

O'Neil
had
gotten the mastadges back to work, packing supplies from the trucks
down in the
forest up to the perimeter in the hills. He knew the hoodats would
start moving
through the forest, scouting for certain, probing for a flank, finally
moving
to envelop his position. It was only a question of when.

And
when
it happened, he wanted to have everything that had come from Earth
safely
behind the lines. For now, he had to be content with keeping the tank
on guard,
along with two platoons of infantry.

It
might be "All Quiet on the Eastern
Front" right now, but that would
heat up again soon enough. The very placement of his headquarters
assured it.
They were sitting on the crest of a false hill, the buried building
housing the
technological treasures that apparently had brought the cat aliens to
Ballas.

The
enemy had taken two of the three existing military objectives on
the planet, the StarGate and the base camp. So Jack O'Neil had sat
himself down
on the last.

As
the meeting broke up, the colonel asked Major Kawalsky to stay behind.
"How do you think we did today, Major?"

Kawalsky
shook his head. "We survived, which is pretty good
considering the situation earlier today. We managed to extract most of
our
forces and keep our heavy weapons. And, of course, we got most of the
civilians
out alive. A good retreat." His expression didn't seem happy.

"But
you don't know of many forces that won wars by
retreating," O'Neil finished for him.

"Considering
we have a rough parity of forces, I'd say the enemy's
technology kicked our butt pretty good," Kawalsky admitted. "That and
their discipline. Talk about relentless! Those guys took our best
shots—and
calmly realigned their ranks while we shot the asses off 'em." He
hesitated a second. "Not the best thing in the world for morale."

"Impressive,"
O'Neil admitted. "But wasteful. They lost a
lot of cats in those frontal assaults."

"They
wanted to keep our people pinned while they infiltrated
maneuver units to threaten the flank and rear," Kawalsky said. "The
old one-two punch."

The
colonel frowned, tapping the pile of hastily written reports.
"But they didn't coordinate their punches. According to these G-2
reports,
when they had us reeling, the enemy didn't go for the kill, but waited
to call
in special units for the frontal assault. Why?"

"Maybe
the Pussies called in their version of the marines for the
big push," Kawalsky offered with a grin. "Otherwise... political
shock troops? Religious zealots?" He shrugged. "Sir, we just don't
know enough about these guys to figure out why."

"I'm
betting that we've learned enough," O'Neil said. "My
strategy is to try to force a change of tactics on them. We're sitting
on their
final objective, with a perimeter encircling it—no flanks. We'll be
fighting
from prepared positions, with indirect fire in support. The cats will
have to
make frontal assaults—all of them, not just their
special storm
troopers."

"You
want them to fight like the French in World War One,"
Kawalsky said.

"You
know about that big blast—that had to be Halloran's demolitions
charges. We can't get inside the pyramid to check out what happened,
but I
don't think it's a coincidence that our choppers haven't seen any more
reinforcements coming out of there."

O'Neil
leaned forward over the improvised table. "The name of
the game is
attrition. We've got to force the enemy's attention on us—and not allow
them
the luxury of digging out the StarGate."

"So
what's our next move?"

"Colonel
Turley is already working on that—he's got our people digging in."

"The
battle of Hidey-hole Hill," Kawalsky said.

O'Neil
pulled a face. He hated that name, but it was all through the
expeditionary
force already. He knew it referred to the bolt-hole the aliens had used
while
they were still pretending to be forest creatures. But he felt it as a
kind of
reproach—that he was hiding instead of bringing the
fight to the enemy.

"Have
you checked the underground installation, sir?"

"That
was next on my list, Major."

They
headed for a spot below the crest of the hill, where a large talus
slope led up
to what at first appeared to be a cave—but was actually a smashed-in
window in
a buried building. People were already inside, their flashlights
flickering
through the open entrance.

"Douse
those lights," O'Neil growled. "And send someone to get a blanket or
something to cover this opening. What do you want to do—create a magnet
for
snipers?"

An
embarrassed-looking Abydan appeared and rushed off to where tents were
being
erected.

Inside,
they
found Colonel Turley, several
staff people, and Kasuf and Skaara.

"Charge
a nickel
a tour, and we could
start cleaning up," Kawalsky muttered.

"Have
you seen
the pictures yet?" O'Neil
asked, moving to the doorway on the far side of the room. The marines
and
Abydans followed. O'Neil had a mental picture of the place from
Feretti's oral
report. His patrol had checked what they thought was a cave,
discovering the
buried complex and becoming the first casualties of the cats' armed
attack.

They
stepped into
a vast space, perfectly
black. Flashlight beams caught a knee-high metal balustrade fencing off
a huge,
round well. Turley knelt at the edge, his flash barely illuminating the
retaining
wall on the far side. "Multiple levels, surrounding an open court,"
he said.

Again,
as Feretti
had described it. O'Neil
shook his head. Somehow, he had expected more of the enigmatic aliens.
This
architecture reminded him of nothing so much as a galleria mall.

"Turn
the lights
on the wall behind
us," he said.

Gasps
rewarded
his suggestion, as they found
not a wall but a vista. Somehow, the extinct aliens had managed to
imprint a
perfect holographic image into a wall-covering. It was as Feretti
described—a
portrait of long-dead, lizardlike aliens with eyes like pools of
iridescent
black ink. Their ash gray bodies stood in front of a fairyland of
crystal
shapes with more familiar-looking hills behind.

So
that's what Ra
looked like when he was
wearing his own body, O'Neil thought. Not the sort of guy you'd like to
meet on
a dark night. He paused. But then, neither am I.

Still,
the
pictures raised all sorts of
unanswerable questions. What could those vanished lizards have told us
about
this world? About the cats who are attacking us?

Skaara
was in the
group of explorers. He
grabbed hold of one of the flashlights, directing its beam high over
the heads
of the extinct aliens. The first explorers had missed something—an
inscription
in spidery figures that nonetheless suggested hieroglyphics. O'Neil
suddenly
remembered that the young man had been a student in Daniel Jackson's
literacy
program.

"Hard
to make
out," Skaara said.
"My best guess is something like 'The Sodality for Matter and Energy
Knowledge.' "

"You
can read
that?" Turley
demanded.

They
wound their
way down from level to
level, checking the images and asking Skaara to translate any other
inscriptions they found. Several were downright prosaic, like "Third
Level" or a name. Perhaps it was the nameplate for an office. The
pictures
continued to show details of daily life from eons ago. They passed the
image of
a cat-alien fetching and carrying for some of the grayskins. The
implication of
servitude was obvious.

It
was only
underscored by the arena scene where
two of the felines tore at each other with their natural weapons while
their
reptilian masters sat very still, dignified, but with avidity in their
eyes.

"Charming
bunch
of people,"
Kawalsky muttered.

"Feretti
had the
same reaction,"
O'Neil replied. "But maybe this begins to explain Ra."

The
lowest level,
the great floor of the
well, should have been the food court in O'Neil's mall image. Instead,
it was
some sort of technological museum or display.

"The
Hall of
Gizmos," O'Neil said
with a twinge of irony. "Matter and Energy Knowledge" sounded like
physics to him. But it seemed the grayskins had a considerably more
hands-on
than theoretical bent in their studies. Who knows what the hell these
things
could do? he thought.

Then
he realized
there was a way to find out.
"Kasuf," he said, turning to the last Elder of the Abydans. "Do
you think your people would mind cleaning this place up? It might make
safer
quarters for the noncombatants."

The
colonel
gestured to more of the enigmatic
inscriptions. "And you've got a large number of people who worked at
translating Ra's technical manuals. This is something else they could
do."



The
warrior crouched in the growing darkness, transmitting again for
orders. No response came from either the Centurion or the Recorders. It
had
been hours since he had seen any of his Hunt-mates. The fire from the
sky had
destroyed them, leaving him alone. Conflicting programs held him
immobile. He
had been ordered up the hill, but also to do so in strict formation.
How could
a lone unit assume any formation?

Then
there was noise, the sound of footsteps and approaching voices. The
warrior froze in the shadows. Words flowed past him.

"You
want the Urt-men to get all the blast-lances?" an alien
voice hissed. "We were burnt by them, too. We deserve some!"

Three
figures came into view, wearing a variety of fabric coverings and
each carrying one of the primitive projectile weapons.

Deeper,
more basic programming took over. The warrior launched himself
into motion, his blast-lance leveled and triggering even as he moved.
The bolt
caught the farthest intruder in the chest, setting the fabric there
afire even
as it smashed him down.

The
other
two turned with high-pitched cries, firing their own weapons in a
steady
crackle. One of the enemy missed him altogether. The other's hose of
bullets
caught him glancingly on the shoulder. The impact started to spin the
warrior
around. But rather than falling, he turned the motion into a full twirl,
snapping a bolt at the better aimer
even before he stopped moving.

The
alien's head exploded, and his fellow, still howling, turned to flee.

A
dark joy that had nothing to do with programming filled the warrior as
he fired again. His bolt struck the running alien at the juncture of
head and
torso, decapitating him.

As
programming dictated, the warrior broadcast the kill messages.

This
time, he was answered.

"What
unit?" a snappish voice demanded. It was the voice of a
she, not the Centurion, but certainly a commander. The warrior gave his
Hunt
designation and sign.

"You
have done well, warrior."

The
warrior felt a sudden rush of pleasure, along with a totally
inappropriate desire to groom himself. But his programming reasserted
itself as
new orders came in. "Conceal yourself in the nearby vicinity. Sniper
mode.
Report any kills and large-scale patrols."

The
warrior acknowledged and moved off to avoid too close proximity to
his kills. He found a new place of concealment on the rocky slope and
crouched
down, activating night vision as the darkness became deeper. His
blast-lance
was at the ready.

He
had his orders. Programming was in command.

And
it was satisfied.



It
could have
been worse, Daniel Jackson
mused as his motley crew rested along the forest trail. They had made
the
shelter of trees, all except the tail end of the column, which had
wound up too
close to an errant artillery shell. That had added a couple of
additional
patients to the stretcher brigade, and it had vaporized the demolitions
sergeant who, unfortunately, was the only one in the group with a radio.

Daniel
had tried
to sort out the fugitives
into some sort of order. There had been about fifty effective fighters.
He'd
organized them into a point squad and a rear guard. The less badly
wounded,
maybe seventy-five people, helped the stretcher bearers carry the
thirty or so
worse off, with some aid from innumerable grandmas, grandpas, and
bigger kids.

Now
he sat in the
deep forest, the
cartographic team maps spread across his knees, consulting with the
stretcher-bound Lieutenant Feretti. Daniel was nervous. The patient
seemed
feverish and sweaty. But then, Feretti always was a bit on the intense
side.

"So,
if we follow
this path it will take
us out of the forest and into the hills."

Feretti
nodded.
"There's a stream that
cut a little valley there."

"And
what does
this little mark
mean?"

The
lieutenant
peered. "Damn! I forgot
all about that! It's good news, Daniel. The colonel stashed some
supplies out
there. You know he doesn't like to keep all his eggs in one basket."

Daniel
felt a
certain relief. That had been
his next problem. Where was he going to find food with all these mouths
to
feed?

And
the stream
would provide water for an
increasingly parched bunch of people.

"Sounds
like a
place to spend the
night," he said. "If Colonel O'Neil thought it was okay..

Feretti
caught
him with his feverish eyes.
"Yeah, but that was before the colonel expected an alien invasion."

"It's
still our
best shot," Daniel
said. "And it's just about as far as most of these people can force
themselves to move."



Sha'uri
joined
Daniel and they wended their
way along the game trail. She had an excellent sense of direction, and
she was
increasingly disturbed by their course.

"This
is taking
us farther and farther
from the others," she pointed out in a low voice.

"I
know," he
replied equally
quietly. She made him feel like the stereotypical dad behind the
steering wheel
who refuses to ask for directions. But he wasn't lost, he had a
destination in
mind. Producing the map, Daniel explained about the supply dump hidden
in the western
wall of the wooded valley.

"It
seemed like
the best place to spend
the night," he
said.
"If we try to head east, we'll get caught by darkness while we're still
in
the woods. How do you think the old folks will deal with that?"

The
older civilians and children had been assigned the roles of beaters
during the great cat hunt. They had gone into the forest with a variety
of
noisemakers, only to be chased, captured, and used as human shields
when one
set of cats attempted to pass the base camp. Daniel and Sha'uri had
both nearly
gotten killed infiltrating the knots of hostages and taking out their
captors.
He didn't like remembering it. But the former victims obviously had
worse
memories. He could see that in the way the oldsters peered fearfully at
every
shadow.

"You
have a point," Sha'uri conceded. She rubbed her eyes,
suddenly very tired. "Perhaps I'm not thinking clearly. I'm worried
about
Father and Skaara."

According
to the contingency plans, Kasuf should have been at the head of
the refugee column, and Skaara at the tail with a militia rear guard.
In the
messy escape that had shaken out, how could they be sure who was where?

Sha'uri
remembered the view from the camp walls, golden-armored warriors
surging after refugees. Anything could have happened.

Damn
the
fates that had taken their only radio! At least then they could have
told
Colonel O'Neil where they were, and she might have gotten word. Instead,
they marched into unknown territory,
where enemies might or might not be found, with her heart full of
doubts about
her own safety and that of the ones she loved.

She
glanced at Daniel and his crumpled map.

How
did he manage to stay so calm?



Daniel
clung to the advice his professor had given him before his first
big lecture. "Take it easy, keep calm, and try not to make an ass of
yourself."

He
was very aware of Sha'uri striding along beside him. Here we go, into
the mouth of death once more, he thought. Should he try to offer some
comfort,
or would that be taken the wrong way? Sha'uri was always good at taking
care of
herself. It was her concern for others that usually got her into
trouble.

Like
the time so soon after they'd first met, when she led a couple of
Skaara's boy commandos to rescue him from being executed by the newly
returned
Ra.

The
climax of that adventure had resulted in her taking a near-mortal
wound from a blast-lance. Only Ra's healing sarcophagus, high
technology so
advanced it seemed like magic, had brought her back.

This
time around, as usual, her fear wasn't for herself, but for her family.
They moved along in silence until she tripped over a tree root that had
insinuated itself across the trail.

Daniel
caught Sha'uri as she stumbled, flinging an arm around her
shoulder to steady her.

She
gave him an odd, unreadable look as they took another step together.

"Thank
you," she said.

He
dropped his arm, and they moved on in silence again.



The
stream and valley were not the idyllic dell that Daniel had pictured.
They formed something more like a gully, and pretty steep at first. A
lot of
people got wet feet because the best route was the streambed itself.

Feretti
seemed a little better with a cold compress across his brows.
"It opens up a little once we're past the first ridge," he said.
"Then you've got to look for a little copse or thicket."

They
found it, a knot of trees surrounded by low brush. Those who were
able set to work breaking off branches from the bushes to create some
sort of
shelter for the older folks and more serious cases.

Another
group set to work digging up the supply cache.

"Do
you have any idea what's stashed there?" Daniel asked
Feretti.

The
lieutenant shrugged, then winced at the pain from his shoulder. "Got to
remember to stop doing that." He gave Daniel a wry grin. Then in answer
to
the
question, he said, "Food, for certain. Maybe a couple of
weapons and ammunition."

"A
radio?" Daniel
asked, looking
toward Sha'uri, who was tending one of the wounded.

"This
was fairly
early, when we first arrived."
Feretti sounded dubious. "It would be colony
supplies, and you know how scarce radios were."

A
happy shout
from the diggers announced the
discovery of the cache. It held pouches of MREs, military rations,
which
everyone loudly despised—but which were happily (and hungrily) accepted
now. A
case of M-16s was unearthed, and a couple of cases of ammunition.

But
no radio.

They
were still
on their own.


CHAPTER 8

THE
PROPER TOOL

Colonel
Jack O'Neil was heading back to the command post after chow when
he bumped into Lieutenant Fuentes. The younger man looked a little
bemused as
he climbed to the summit of Hidey-hole Hill.

"Spending
some time inside the hole?" he asked. "I was
pretty impressed with the Hall of Gizmos."

Fuentes
laughed. "That's as good a name for it as any," he
admitted. "I was more impressed with what the colonists have been doing
down there."

O'Neil's
eyebrows rose. "I just gave them the okay to clean the
place up a couple of hours ago."

The
lieutenant grinned. "You should see it now."

O'Neil
diverted his path to the hole in the hill. He nodded with
satisfaction to find a blanket masking the opening.

They
got to work pretty quickly, he thought.

Inside,
he walked through the room, noticing that someone had swept the
dust of ages off the floor.

There
was another blanket in the far doorway, and when O'Neil pushed it
aside, he found a soft glow emanating from inside. Where was it coming
from?

On
the other side
of the blanket, Abydan
civilians were busy sweeping and cleaning. The illumination came from a
gently
rippling sheet of light emanating from the shin-high balustrades
overlooking
the central well. The sheen reminded O'Neil of the soap-bubble glow
that spread
across the StarGate torus just before a passenger transited. Intrigued,
he
walked over to the wall of light and pushed his hand into it.

It
didn't feel
like light and air. There was
a solid yet intangible barrier under his fingers, which seemed to give
slightly
but then resisted his further efforts.

A
force field, he
thought. And the grayskins
managed to press it into double duty. The glow was the same sort of
gauzy light
he remembered from the corridors of the long-dead aliens' spaceships.

The
colonel
turned to the elderly woman who
stood nearby, sweeping. Her broom was a bunch of twigs tied together.
"How
did this come to be?" he asked in his rudimentary Abydan.

"I
do not have
the words," she
replied politely, but with a bemused undertone. "But I have sent for
Skaara. When he comes, he will tell."

O'Neil
idly
watched the cleaning detail as he
waited. Then he noticed that the rags were squares of cloth with
woodland
camouflage patterns.

"Where
did that
come from, Mother?"
he asked another of the women.

"The
hospital,"
she said, her voice
very quiet.

Yes,
he thought
coldly. There were lots of
uniforms being snipped away that the owners would never wear again.

O'Neil
supposed
he ought to applaud the
Abydans' practicality. But it only seemed to underscore the job they
faced,
trying to set up another home for themselves with even less than they
had when
they came to Ballas.

Skaara
arrived,
looking thoroughly weary
though polite.

O'Neil
gestured
toward the force fields.
"It's a lot safer and brighter in here than the last time I visited. I
didn't think those knee-high panels would stop a man from falling."

"Or
a child,"
Skaara agreed.

"But
it seems
your translators had their
first success."

The
younger man
shrugged. "We sent
translators with your marines while they searched this place."

O'Neil
nodded.
After emerging, he'd told
Turley to go over the place from top to bottom, making sure there were
no other
exits—or potential entrances for hostile forces.

"One
of the
translators came to the
power plant. He recognized it from one of Ra's manuals for his
slave-technicians."
Skaara shrugged again. "You know how those things are—what's the
word?—like cookbooks. Osar remembered which switches to manipulate"—he
gestured—"and then there was light."

More
than that,
O'Neil realized. The air
smelled distinctly fresher. "I'm glad for you," he said. "This
makes your work that much easier."

Skaara
nodded.
"My people are happier
behind walls than under canvas." He grinned. "Even when those walls
are underground."

Now
it was
O'Neil's turn to nod. With the
cramped quarters and thick adobe walls of Nagada, there had never been
such
things as picture windows, just openings for light and air. As long as
the
Abydans could get out in the sun from time to time, these quarters
would
probably seem comfortable enough.

"We
ought to
thank you. It was your
suggestion that made this possible," Skaara went on. "It made me
wonder what other surprises we might find down here." He glanced toward
the well with the Hall of Gizmos below—all those mysterious machines.

"Obviously,
we
can't flip switches at
random. Osar was lucky. We must have organization, control. Father is
busy
getting the people settled in, reuniting families and such. And anyway,
he
isn't skilled enough in the old symbols—or fluent enough in English—to
talk
with your people. I have to fight. My men need organizing yet again...
and
they need me."

To
stiffen their
spines, O'Neil silently
finished the thought. Skaara was a good
leader, and that was what
the Abydan militia desperately needed.

"If
only—" Skaara began, but he
cut the words off.

Again,
O'Neil could finish for him, seeing the pain and worry in his young
protege's
eyes. He was thinking about Sha'uri. She'd have been perfect to run the
translating operation. It was something she'd already done during the
space
buildup to defend Earth from Hathor and the Boat of a Million
Years.

Daniel
Jackson could have done it, too, but he was out there, somewhere on
this
suddenly hostile planet. The hospital group hadn't been in contact
since they
left the base camp. O'Neil's radio calls had gone unanswered.

"If
only—" Skaara said. Well, O'Neil, too, wished that Sha'uri and Daniel
were
here. But they might as well wish for more tanks, or extra
ammunition... or,
for that matter, for a spare StarGate tucked away in this building's
basement.

Skaara
tried to adopt a businesslike tone. "I'd like to suggest someone to run
the effort—Imiseba."

The
colonel stared at the younger man, almost in shock. Imiseba was the
rabble-rouser who'd divided the colony and almost launched a coup
against
Kasuf, his family, and the Earthmen on Ballas. One of his subordinates
had
plotted to blow up the Star-Gate and isolate the colony, but one of the
watching cats had figured something was up and intervened.

O'Neil
himself
had confronted Imiseba, ready
to put a bullet in his head. But fear of the cats had forced unity back
on the
colonists, and Imiseba had sunk back into the crowd.

"He's
a good
translator," Skaara
said, responding to O'Neil's dubious expression. "Trained by Daniel. He
worked on a lot of difficult projects, and he does know how to get
along with
your people, even if he has been—how do you say it?—a pain in the butt."

"In
the ass,"
O'Neil corrected.
"He certainly showed he could be that." He looked at Skaara,
wondering if the young man was showing another streak of that Abydan
practicality. With Imiseba buried on the translation detail, he
wouldn't have
the chance to become a war hero.

"Sounds
okay to
me. Why don't you take
care of it?"



The
world took on
a ghastly greenish tint
through the night-sight lenses of Niay's helmet-mask. The effect seemed
to put
a tinge of verdigris on the armor of the Servitor reporting to the
Centurion.

"What
progress
has your unit made
against the enemy positions?" Niay asked.

"None,
Centurion," came the
response.

Niay's
tail
whipped in agitation. Bad enough
that the enemy had entrenched itself around the whole reason for the
Clan's
expedition. But the Director had halted all large-scale effort once the
ape-vermin had established themselves.

The
Centurion
knew why. As a percentage of
the Clan's forces, the Successor officer caste was tiny. News moved
swiftly
through the small community. By now, all the self-aware Clan members
knew that
the Star Gate had been cut off.

That
meant no
reinforcements. And just as
surely, Director Merraq had decided to dedicate all his available
troops to the
job of dislodging the enemy rather than digging out the way home.

The
orders now
were to probe the enemy's
positions unmercifully, night and day, to find the weak spot for a
major
attack. Field commanders like Niay preferred to use the close-assault
Hunts
rather than their own units for such dirty work.

Additional
care
had to be exercised, however.
The programming drilled into the expendables' brains allowed Niay to
send them
into dangerous attacks, but it required precise orders and constant
feedback
from the Recorder units.

The
Hunt used in
the latest thrust had
already suffered heavy casualties in the afternoon's fighting. Even so,
it had
made considerably less headway than other formations.

For
Niay, that
brought a whiff of a
particularly noxious kind. He hoped he was wrong, but he had ordered
one of the
unit's Recorders back to his position. Now his nostrils were full of
the
metaphorical reek.

Close-assault
Hunts were excellent weapons,
but the blade quickly lost its edge. The expendables were regressives,
Servitors whose instincts warred with their indoctrination. Sooner or
later,
the latest round of programming began to fail. In a perfect campaign,
the units
would be used up before that time.

The
Ballas
operation, however, was far from a
perfect campaign. And the indications were that this particular Hunt
had begun
to rot.

Well,
there was
still some use to be gotten
out of them. "Recorder, you will return to your unit. Organize an
attack
for maximum damage to the enemy's position—to the last Servitor, if
necessary," Niay ordered.

The
Recorder
hesitated. "Centurion, is
that... necessary?"

Niay
stared at
the Servitor. "It is my
order."

"This
order will
destroy the Hunt."
The Recorder's tail whipped in agitation. "It is doom."

"It
is your
order. Return to the line
and implement it." The psychic stink threatened to choke Niay. He
gestured
with his blast-lance.

The
Recorder's
helmet-mask shifted around,
taking in the weapon and the positions of the other members of Niay's
Hunt.
"This unit does not wish—"

In
mid-sentence,
the Servitor suddenly lunged
at Niay. The Centurion couldn't tell if it was an attack, or merely a
bid to
escape. Either way, indoctrinated combat responses took over. The
Recorder was
too close for Niay to bring his blast-lance to bear. So he used it as a
staff,
batting the Recorder's weapon out of line, then swinging it around to
trip the
renegade unit.

Even
as he did
so, Niay barked orders into
his helmet communicator. Servitors from his Hunt launched themselves at
the
Recorder even as he sprawled on the ground.

Blast-lances
followed the Recorder as he
rolled, trying to regain his feet.

"This
unit has
become unstable,"
Niay told his loyal Servitors. "It must be destroyed."



Merraq's
lips
writhed back from his teeth as
he took in Niay's report.

"So,"
he snarled
to his staff,
"the rot starts even now. Disband Centurion Weneg's close-assault Hunt.
Bring Weneg back here, where I will make my displeasure with him known.
He
should have spotted the problem before Niay had to deal with it. As to
the
surviving Servitors, spread them among other such units in need of
replacements."

"Director,"
one
of the shes asked
in trepidation, "you do not prefer to... expend it?"

"I
do not have a
sufficiency of
close-assault Hunts as it is," Merraq snapped, "only so much as were
deemed necessary for action against a
much weaker foe."

He
glared at Sekhmet. "I was misinformed, just as I was misinformed
on every front about these miserable, unstable ape-vermin. I think all
of them
are mad!"

The
rest of the staff flinched at his last word. It seemed to echo like
the basest profanity.

Merraq
paid no attention. "They run as if they were toothless, then
fight claw and fang over nothing—to save useless units—and then squat
over our
quarry like a bunch of regressives fouling their own water hole. If not
all of
them, then their commander must be mad!"

"Unas'ankh
thought the aliens were... different from us,"
Sekhmet finally said. "I did not agree—it seemed beyond belief. He said
the others placed a very high value on their noncombatant units,
especially the
older and immature ones."

Merraq
noticed that she did not call the enemy "ape-vermin."

"The
worn-out and half-programmed," he said contemptuously.
"What 'value' could be found among such?"

"I
merely repeat my former superior's observation, Director,"
Sekhmet replied, though Merraq could hear a certain edge in her voice.
"Unas'ankh sought to capture some of them to use as a shield in passing
the enemy encampment."

"A
brilliant
strategy indeed,"
Merraq gibed, suddenly furious at the dead scout leader who had
precipitated
this disastrous contact.

"But
it didn't
work, did it?"



Major
Kawalsky
blinked his eyes, feeling as
if the sands of lost Abydos had somehow invaded the lids. He and
Colonel Turley
had been working a day and a night getting the 371st ready for the move
to
Ballas. Then he'd spent a day fighting, and the night leading his men
as the
fire brigade, responding to the enemy's feints at the developing
defense line.

The
defenders now
had at least had
rudimentary defenses set up on the ridges encircling Hidey-hole Hill.
Large
concentrations of cats were greeted with indirect fire from the
artillery and
mortars, and sometimes rockets if they pressed in too close to the
defense
line.

But
these were
hardly defenses in depth, and
the enemy had shown itself all too adept at infiltration tactics. Jack
O'Neil
believed the best defense was an aggressive defense. That meant patrols
to
discover any marauding cats before they got into the lines.

It
also meant
calling on the Space Marines to
blunt any serious enemy probes. Kawalsky's men had the only weapons to
meet the
cats toe to toe. But his men weren't made of iron. They needed rest.

The
major
scribbled on a piece of paper atop
an empty rations carton by the light of a flash, cudgeling his tired
brain to
come up with the solution for his current problem. He had to come up
with some
sort of rotation for his men before they started sleepwalking through
combat
and got themselves killed.

Blinking
his
grainy eyes again, he
thought—one platoon as a ready reaction force, fully alert, one on
security
detail, twenty-five percent standing down and resting while the rest
stood
alert. Then the third could have seventy-five percent standing down so
most of the
men could get some sleep.

Now
if the enemy
could only cooperate by not
attacking in so many places that he needed all his people on the line...

"That
plan's not
going to work,
Major," a voice said in his ear.

"Now
I know I'm
too dopey to do any good."
Kawalsky looked up at Jack O'Neil. "I didn't even hear you come into
the
tent, Colonel."

"That's
because
you're asleep on your
feet, Major," O'Neil replied. "I'm ordering you to get some rest. We
can handle the hot spots with energy weapons men from my command and
the
Abydans relieving at least some of your people. And you'll be receiving
a
platoon of converted riflemen eager to learn the art of energy-weapons
warfare.
We picked up at least enough enemy weapons on the field today to equip
them
with blast-lances—and still sprinkle a few among the rifle companies."

"Okay,
sir." Kawalsky began folding up his plan with fumbling fingers. God, he
was tired.

"Pussies
on the line, sir!" The call came in to the command tent, another demand
for the fire brigade.

O'Neil
grabbed Kawalsky's blast-lance before the major could reach it.

"Bed
for you, Kawalsky," the colonel said, heading for the tent slit with
the
weapon. "We can handle this till first light."



The
sounds
of fighting did not penetrate the depths of the complex inside the
hill.
Imiseba was glad for that. He'd been sitting in a hastily scratched-out
hole on
a hilltop, part of the outer edge of the defenses. The plastic stock of
the
M-16 in his hands had been greasy to the touch. His hands had been
sweating too
much.

This
was a
mixed position, Abydan militia and marines dug in together. Imiseba
wondered if
that was to keep an eye on him. There was no love lost between Imiseba
and the
Urt-men—Earthmen, he corrected himself. He had better English than the
average
Abydan.

He'd
thought he knew better about how to lead the colony, but Fate and
Colonel Jack
O'Neil had thwarted his plans to take power and keep the Abydan people
safe.

Perhaps
that was for the best, Imiseba had to
concede. He'd made his plans in ignorance of the existence of the
alien
reconnaissance team. Their attack had come frighteningly close to
destroying
the entire colony. If the defense had been further disrupted—say, by
faction
fighting in the aftermath of a coup—they might not have survived.

As
it was, the
militia had been driven and
chivvied almost at will by the devil-cats.

Perhaps
that was
the other reason for the
marines in this position. O'Neil wanted to stiffen their defense.

He'd
sat in his
hole on guard, sweating all
over his rifle stock, thinking of other times he'd run from the cats,
of the
continued retreat all day, of other battles lost and won. Imiseba
wasn't the
type to leap into battle. He preferred thinking to crude physical
action. But
when his turn came to dig, hard work was definitely preferable to his
thoughts.

And
when a petty
captain came with the
request that he go inside, Imiseba found that the most preferable offer
of all.

"Wait
here until
I finish with the outside
barrier," the petty captain told him. He muffled the outer entrance,
then
they strode across the room and through the blanket at the inner
doorway.
Imiseba blinked at the gauzy iridescence within.

A
true son of
Nagada, he gave a deep, if
well-hidden, sigh at the prospect of being inside a strong structure.
Although,
he thought, if I were in charge, I'd have people whitewash those
murals. The
alien beings pictured therein were creepy.

Only
when he tore
his eyes from the
ashy-skinned monsters did he sight Skaara.

"You
called for me?" Imiseba said, coloring when he realized the amount of
emphasis he had put on the first word. He decided to keep his next
question
short and to the point. "Why?"

"This
whole
place"—Skaara waved an
arm to take in all the floors of the multilevel atrium—"is full of
strange
machines and records in the old writing. Ra's writing. We need
translators."

"And
you thought
of me? I would have
imagined Daniel or Sha'uri—" Imiseba shut up at the glance Skaara gave
him.

"Both
are lost,"
the militia leader
said flatly. "I know you can translate, but what I really need is
someone
to coordinate the work."

"And
you thought
of me. An honor, I
suppose." Imiseba's mind was already turning over ways to make the
position more advantageous.

His
flippant
smile faltered under Skaara's
relentless gaze. "Not an honor. A responsibility. You'll report
directly
to me. This will not be soft, safe duty for—your loyal followers."

Imiseba
was
painfully aware that there were
all too few of them nowadays.

"My
first need is
to put as many
warriors on the battleline as possible," Skaara went on. "You may have
some of the wounded, but the bulk of
your translating staff will be noncombatants."

Women,
Imiseba thought. He leaves me with the women while he directs the
war!

"It's
your choice," Skaara finished. "As the Earthmen say,
I've given it to you straight. I think you can be of help. Will you?"

Imiseba's
face was stiff. He wouldn't show his anger at Skaara's stinging
words. And he didn't want to show the fear he suddenly felt at the
thought of
leaving these walls.

He
nodded. "I will help. You'll see, I'm the best man for the
job." 


CHAPTER 9

SECRETS
OF SUCCESS

Sharp
little black eyes glared at them from the mass of wrinkles on the
old woman's face. "So you want my advice on what we should do, do you?
I
thought you young ones knew everything there was to know."

Sha'uri
felt a twinge that did not come from spending the night sleeping
rough. "We thought we could benefit from the counsel of those who are
trusted among our number, Mother." Perhaps the honorific would help to
soothe the old mastadge.

This
Elder had been part of the mob floundering at the camp gates until
Daniel had taken charge and led them to whatever safety they had now.
Yet it
was Daniel who'd suggested polling the respected members of the
community—quietly and privately. There was an element of politics in
that,
Sha'uri thought. Or perhaps Daniel was still traumatized by his last
attempt at
democracy, a town meeting where he'd been vilified just short of being
lynched.

At
least asking for advice was quieter, if just about as unpleasant.

"What
should we do? I say we should stay in this place for a little while. At
least
we haven't seen any of those devils"—she made a warding sign—"and
we're better off here than in the Big Dark." That was the name for the
deep forest among these desert-bred folk.

"Here
at least we've found food and a place to rest." She shook her head, an
unexpected look of sympathy coming to her crabbed features. "There was
a
young girl—very much with child. I feared she was going to drop the
baby as we
walked among the trees."

"You
realize that there's not that much food in the cache we dug up,"
Sha'uri
said. "And we have very little to treat the wounded... or that pregnant
woman."

The
eyes
grew sharp again. "Are you asking my opinion, or telling me?"

Sha'uri
felt her face grow warm. She was arguing a case, she
realized, pushing
for her own views. The sooner they got through the forest and back to
the bulk
of their people, the better.

Father
is
better suited to this sort of thing than I am, Sha'uri thought. There
was too
much of Earth in her now for the traditional Abydans to accept, but too
much of
her was Abydan to be comfortable with Earth culture.

That
conflict had started her trouble with Daniel—trouble that had led to
him going off not merely with another woman,
but with
Hathor, the would-be goddess who'd destroyed Abydos.

Silently,
Sha'uri wrote down the old woman's opinions and went on to the next
person on
her list.

When
she
and Daniel compared their responses, he shook his head. "So the
consensus
is that we should stay put, at least for the time being."

"It's
not a very realistic position," Sha'uri said angrily. "Especially for
the long term. How much longer will those MREs hold out? And some of
their
ideas are pure fantasy, like the old man who thought they might send
searchers
out."

She
snorted. "It's what the Elders would do after a sandstorm, to help
travelers along customary routes. Can you imagine Colonel O'Neil
stripping
himself of defenders to search for us in the wilderness?"

Daniel's
voice was deceptively quiet. "On the other hand, we could send some
people
looking for him."
He
spread the map, pointing. "We know where O'Neil and the others are
supposed to be. Under the contingency plans, we were all going to take
refuge
around here—Hidey-hole Hill."

Sha'uri
stabbed an impatient finger onto the map. "Unfortunately, getting there
from here means traversing the forest. It's virtually uncharted—and we
know how
well the cats do among the trees."

"We'd
be crazy to take the whole group into a potential
ambush," Daniel agreed. "I want to send a few scouts and check out
the base camp."

"Back
to where we
just escaped
from?" Sha'uri couldn't believe what she was hearing. "Why?"

"We
have to find
out where the cats
are—and where they aren't. If they're not using the camp, we might be
able to
get more supplies. Food, medicine... maybe a
radio."

On
the map,
Daniel circled the symbol for the
camp. "And, provided the place isn't crawling with cats, it gives us
some
possibilities of reestablishing contact with O'Neil. When things fell
apart at
the camp, some of the people who got trapped were supposed to be group
leaders
during the evacuation. From the camp gates, they'll know the routes to
Hidey-hole Hill."

"But
those routes
will certainly be
blocked by cats!" Sha'uri objected. "Daniel, those things have got to
be attacking our people up there. They may even be using the base camp
as a
staging area!"

"That's
what
we've got to find
out," Daniel said. "In any event, it's all academic until I get a
look at the camp."

Sha'uri
stared at
him. "You
want a look?"

He
nodded. "One
of the demolition guys—Sholto—and a militiaman named Tetiky agreed to
go with me."

"So
we can waste
three lives instead of
just one?"

"I
should have
expected this,"
Daniel said grimly.

"Can
my objection be that much of a surprise to you?" she shot back.

"Why,
no," he said flatly. "Objections have become like a tradition between
us. At the first suggestion that I wanted to stay out here, you started
picking
holes in that plan. Then you got ahead of me on going back to the camp
to dump
on that. Why not attack how many people in the scouting party?"

A
furious
answer rose to her tongue, but the words couldn't seem to get out past
an
obstruction in her throat. "Sh-shouldn't I worry about you?"

Daniel
shook his head. "I think that was about the last
thing you were
doing, Sha'uri." He sighed. "Not that I'm necessarily surprised. It's
like that goddamn town meeting. My credibility is all used up around
here."

"Of
course—that's why everyone followed you out of the camp when you said,
'Ho!
Here!' "

"I
just pointed the way, and they ran."

"And
then you read the map and led us here."

"Don't
try to talk to me about indispensability. Feretti made
the map. He'll be
there for you to talk to if you need survival stuff. No way is he going
anywhere, tied to that stretcher." Daniel's face twisted. "You're the
one people will listen to. You've got the prestige—"

"Oh,
yes, I'm my father's daughter. And soon
I'll be the hero's widow. You're even leaving me a good advisor. Have
you
made out your last will and testament?"

He
flinched.
"Sha'uri—"

"I'll
give you an
old saying of my
father's. He told me it was handed down in the family for generations,
through
all the time we served Ra as slaves. 'It's easy to die—much harder to
live.'
"

Sha'uri
glared at
him. "Guess which I
think you're doing?"

"Oh,
yeah," he
suddenly snapped
back at her, "I have so much to live for."

They
glared at
each other for a long moment.
"I'm still going," Daniel finally said. He looked away. "And I
intend to come back."

"Good!"
she
shouted at his back.
"You do that!"

He
froze for a
second, his shoulders hunched.

Sha'uri
sighed.
"Do that," she said
in a softer voice.



Former
Centurion
Weneg, late commander of a
now-disbanded close-assault Hunt, stood quivering in shame and fury
before
Merraq. The Director had called in all the available officers to see
their
fellow publicly humiliated.

Merraq's
bodyguards had stripped Weneg of his
armor. "I see no reason why Weneg should need it," the Director said,
speaking with his helmet-mask open. His torn ear flicked with heavy
irony.
"Apparently, he has all the technological sense of a feral."

Sekhmet
couldn't believe what she was hearing. Merraq himself supposedly had
feral
genes.

"Or
perhaps he's simply... regressive."

That
was a
far deadlier insult.

"Is
that the problem, Weneg?" Merraq purred. "Do you perhaps sympathize
too much with your troops? Do you understand their... problems? Are
they
problems you share?"

His
voice
hardened. "You were the commander of a close-assault
Hunt. You knew
the nature of those units. The merest scent of trouble requires instant
action.
You kill it before it's whelped! Yet it took the Centurion of another
Hunt to
discover that one of your Recorders had gone
unstable!"

Sekhmet
glanced around at the other officers. They all stood rigid, watching
Merraq as
if they feared he would attack them. It was the nightmare of any
officer,
especially those in the post of special honor, maintaining control over
the
unpredictable units of the close-assault Hunts. A Servitor could erupt
at any
time. It was worse when a more irreplaceable cog like a Recorder was
lost.

But
it
could have happened to any of the commanders in the first wave.
Unfortunate,
but not worthy of such public disgrace. Merraq was taking out his
military
frustration on one of his subordinates.

The
tirade
continued, until Weneg's claws suddenly extended in pure rage reflex.

Merraq
stared at
him levelly. "Am I to
take that as a challenge, former Centurion?"

It
was a petty
display, a duel being patently
impossible between a disgraced officer and the commander of an
expedition in
the midst of war, Weneg naked and the director fully armored...
Even without armor, the bull-like Merraq could have taken the younger
male.

"No...
sir." Weneg
forced the words through stiff lips.

"Then
I will turn
my attention to other
matters." The Director turned from Weneg, but didn't dismiss him. He
simply ignored the unfortunate former officer as he began briefing the
other
Successors.

"In
examining the
enemy's tactics, I can
only offer one explanation for their... irrational
nature.
The simian leader must be unstable. Therefore, our response is clear.
We must
maintain the pressure on his troops, cause the pressure to mount if
possible.
We will target his Centurions, leaving his Servitors without orders and
forcing
the remaining Successors to spread themselves wider."

The
Director
looked coolly pleased with
himself. "I predict we will find increasingly irrational deployments,
and
finally complete chaos as his pride subordinates eliminate him."

Merraq
raised his
hand, claws out. "Madness
is our weapon!" he roared.

In
the
enemy or in our commander? Sekhmet wondered.



Nefer
headed to one of the lower levels in the ancient, buried complex that
now
housed the Abydan civilians. The room she'd been directed to had
probably been
an office, millennia ago. It was bereft of furniture except for the
pale golden
box which she immediately recognized as a computer terminal.

Nefer
had
been one of the early volunteers for Daniel Jackson's literacy classes
back on
Abydos. She'd taken the step, despite her family's disapproval, because
of her
admiration for Sha'uri. She had opened the door to a new world—not just
the
world of the Earthmen, but a universe of possibilities for the women of
Abydos.
Nefer had studied hard, survived the disasters that engulfed her home
city, and
ended on Earth as a translator.

Indeed,
she'd worked in the great computer that Daniel had discovered under the
sands
of a homelike corner of the world called Saudi Arabia. That machine had
been
laid down at approximately the same time her ancestors had been dragged
off to
Abydos. The builders were the Setim, strange, rod-furred aliens who had
originally served Ra—and whom he had treacherously allowed to be all
but
exterminated.

Nefer
settled herself before the terminal, sitting
on an empty munitions box—an improvisation, but more comfortable than
the
permanent seats at the Setim
computer—those had never been contoured for human bottoms.

She
activated the terminal—the basic controls seemed just the same as
other computers she'd seen from Ra's empire. But as she called up
information
on the system, she quickly learned this was like nothing she'd ever
seen
before. The molecular circuitry of this computer took up a good portion
of the
space under this hill. Its operation was measurably faster—in
comparison, the
Setim creation, which the Earth scientists had dubbed a supercomputer,
seemed
crude and cobbled together.

It
would be fascinating to call up some of the technical matters she had
teased from the Setim machine, just to see how they were arranged in
this
system. But that was not why Nefer was here. She had a specific topic
to search
for—information on the new aliens encountered here, the ones her people
had
taken to calling devil-cats.

Her
initial queries met with no success, a result she had feared. But
Nefer had one of the Earthmen warriors to help her, taking a photograph
of one
of the cat-aliens pictured on the walls of the complex—one of those
fighting
in the arena.

She
passed
the flat image through the terminal's scanning field, and quickly was
rewarded
with a response. But as she read the symbols dancing in the output
hologram,
Nefer frowned. It was merely a name, Hezi, and a series of cryptic
notations,
which she
finally deciphered as references to kills and
maimings in the ar£na-

Still,
it was a
beginning, the barest inroad
into the shadowy realm of the computer's data.

More
information
followed, but it still
wasn't what Nefer was expecting. She went in looking for a home planet,
the
name of a race...
instead, she found the felinoids ubiquitous all over the domain of the
gray-skinned extinct race—much as cars were to be found all over the
United
States. As for a designation, the cats were known by a symbol that
could be
translated as "servant"—but in Ra's empire, it was also the sign for
"slave."

Searching
under
that rubric, Nefer found many
more headings. One caught her eye. It seemed incongruous. In the
technical work
she'd done, it translated as "Maintenance."

Idly,
Nefer
called up the reference. It was
quite a sizable file, incorporating holographic imagery as well as text.

The
young woman's
eyes went wide as the data
unfolded. Before the whole file even played out, she froze the display.
Then
she issued new orders to the computer, to page Imiseba wherever he
might be
within the complex.

"He'll
have to
see this to believe
it," she muttered.



Centurion
Bener
shook his head. His
close-assault Hunt hadn't even managed to press its frontal attack. The
formation disintegrated as the enemy
began lofting chemical explosives down on them.

"Niay,
are you in position?" he asked into his helmet
communicator. "They're cutting my Hunt to pieces! I don't know how much
longer we can hold the ape-vermin's atten—"

He
cut off with a roar of anger. Several of the survivors were fighting
their conditioning, attempting to run from the inferno around them.

Bener
turned to the dependable units Niay had lent him. "Eliminate
those regressives," he ordered, pointing to the fleeing Servitors.

The
crash of the blast-bolts was inaudible as the enemy projectiles fell
from the sky and exploded.



Niay
wished mange and worse diseases on Bener when he heard the other
Centurion's transmission. His Hunt was
not
yet in
position. The promising-looking gully that had cut its way into the
enemy
defenses was not as deep as reported. His units had to worm their way
forward
to avoid being seen from the enemy emplacements.

Inside
his armor, Niay felt cold. Director Merraq had given him this
mission as a gesture of trust. He did not wish to fall short. Weneg's
fate,
stripped and cast out, rose up to haunt him. He dare not fail!

Bener's
roar and his orders to fire on his own fleeing Servitors decided
Niay. The diversion was over.

"All
units," he
ordered, "up
and attack. Maximum speed."

Gold-armored
forms clattered up from their
hiding places and moved at blurred speed up the hillside. Several
crashed to
the ground from missteps, a necessary hazard when the choice was
between speed
and footing.

Niay's
officer's
armor allowed him to keep
easily apace with the rear of his column.

"A
little more,"
he muttered.
"Then we'll be in their lines, and they won't be able to drop the
flying
death on us."

The
enemy's
projectile weapons rattled
uselessly as the thrust pushed forward. No, not so uselessly. Niay
passed a
Servitor gyrating senselessly on the ground, a hole where one of the
lenses of
his helmet-mask should be.

Could
those apes
actually direct their
primitive weapons so well?

They
had reached
the trench line, wreaking
havoc on the occupants. Niay chivvied his units onward. They were not
here to
inflict Servitor casualties. His mission was to penetrate to the rear,
where
the rival Centurion must be found.

Instead,
they
discovered a second line of
entrenchments and one of those damnable rapid-fire guns—the type whose
projectiles were capable of shattering armor. Servitor units went down,
but the
rest of the Hunt began targeting the device.
There was only one
of them. Remove that, and the way would be clear.

But
it
wasn't. A swarm of the vermin appeared, armed with energy weapons. Sick
at
heart, Niay called his bloodied Hunt back. These weren't expendables,
to be
wasted in a frontal assault against blast-lances.

The
simians gave hooting cries as the Hunt disengaged. As soon as Niay's
units were
far enough away, explosives dropped on them.

Niay
glared back through the blossoms of fire.

The
damned
vermin were already collecting weapons from his dead.



"If
we understand the schematics correctly, the computer is all around us.
It is
the building," Imiseba explained to Jack O'Neil. "And it's not a
general-purpose machine like the one the Setim assembled on Earth. It's
more
complicated, a technical aid for research at something called the
Sodality of
Workers in the Physical Realm."

"Physics,"
Colonel Turley said.

Imiseba
turned to the executive officer. "As good a translation as any, sir.
Actually the field seems to take in several other sciences. Perhaps
they start
to come together when you reach the top of the learning curve. Dr.
Meyers would
have had a wonderful time with the symbology. His ancient Egyptians
adopted
much of it for extremely abstruse theology."

O'Neil
had to
hide a smile at the memory of
the Harvard professor who'd started as Daniel Jackson's rival and ended
up a
friend. His translations of technical manuals always got diverted into
what Jackson
had called "mumbo-jumbo."

The
colonel
didn't want to smile at Imiseba's
pleasantries. The man was a slime—although right now he might prove to
be a
useful slime.

"In
any event,
among notes about
research that makes the StarGates look simple, there were a number of—I
suppose
you'd call them personal files. Statistics for sporting events.
Breeding
records on Servants—that's what they called the cats."

Imiseba
turned to
the terminal in the room.
"And then there was this file, labeled 'Maintenance.' It shows how to
create laboratory technicians."

"You
mean
training them?" O'Neil
asked.

Imiseba
shook his
head. "Take a
look."

The
text was
incomprehensible to the marines,
but the pictures were unmistakable. An ashy-faced lizard ordered what
was
obviously the immature form of the feline aliens into a
familiar-looking golden
sarcophagus. Then the image shifted to an interior view of the magic
box, where
the top of the head was peeled away and precise tendrils of force began
carving
up the brain, forcing new growth.

Imiseba
tore his
eyes away from the images,
horrified fascination warring with queasiness within him. It took him a
moment
to speak again. "The instructions deal with rewiring the brain and
programming it with the desired skills."

He
gulped. "From
the context, it seems
clear that most of the creatures' brains are... artificial."

"Those
bastards,"
Turley breathed.

"You
never met
Ra," O'Neil said.
"But now I see where he got his arrogance from." He glanced at
Imiseba. "Did you ever get to any zoos during your time on Earth?"

The
Abydan
nodded. "I saw lions and
tigers."

"Well,
the
grayskins must have found a
planet where the lions and tigers were a little further along the
evolutionary
scale. Say, the level of Zinjanthropus, from about 1,750,000 years ago.
Maybe
they were able to make simple tools, probably they were prelingual."
O'Neil looked a little sick. "I guess it wasn't too hard to get hold of
a
few specimens. Then, into the magic box, a little tinkering, and
presto—a
flesh-and-blood robot."

Turley
stared.
"You're not saying those
creatures out there are—what? Ten? Twenty thousand years old?"

Jack
O'Neil shook
his head. "No. Those
initial robots made more robots—the way racehorses make more
racehorses.
Remember the images we saw? That was a cat kid they put in for advanced
training."

Now
Colonel
Turley shook his head, bemused.
"I guess it saved them money on factories."

"Plus
it let them play God." O'Neil stared at the images of neurons carefully
being triggered. "I bet Darwin would have been fascinated with all
this."

He
suddenly stopped, frowning in thought. "Maybe Darwin would have been
even
more interested. I think there was a mutation among the robots. Because
what
they're doing now—I don't think it could all be simple programming."



CHAPTER 10

DUSTED!

Dr.
Gary Meyers looked in the bathroom mirror, an odd expression on his
pudgy face as he kept smacking his lips. Hard to believe he'd been out
here in
the Arabian desert for a good year now. Or was it? He looked at the
farmer's
tan that stopped dead at his neck and upper arms, leaving his
round-shouldered
torso pale.

The
physical situation out here in the middle of nowhere had improved
tremendously since his arrival. Tents had been replaced by
air-conditioned
trailers—a bit more secure against scorpions and the huge, poisonous
spiders
that infested the area. Supplies were constantly coptered in from
Riyadh.

Yet
somehow, no matter how much water he drank, how much the air
conditioner hummed, Gary Meyers always awoke with the taste of dust in
his
mouth.

He
smacked his lips again, got the toothbrush, and tried to eliminate the
taste, at least for a while.

Putting
on
a lightweight safari shirt, he stepped out of the air conditioning and
into the
oven that was the Rub al-Khali, the Empty Quarter. This
was one of the
most inhospitable corners of the globe. Most maps depicted it as a
large, white
blob.

It
was
also where Daniel Jackson, following the directions on a predynastic
Egyptian
stele, had found a hidden computer complex left on Earth by a
star-traveling
race, the Setim.

Gary
Meyers could feel some sense of pride in the accomplishment. He'd been
the one
who found the initial clue that started the search, pieces of carved
stone
gathering dust in the basement of a German museum.

In
the
end, he found himself in charge of the translation effort here at
Ushabti's
Gift, as the ancient complex was coming to be known. The name honored
the
long-dead alien leader who'd secretly built the computer and the two
bands of
planetary defense weapons to keep Ra honest.

Ra
hadn't
been, allowing his human minions to assassinate Ushabti, exile the
Setim, and,
in the end, almost exterminate them. But the heavy energy weapons
emplacements
had been there ten thousand years later, when Hathor, Ra's would-be
successor,
attempted to conquer Earth with the Boat of a Million Years—and
a crew
of Setim fresh out of suspended animation.

When
Jack O'Neil breached the monster ship's
defenses by leading a boarding party through the StarGate, Earth
humans had
met Setim for the first time in
millennia. Hearing the true situation, the aliens had joined forces
with the
humans, and many of the crew had evacuated the ship before it was
destroyed.

A
few hundred survivors left of an entire race... Meyers felt a chill
even as he walked through the pounding sun. Unfortunately, it was
purely a
mental effect. By the time he reached the trailer that housed his
office, his
shirt was stained with sweat.

"Good
morning," he said to his secretary, who looked up from
her desk with slightly discombobulated eyes. Rank hath its privileges,
and one
of those was the luxury of breakfasting in the air-conditioned comfort
of his
office. Meyers usually just left an order with his secretary as he went
in, and
she made the food appear a short while later.

He
didn't get a chance today. The young woman behind the desk just
blurted, "They just came in and went to your office!"

Meyers
stepped past his round-eyed secretary and opened the door. The
office beyond was fairly spacious for a trailer, but cramped for the
number of
people now occupying it. Gary recognized Barbara Shore. The curvaceous
brunette
physicist was unmistakable in one of her form-fitting coveralls. Meyers
didn't
need the uniform to identify General West. He also pegged the young
woman
rising from her seat—she was a Harvard grad student who'd been
recruited in
the crash program to replace the Abydan translators when they'd left
for
Ballas.

It
was the
other three visitors that explained his secretary's pop-eyed look. They
were
Setim, long, lean, red-furred aliens with long-muzzled Wile E. Coyote
faces.

General
West performed the introductions. "Dr. Meyers, this is Leala Montrose,
she'll be translating for Seventh Officer Ankhere and her associates,
Shesonk
and Kha."

"Ah,"
the Egyptologist replied brilliantly. Now he had the who, but the real
question
was—why were they here?

From
his
isolated position, Meyers had heard rumblings of the world wrangle in
progress
over who had rights to the planetary defense emplacements. It wasn't so
much
the powerful weapons themselves as their greater value as sources of
the
precious golden quartz that enabled Ra's high technology to work. The
Setim
were also involved in the dispute—after all, they'd built the damned
things.
Were they coming here to take back their computer?

General
West let Gary out of his misery. "Ankhere is a stardrive engineer,
heading
the crew's engineering section. Third Officer Sened kindly offered her
services
for a very important project."

Sened
was
the ranking survivor from the Boat of a Million Years,
the commander of
the Setim. Whatever was going on, this was big.

Ankhere
had listened silently to the translator's
efforts while West did the setup. Now the Setim female spoke.
"Perhaps you are not aware, Doctor, of an incident during the final
evacuation from Abydos. The rear guard had set the StarGate for a
transit to Earth,
when suddenly Hathor seized control of the portal, causing the torus to
shift
its coordinate settings and trap her enemies still on the planet."

Meyers
nodded.
Sha'uri had mentioned
something about that once in conversation.

"It
was detailed
in Colonel O'Neil's
report," West said. "He put up one of his subordinates for a
posthumous Silver Star for his role in stopping the attack Hathor
launched
through the gate." The general seemed almost embarrassed. "I was
rereading O'Neil's files when the incident leapt out at me. It shows
that there
must be some method for interrupting a StarGate
connection and seizing
control of the device. Ankhere and her assistants are here to search
the
computer for practical designs or theoretical hints on how that might
be done."

Meyers
turned to
Ankhere, speaking formally
in the ancient tongue. "Seventh Officer, if you can help my friends on
Ballas, we will all be grateful. You will have all the assistance my
position
can lend, and more."

Then,
with a
whimsical grin to Barbara Shore,
he said, "Well, let's get on with it. Mi
hole in the ground is su hole in the ground."



Jack
O'Neil
watched the action through
binoculars from the hilltop. Once again, a wave of golden warriors had
swept
the outer entrenchments of the perimeter, but failed to penetrate the
defense
in depth. They'd fallen back under a counterattack from one of
Kawalksky's
Space Marine companies.

Now
a couple of
HE shells from the artillery
fell to hurry them along.

O'Neil
made a
mental note to check with the
battery commander. They had to hoard the weapons that were most
effective
against the hoodats.

He
turned to
Kawalsky, who'd been observing
the fight beside him. "They seem a bit more concerned about casualties
among these units," he said.

The
major nodded.
"These guys must have
been inching toward our lines all night, using every bit of cover they
could
find. That's a hell of a lot different from a frontal assault. The
apparent
diversionary attack got called off before it even reached the trenches."

"Either
they're
getting a bit
disheartened over the failure of their one-two punch and began changing
their
tactics"—he frowned—"or maybe they're losing strength in one of their
punches."

"What
do you
mean, sir?"

"We've
already
discussed the idea that
the frontal assaults were being performed by special units."

Kawalsky
nodded.
"Some sort of storm
trooper elite."

"More
like the
prisoners' units the
Soviets planned to use in their breakout attacks in Germany," O'Neil
replied.
"They were going to herd political prisoners and other unreliable units
up
to the front line, with more, uh, dedicated troops
forcing them on from
behind."

The
major
shook his head dubiously. "Those inhuman wave attacks showed a lot of
discipline for penal units, Colonel."

O'Neil
had
to admit that. "But I've seen some reports of soldiers being shot on
the
field for bugging out in the middle of an artillery barrage."

Kawalsky
shrugged. "We wouldn't do that—but different strokes for different
aliens."

"As
long as we keep striking them out, Major." O'Neil frowned as enemy
snipers
began throwing blast-bolts at the marines who were searching the
battlefield
for salvageable weapons.

The
enemy
commander had to keep coming at them to get what he wanted. Sooner or
later, he
had to run out of troops.

O'Neil
just hoped it happened before he ran out of ammunition.



Daniel,
Sholto, and Tetiky jumped for cover as the neardeer came flying up the
trail.
The large native herbivore moved its six legs as if Death were on its
tail.

It
was—in
the form of a six-foot cat in golden armor.

The
hoodat ran at impossible speed, pounding after
its prospective dinner. Its helmet-mask was retracted, revealing a
furred head
with its obscenely bulging cranium. Later, Daniel figured the alien had
wanted
its nose free to scent prey.

At
the time, he
didn't know if it was the
nose or the eyes that gave the cat warning. All he knew was that the
alien
hurtled to a stop as if it mashed the brakes, eyed the startled humans
for a
long moment—and then hurled itself at the marine.

Sholto,
who'd
been keeping point, went
flying, his face smashed in by a bat from one of those enormous, clawed
hands.
Tetiky leapt away.

Daniel
was less
lucky. Struck by Sholto's
cannoning corpse, he was hurtled off the trail. He thumped to the
ground,
rolling, and stopped just short of a waitaminute bush.

If
I'd got caught
on those thorns while that
thing was after us— He shuddered.

Daniel
realized
he'd lost his rifle while in
flight. Scrabbling around, all he could find was a dead tree limb.

Keeping
a firm
grip on his improvised weapon,
Daniel headed back to the trail—and the sound of crashing brush.

Tetiky
was trying
to scrabble away through a
thicket of bushes. The cat was using its armor to bulldoze a path
straight
through in pursuit. So single-minded was the attack that Daniel was
able to
come up behind the alien, his heavy branch upraised.

Here
goes
nothing, he thought, bringing it
down with all his strength.

Something
in that
high-domed cranium gave
under his first blow. The armored cat staggered spastically, slashing
back at
its unexpected attacker. Somehow, Daniel managed to dodge the sweeping
claws,
bashing with his club again, and again.

It
was an ugly
way to kill someone.

Daniel
tried not
to notice the gelatinous goo
coating the tree limb as he dropped it, staggered back to the trail,
and
vomited.

Tetiky
stood at
his elbow, supporting him.
"I thought I was dead," the Abydan whispered, still trembling.
"The Urt-man is."

One
look at
Sholto confirmed that diagnosis.
Daniel's stomach lurched once again.

"The
devil-cat
must have been out
foraging," Tetiky went on, still keeping his voice low. "Where there
is one hunter, there must be others. It would be best if we headed
back."

Daniel
nodded,
moving on wooden legs as the
shock took over. He nearly tripped over Sholto's rifle, and bent to
pick it up.
Tetiky hurried him on.

The
Abydan's
suspicions proved correct. A
furious roar sounded from behind them after they had put some distance
between
themselves and the scene of the crime.

Only
then did
Daniel realize that Tetiky was
carrying a blast-lance as well as his rifle. He was glad one of them
had had sense enough to seize the
enemy's weapon.

One
dead, one rifle lost, no food, Daniel thought. On the plus side, one
blast-lance. There seemed to be great meaning in that equation.

But
for the life of him, he couldn't figure out what it was.



Sha'uri's
face flickered from one emotion to another as the scouts
returned to the refugee camp. Relief at seeing Daniel come back.
Apprehension
that one of their number was missing. Anger at the report Daniel
gave—and the
conclusion he'd reached on the trek back to camp.

"You
want us to move farther from safety," she demanded
in disbelief.

"I
want us to move farther from the cats," he replied. "We
know they're hunting in the woods. This valley is too damn close for
comfort."

"So
your solution is to retreat deeper into the hills. Help is
that way." She pointed east. "But you think we should go—"
Sha'uri jerked a finger to the west.

"Yes,"
Daniel replied. "Because if we go
thata-way"—he pointed east—"we might just bump into a group of
foraging tigers. We were lucky, bumping into one alone. And we managed
to run
away before they got into position to stalk us. Do you think the old
folks and
kids could do that?"

Sha'uri
looked deeply unhappy as she took that argument in. Her
shoulders
drooped. "I guess we go farther away," she finally said.



Behind
his
Pentagon desk, General Julius Caesar Dixon III fretted. He was the
fourth
generation of a military dynasty—the first Julius Caesar Dixon had
fought in
the Civil War.

General
West thought that by this time, the family blood was running a little
thin. Not
liking the messianic qualities of the initials "J. C. Dixon," the
general had chosen to be known as "J. Caesar Dixon." His subordinates
had quickly transformed that into "Cheeser Dixon," and finally,
"Cheese Dick."

Since
that
was army slang for a military toady and the general had mainly made his
way in
staff positions or as the aide to a higher-ranking officer, West
thought the
nickname curiously apt.

"You're
entirely right, West," Dixon said, still not bothering to offer his
subordinate a seat. "We have to do anything we can to help our people
on
Ballas."

This
from
the military genius who'd wanted to abandon the planet and the human
colonists.
West made an extra special effort to maintain his famous poker face.

"But
are you sure it was a good idea to let those dogfaces into the computer
in
Arabia?" Suspicion warred with familiar anxiety on the general's face.

West
had
become familiar with the expression—it was fear that Dixon might be
blamed for
something.

"I
mean, they're
arguing in the World
Court that the computer is theirs. What if they take it over or
something?"

West
ruthlessly
stifled a sigh.
"General, there are three Setim, and a battalion of marines on security
duty. I don't think we have to worry about threats from that direction."



Ross
Carew took a
long swig from his bottle
of brew, his prominent Adam's apple working as he drank to the dregs.

"Damn,
that cuts
the dust," he
said.

The
bar was a
discreet little joint, tucked
away in a quiet street of Muscat, Oman. Discretion was always the best
course
in Muslim countries. After all, the Koran had some pretty strict
injunctions
about imbibing alcoholic beverages.

There
was no
place similar in Riyadh, the
Saudi capital. At least no place that Carew knew of. Some of his
buddies on the
security detail in East Bumfuck Desert, as they had come to name the
area
around the alien computer, had discovered this welcome watering hole.

As
the crow—or
the helipcopter—flies, Oman
was actually closer to the computer site than Riyadh. And when the
marine
guards had discovered civilization (i.e., beer) in Muscat, it had
become the
favored spot to spend their time off.

Ross
Carew had a
forty-eight-hour pass in his
pocket, several weeks' pay, and a desire to see something other than
sand. He'd
followed his buddies' directions and found the watering hole they'd
told him
about. It had cost him a hefty fee up front, but now he sat in a
pleasant room,
air-conditioned, with bottles of decent British beer on ice.

Join
the marines.
See the world. Drink their
beer. Not bad for a nineteen-year-old small-town boy.

He
gestured for
another bottle, grabbed it by
the neck before the barkeep could pour it into a glass, took another
swig...
and almost choked.

The
scenery had
just gotten a hell of a lot
better than sand dunes.

She
was short and
slender, with glossy black
hair, golden-tanned skin, and an Asian cast to her gorgeous features.
Her silk
dress was the same shade as her emerald green eyes, and it was modest
enough—the neckline was high and the skirt just short enough to display
the
most
fabulous set of legs Carew had seen in months.

Not
that he'd
seen much, he had to admit. The
choices hadn't exactly been abundant. There were the skinny, snooty
translators
at the computer site, each with a Ph.D. in some nonsense or other and a
serious
minor in Attitude. And then there were the ninja women, completely
wrapped up
in black veils except for an eye slit. Some of the guys started calling
them
UFOs—"Unidentified Female Objects."

This
young woman
was neither. She was a nice-looking female in a light silk dress the
thinness and drape of which
hinted at
an absolutely fabulous body.

Best
of
all, she was smiling at him.

"An
American, huh?" she said. "U.S. Army?"

Carew
stared at her, scandalized. "Marines, ma'am."

He
could
have bitten off his tongue for adding that "ma'am." But the vision in
green seemed to like it.

Her
smile
grew wider. "It must get fairly boring, guarding a hole in the sand."

The
marine
floundered in confusion. "How do you know where I work?"

Her
laugh
was a light flutter that made his heart pound. "There's only one thing
you
marines are doing in this particular part of the world." Her English
had a
faint, clipped, British accent, overlaid on a more liquid, musical
tone. It was
goddamn sexy, Carew thought.

Who
the
hell was this broad? No, she wasn't a broad. She was altogether too
high-tone,
well-dressed, and not in the sort of gaudy, show-off-the-merchandise
style of
the bar girls he'd known.

It
was
like she was reading his mind. "I'm Kei, by the way."

"Ross
Carew," he replied, trying not to stumble over his tongue.

"I
work for one of the embassies here in Muscat. Pretty boring work, to
tell the
truth. Thank God I found this place for a little rest and conversation."

She
smiled again.
"Did you know this
country has only half a border?'

"Huh?"
he replied.

"We're
on the
eastern tip of the Arabian
peninsula." Kei reached out an elegant finger and scraped the
condensation
off Carew's beer bottle. Using the moisture, she sketched a sort of
lopsided
triangle on the bar, balancing on one point.

"This
is us." She
pointed to the
right-hand corner. "To the north and west, there's the United Arab
Emirates." Kei made a line about a half-inch from the vertex. "To the
west, there's Yemen." She made another line, about an inch from the
rightmost point.

"Now
this part in
here is where we come
up against Saudi Arabia. But the really accurate maps have no line
drawn in there,
because it's never been surveyed. Why bother to draw the border when
it's just
the Rub al-Khali—empty desert? Some of the lord muck-a-mucks in the
government
here are kicking themselves. If they'd pushed the border far enough,
your big
computer would have been theirs."

While
the young
marine tried to figure out an
answer to that, Kei reached out to where another bottle of beer had
magically
appeared—with no glass.

She
picked up the
bottle, took a swig, and
hooked her free arm through his. "So, tell me, Ross Carew. Aren't you
glad
you were closer to here than to Riyadh?"


CHAPTER 11

OUT OF
SIGHT...

Sekhmet
crouched on the hilltop observing the carnage with a sick heart. When
he first
heard the aliens were scratching defenses into the dirt, Merraq started
calling
them tharq,
after the
small burrowing creatures esteemed as luxury fare among the elite. And
when hiss
assaults had broken on those "burrows," the Director's response had
been to order larger attacks.

But
the
other side kept digging, elaborating their defenses, creating secondary
trench
systems and outworks, patrolling the extended perimeter to foil
infiltration.
Merraq disdained defense as an essentially passive ploy. But the enemy
commander, mad or not, seemed aggressive enough.

Certainly,
his response to this attack was prompt—and bloody.

The
diversionary attack was ripped by chemical explosives lofted into
parabolic
arcs by the long-range weapons hidden behind the hills. Successor
officers were
having a hard time accustoming themselves to weapons that didn't
operate on
line-of-sight like their blast-lances.

The
enemy, on the
other hand, had a plethora
of such indiscriminate armament—the large towed firing tubes, smaller
ones
transported by ground vehicles, even smaller warrior-portable units of
death,
down to the explosives cast by hand.

Several
varieties
of weapon exploded among
the advancing close-assault Hunts, both directed and indirect. It
seemed as
though the aliens were concentrating on the expendables. But the
regular Hunts moving
in support began to bleed, too, as those damnable quick-firing weapons
began to
snarl.

One
of the
Successor Centurions was having
trouble. Several of his supposedly stable Servitor warriors suddenly
broke and
ran. Not surprising, given the amount of strain the troops were
operating
under, though Merraq would undoubtedly snarl at her report.

The
Director had
insisted on his policy of
constant attacks to wear down the enemy, but it eroded the efficiency
of his
own warriors as well. They were starting to get hungry.

That
showed, too,
as a pair of the
regressives fleeing the fight stopped to pounce on one of the alien
casualties.
He was still alive, and screamed aloud in his simian tongue as the
regressed
ones tore at his flesh in hunger.

Before
she could
order them destroyed, a
storm of fire came from the enemy. One regressive, facing the aliens
with a
bloody muzzle, flew back as multiple projectiles struck his unarmored
face. Heavy
explosive obliterated the
other deprogrammed renegade—and the alien casualty. But then, he was
already
dead, his throat torn out by the bloody-muzzled one.

By
preference, the People hunted, or at least devoured fresh kills. In
the field, Hunts carved away portions of carniculture flesh, vat-grown,
fresh,
and bloody. But the supplies were supposed to come in the fourth wave
of
StarGate transits. Under the initial planning, ground forces were to
secure the
gateway, the enemy's camp, and the hall of the ancient savants.
Supplies would
arrive for a garrison force, followed by udajeets to help scout for
scattered
enemy survivors.

Merraq
had interrupted that sequence to bring the udajeets in earlier.
Now the vat flesh was on tho wrong side of the StarGate, effectively
sealed
behind tons of fallen rock.

In
the way of her people, the warriors had gorged before leaving Merimde.
They could last for days on a single meal. But days had passed, days of
taxing
demands on muscles and brains.

And
the local animal life—at least that which was available in the nearby
forest—was already being hunted out. The result was stress, which could
destabilize even the most dependable Servitors.

Or
Successors, an unwanted voice whispered in Sekhmet's brain.

Meanwhile
the Centurion with the discipline problem ordered part of his line to
eliminate the regressives. Even as they turned, a ball of fire erupted
at the
officer's position.

Bereft
of supervision, the surviving fighters in the Hunt ceased their
advance, offering cover fire while awaiting new orders. As the other
Hunts
pulled back from the inferno, the leaderless warriors stayed—and died.

Switching
command frequencies, Sekhmet personally ordered the orphaned
unit back to its starting position. Even as they arrived at supposed
safety in
the lee of the hill, outside the enemy's observation, the surviving
warriors
were peppered with a sudden hail from the heavy quick-firer, shooting
blind
over the crest.

Sekhmet
shook her head in wonder. What programming created such fiendish
ingenuity in battle? Unas'ankh theorized that the People's fighting
style—close-ranged and formal—was rooted in the ancient arenas. The
most
powerful, deeply ingrained prohibitions still kept the People off the
ancient
star vessels—and away from the Predecessors' planet-killing weapons.

Clan
struggles were hand-to-hand affairs with blast-lances while udajeets
dueled one another overhead. With the race utterly dependent on the
creche-machines, wholesale destruction threatened the People's very
existence.

Certainly,
creches had been destroyed in the early, anarchic
centuries after the Predecessors died out. Worlds full of ferals
gave proof to that. But the Clans punished any who destroyed the
precious
machines—and their punishment was extermination.

Such
war to the death hadn't occurred in millennia. Today's Clan fighting
was... surgical, Sekhmet thought. Directors like Merraq fought battles
of
position and maneuver—a factory here, a StarGate there. The most
careful
fighting was reserved for the most-sought prizes—intact breeding and
creche
facilities.

Losing
a war now meant extinction of a Clan's age-old history, not death
for the survivors. They would be absorbed as minor members of the
victorious
Clan, the lowest of the Successors, barely better than Servitors. That
thought
had ridden in the back of Sekhmet's mind since she'd first gotten word
of the
collapse of the partnerships with the Blood Nebula and the Star Hunters.

She
would fight to maintain the existence of the Crystal Claw and her own
status.

But
what, she wondered, did the aliens fight for?

Sekhmet
watched as one of the ape-warriors suddenly broke from the cover
of an entrenchment, racing to one of the outer works. He stood over a
wounded
comrade, facing two of the People who had taken shelter nearby.

The
alien
emptied his slug-throwing weapon in one warrior's face. The other cut
his
opponent down with a blast-bolt. But even as the alien fell, he threw a
hand-bomb,
taking out his killer. Other hand-bombs arced in from the trenches,
making sure
of the downed warrior.

Sekhmet
turned
from the unnerving display of
alien logic. Their weapons were primitive in comparison to the
Clan's—but she
shuddered at the possibilities for random destruction inherent in them.

The
aliens
offered a frightening taste of
unlimited warfare. And in his responses, Director Merraq seemed to be
veering
in the same direction.



Ankhere
stared at
the holographic
representation of the StarGate as presented by Ushabti's Gift. The
image was of
the prototype she had helped to build under Ushabti's supervision.
Ankhere
remembered him as a better leader than an engineer, a strict overseer
who got
his projects done on time.

She
wouldn't have
thought him capable of the
intrigue required to construct a potentially hostile planetary defense
network
under Ra's muzzle. But events proved that Ushabti possessed a
craftiness to
match the craftsmanship he'd shown in building Ra's StarGates.

The
display
shifted from an image of the
finished product to the drawn specifications. Ankhere remembered
sweating over
these as they started to program the fabricators...

She
advanced
through the specs rapidly,
watching the image of the toroid's innards grow circuit by circuit, as
if the hologram were a living thing.
Then the image blinked, and a new set of assemblies began to
blossom—but there
was a gap between the two sets of circuits.

Ankhere
showed her fangs as that hole in the image triggered an old
memory. From her point of view, it reflected a chance comment from only
months
ago. For the computer and the Earth-humans it came out of the millennia.

She'd
been poring over the plans, identifying the molecular circuits to
be fabricated, taking infinite pains that the size and contours of each
subassembly fit within the torus construction. "The tolerances are very
tight," she'd told Ushabti.

He
leaned over to examine her work. "Why should that be, when other
sections seem almost empty? Unless his Radiance has not given us full—"
Ushabti had abruptly bitten off his words then.

Ankhere
wondered if he had run a fast-forward animation of the
specifications, as she was doing. Had he noticed the additional blinks,
the
other sections of emptiness?

The
gaps might not have been noticed by the various teams creating
separate components. But they must have struck the construction
overseer—and
caused him to question, if only to himself, what Ra was up to.

Had
she
seen the birth of the mistrust that resulted in Ushabti's Gift and the
worldwide weapons system? One thing was certain, Ankhere
thought. She'd
have to ask how meticulously the Ballas StarGate had been examined. It
might
have hidden components lacking in the later models deployed in Ra's
empire...



Tetiky
dropped from the tree onto the two-legged figure in the forest shadows,
a club-length
branch upraised for the death blow. But the shadow wasn't furred. He
forced
himself not to strike, instead clamping his free hand over a mouth
already
opening in a scream.

"Silence!"
he hissed in the stranger's ear. "The devil-cats are hunting all around
us."

The
body
under him relaxed slightly when the man realized his captor wasn't one
of the
nightmare creatures. "I know," he whispered back in Abydan. "I've been
watching from the edge
of the forest, waiting for a chance to get back in..."

He
nodded
toward the empty base camp.

Tetiky
understood all too well. As forward observer for the scouting party,
he'd
climbed the tree for a better view of the trampled fields that lay
between the
cover of the trees and their chosen destination. Daniel had sent him
back with
three others, two Urt-men and a translator, even as he prepared the
refugees
for a march deeper into the hills.

His
comrades were waiting for Tetiky's signal to advance.

The
scouts had
trekked far and would have to
travel even farther to rejoin Daniel's group. Tetiky was determined
that they
not arrive empty-handed.

Success,
however,
depended on entering the
ruins of the base camp unseen. That had proven difficult. While the
devil-cats
had not taken up residence in the structures within the berm, single
armored
figures—scouts or foragers—prowled around the settlement.

Feretti,
the
Urt-man war leader, had given
the scouts this advice. "No fires. The smell of smoke is sure to bring
the
cats. Keep as quiet as possible. If you're hoping to get fresh meat,
use snares
or thrown rocks. No rifles or blast-lances—the cats will hear. We're
probably
going to end up hunting with bows and arrows. But that will be for
later."

Tetiky
hadn't had
much luck knocking down
anything with rocks. But he had taken Feretti's advice to heart. That's
why
he'd almost brained his new companion instead of shooting him.

"I'm
Ipuy," the
man said.
"There was a group of us who got cut off by the devil-cats when we left
the camp." He shuddered. "Many were set afire by the blast-bolts, but
a few of us made it into the trees."

So,
Tetiky
thought, we know this one is a
fast runner.

"We
found a dead
animal covered with
feeding sprats, drove them off, and ate what we could."

Tetiky
grimaced.
The sprats were ugly animals
in deed, an unholy, six-legged coupling of a
rat and a spider.
Whatever they ate must have been pretty rank.

"But
we need better food," Ipuy finished. "I volunteered to look."

"Daniel
led us out after the devils cut off the base camp," Tetiky said.
"We're establishing a camp in the hills. If you want, we'll take you
with
us."

"We?"
Ipuy asked.

"My
comrades are hiding farther in the woods while I scout."

The
area
seemed to have gone quiet. No devil-cats had appeared while he'd talked
with
Ipuy. Tetiky raised a hand to his lips and imitated the cry of a hoopeh,
an Abydan bird. A return call told
him his signal had been received. Moments later, the other three
members of the
team arrived.

Tetiky
introduced Ipuy and brought the other scouts up to date.

"We
might as well try," he said.

Silently,
the five figures made their way across the trampled fields,
half-crouched,
weapons ready.

Tetiky
took the group into the camp the same way he'd come out, climbing the
rear
wall. He raised his head carefully over the earthen berm. His
observation post
in the tree had shown no invaders around the camp, but he hadn't been
able to
look inside.

The
view caused his flesh to creep. Crude as it was
in comparison to Nagada, much less to suburban America, the camp had
been his
home.

It
disturbed him
to see it turned into a
shambles.

There
had still
been a lot of tents inside
the walls, especially in the improvised field hospital. Most of them
were
flattened, or burned, or tattered by the artillery rounds that had
fallen to
dissuade the devil-cats from closing with the fugitives. The permanent
housing—log cabins with shingled roofs—had also suffered terribly. High
explosive shells or demolition charges had started fires by the gates
which,
though they'd burned out by now, had reduced whole tracts to scorched,
roofless
boxes.

The
sour stink of
smoke hung over everything.

"One
thing is
sure," Tetiky
muttered. "The devils won't be able to sniff us out."

At
least there
were no invaders inside the
camp. Nonetheless, Tetiky advanced cautiously. The party approached one
of the
flattened hospital tents, and a marine crawled under while the rest
stood
guard. He came out dragging a bag filled with bandages and medicines.

Then
the scouts
traveled a zigzag route to
the center of the camp and the food storehouse.

There
were some
black charred patches on the
shingles, but the place as a whole was miraculously unharmed. So were
the cases
of MREs stacked inside.

Tetiky's
first
inclination was to weigh down
his men with as
many
pouches as they could carry and get out of there. Then he decided a
little
thought for the future was in order. The devil-cats may not have
discovered the
food supplies—yet. But sooner or later, they would run out of game to
hunt. It
might be better to do as Colonel O'Neil had done, to create a few
caches spread
through the campsite where later scouts could visit and load up.

So,
while three men guarded, two men shifted cases, then switched over
for fresher men to act as porters. The booty went into flattened tents
in the
hospital area and houses near the rear wall, locations that wouldn't
force
later expeditions to go so deeply in.

Then
they returned to the warehouse, where they broke open cases and
encumbered themselves with as many pouches as would leave them still
mobile.

But
Tetiky still wasn't through. The broken cases were removed and
scattered through several cabins. While his men nervously looked toward
the
wrecked and cremated gates, he ran his eyes over the panorama of
abandonment
and debris.

"Good,"
he finally said. "It doesn't look as if we've been
here. Now all we have to do is check the fields from the walls and make
it back
to the trees."

He
turned to Ipuy. "We'll pick up your people, then head back to
ours."

We'll
open
a couple of pouches when we get to the fugitives, he thought, shrugging
under
his burden. They'll appreciate the food, and then we'll have more hands
to
carry.

He
sighed. It should make up for the extra mouths to feed.



"Back!
Back!" Niay shouted into his helmet transmitter, his
voice bitter.

The
foray had started promisingly enough. That new she in Merraq's
entourage—Sekhmet—had proposed attacking by night, an unorthodox tactic
her
scouting party had used successfully against the ape-vermin. The
Director
selected Niay's somewhat reduced Hunt for the experiment.

The
infiltrators had approached the enemy line by way of a spring that
cut through the ape-vermin's position. Crawling on one's belly along a
streambed beneath two feet of icy water put a strain on a warrior's
armor. But
the Hunt penetrated past the enemy's perimeter. Niay's force emerged
behind the
enemy lines in a shallow valley between two ridges.

At
Niay's orders, the dripping warriors spread out into scouting
formation. They followed their programming well, silencing the few
sentinels
they encountered with natural weapons instead of blast-bolts.

The
infiltrators were to find and eliminate the enemy's Centurions. All
they found
was a rough pathway scratched through the rocky soil. Niay remembered
Merraq's
jokes about the enemy being a burrowing species.

But
the aliens
were fighters—even the
hopelessly overmatched patrol that encountered the Hunt. Enemy warriors
began
firing projecticle weapons, then one of the cursed quick-firers began
rattling
from the top of the inner ridge.

The
enemy fire
was unexpectedly on target in
the darkness. When squads of energy-weapons units arrived, Niay noticed
bulky
lens systems over their eyes—some sort of night-vision mechanisms.

Niay's
Hunt was
caught between two ridges
where the enemy could pour down its fire. Hand explosives began raining
on
them, but nothing was coming in from the heavy tube-weapons. Perhaps
they were
unwilling to target areas within their own positions.

Niay
gave the
order to withdraw—and just in
time. Even as his units began to move, one of the enemy's fighting
platforms
came whining along the sketchy road. The cursed things had blunted his
attempt
to cut the enemy forces in two back at the camp. This metal monster now
moved
to cut off his warriors' retreat, lashing at them with a udajeet-style
blaster
mount.

Each
bolt sent
units flying, armor shattered,
their fur aflame.

Niay
ordered his
warriors to charge,
concentrating their fire on the platform. At least it was one of the
light-skinned variety, rather than the lumbering killers that had
shrugged off
bolt after blast-bolt. Several shots finally penetrated, bringing the
enemy's
fire to an end.

But
the
ape-vermin had one more trick to play
before the Hunt got away. Even lighter ground transports rattled down
the
ridge, aiming tubes on their superstructures. Some sort of missile
weapons
flashed out, the burning propellant dazzling in Niay's lenses until the
automatic compensators cut in.

Explosions
tossed
more units through the air,
torn to rags. At Niay's order, the surviving infiltrators surged into
maximum
speed, abandoning the wounded.

They
reached the
start point with less than
half of their already-reduced number.

Merraq
will not
be pleased with this night's
work, Niay thought.

It
was small
comfort to realize that the
Director would probably be more displeased with Sekhmet.


CHAPTER 12

OTHERWISE

Barbara
Shore was stifling a yawn when the
breakthrough scrolled past on the holographic display. She shut her
mouth with
a click, then ordered the computer to bring back the past image.

She
had been running through an ancillary
file in the computer's records—a sort of journal-slash-notebook which
Ushabti
had generated during the construction and testing of the prototype
StarGate. It
might have been interesting in the historical sense and probably would
make an
excellent source if Earth scientists ever wanted to whomp up their own
interstellar gateways.

But
such revelations as she'd seen dealt more
in the nuts-and-bolts aspect—the StarGates as machines rather than as
the
concretization of any physics theory. Still, she waded on, thankful
that Gary
Meyers had fed the Setim computer with English dictionaries and
glossaries from
the Abydan translators he was using. In many cases, that allowed the
computer
to act as its own Rosetta Stone.

The
display gave the original hieroglyphic
symbols along with running subtitles. Barbara had been slowly
losing the thread of the narrative, but the sketched diagram caught her
attention. It was a hastily drawn representation of circuitry,
bordering on
abstract art. In Ushabti's words, he'd copied it from memory.

"Udjahoresenit
sent the following circuit plan, saying it had been found among the
specifications for his group but apparently didn't fit with any of the
components he was responsible for. When an enquiry was sent to the
Radiant One,
he came in person to the workings and retrieved the original.
Intrigued, I have
attempted to reproduce as much as I can recall. Ra assured me that the
drawing
must have been included by accident, that it had no connection to
operating the
gateways.

"I
certainly did not intend to challenge any such an assertion. Yet I must
confess
to a certain skepticism, even suspicion. Might this circuitry, whatever
it is,
fit into one of the blank spaces in the StarGate toroid?"

Remembering
Ankhere's story about the gaps in the StarGate's circuitry, Barbara
enlarged
the sketch, asking the computer to provide any possible translations
for the
scrawled notations. Part of the design looked vaguely familiar—then it
struck
her. She'd seen similar circuits for the holographic communicators in
the
defunct starship Ra's Eye.

Hathor
had initially attacked Abydos with a reconditioned
space cruiser—an
eight-thousand-year-old training vessel whose circuitry had given out
in the
midst of battle. The hulk had provided rich booty in techno-toys, along
with
training materials on how to repair and operate them.

The
holo-communicators had linked the action stations on board the good
ship Ra's Eye. But these other scribbles...

Barbara
shook her head. She had no idea what they might represent. But
she ordered a hard copy from the computer. She'd bring it to Ankhere
and see if
she had any suggestions on how it might hook into a StarGate.



Days
later, Ankhere walked up to Barbara Shore's workstation, the hard
copy of the mystery spec in her hand, her muzzle wrinkled in the Setim
version
of a frown.

"The
diagram could be more distinct," she complained through
her translator. "But I believe you are correct. The upper circuits do
indeed resemble schematics for a hologram communicator. But these lower
circuits are the ones that intrigue me."

Ankhere
tapped the design that Barbara could make no sense of at all.
"Can you call up the file where you found this?"

Of
course, the Setim engineer didn't need the subtitles. She rend the
long-dead hieroglyphics direct from Ushabti's hand.

"Hah!"
The noise
came out like a
sharp bark. "This is from early days indeed. We were put to work
fabricating StarGate components before Ra taught us anything about the
space-warp drive that powered his spaceship. If Ushabti had known more
about
the warp engines, he might have understood the circuit better."

"So
what does it
do?" Barbara asked
the translator. "Does it belong on the StarGate?"

"I
believe it
does," Ankhere
responded when she heard the question in her language. "It will require
considerable ingenuity to reproduce the original circuit, and then it
must be
tested by attaching it to a working StarGate. But, if my theory is
correct,
this circuit would allow communications by three-dimensional images
across the
gulf, using the StarGate connection as a sort of carrier wave."

"That's
a start,"
Barbara said.



Setim
engineers,
human physics professors,
and lowly technicians argued and sweat over the next week, trying to
refine
Ushabti's sketch into a rational design. When they finally believed
they'd
succeeded, they rushed off to contact their various superiors with the
news.

Barbara
Shore
stood alone in the cavernous
control room, watching a holographic image of the proposed circuit
slowly
rotating in the computer's display.

"Pretty
as hell,"
she muttered.
"But will it work?"

There
was one way
to find out.
"Computer!" she called.

Since
her voice
was one of those the
supercomputer was programmed to respond to, it replied, "How may I be
of
assistance, Barbara Shore?"

With
its new
input, the machine spoke good
English. But its voice still had a slightly blurred quality, as if many
tongues
were moving in unison. It was the voice of Ra.

Barbara
had never
met the man/god/alien. But
Sha'uri had. During Sha'uri's translating days on Earth, whenever she'd
dealt
with the computer, Barbara could see that that voice gave her friend
the
creeps.

"Regarding
the
circuit in this display.
Do you think it will work?"

"Simulation
postulates better than
ninety percent chance of feasibility," the computer's sonorous voice(s)
replied.

"You
have repair
facilities hidden
around here somewhere. Could they whomp out this gizmo?"

The
computer was
silent for a moment, as if
to rebuke her brashness. "Repair facilities are not hidden. They are
located in the second sector, third sub-level. I can project a map—"

"I
don't need to
know where they
are," Barbara growled in response to the computer's literal streak.
"I need to know if your facilities can fabricate the circuit in
question."

"The
circuit can be replicated," the machine announced.

Maybe
it's rewarded me for avoiding slang, Barbara told herself.

Aloud,
she said, "Then start the work ASAP—er, as soon as
possible."



Tetiky's
roving eyes went from the caravan behind him to the hills ahead.
This was their third run for the supplies abandoned in the old base
camp, the
largest yet. Five men—the bigger, brawnier members of the group—were
festooned
with rucksacks full of MREs. Six smaller volunteers, built for speed,
carried a
variety of weapons to protect the precious cargo.

Walking
at the point position, Tetiky carried one of the refugees' few,
precious blast-lances. The others in the group could talk about
"Tetiky's
luck." He had successfully shepherded the other two missions home
because
he did his best to minimize the effects of chance.

Between
sorties, Tetiky served with the guards defending the refugees'
camp. He listened hard to the marines in that group, soaking up as much
as he
could of the arts of woodcraft. Because of those lessons, he did his
best to
vary the routes on the inner and outer legs of the journey. Using the
same
approaches would wear a deeper, wider path—a trail pointing an arrow at
the
food runners or their camp.

Taking
such
precautions meant emerging from the woods at
different
locations. Tetiky scanned the hills, searching for landmarks from the
map-picture that Daniel and Feretti had shown him.

Yes,
that was the
way.

He
headed down
into a dip between summits.
And there his best-laid plans went up in smoke.

Three
of the
devil-cats knelt poised over the
still-quivering, emaciated body of a child—one of too many lost
refugees who'd
simply fled into the forests when the camp was overrun.

Tetiky
and the
rest of the vanguard stared
for a second, not comprehending. Fear, horror, shock coursed through
them. Then
red-hot rage took over. Tetiky leveled his blast-lance and blew a hole
right
through one of the devils' chests.

But
one of the
cats responded almost as
quickly. His bolt might have missed, except Tetiky tried to duck—and
felt a
flare of agony streak along his right arm. He twisted, stumbling, and
fired
again, his bolt going awry.

All
three of the
enemy were bare-headed—the
cats must have collapsed their helmet-masks for feeding. One of the
Urt-man
warriors triggered his rifle, erasing the face on one of the survivors.

But
the third was
already in motion, one hand
redeploying his helmet, the other spraying a wild volley of blast-bolts.

A
scream came
from behind Tetiky as he pushed
himself up from the ground. He didn't turn to look, intent on more
important things right now.
Teeth gritted against his own cry of pain, he forced his scorched arm
to move,
tracking the escaping golden warrior as he triggered bolts in reply.

One
caught the cat in the hip, just about severing his leg. Tetiky
staggered over and applied the coup de grace.

Then
he finally turned to see who'd been hit. One of the carriers writhed
on the ginger-colored grass, beating frantically at the flames on his
body.

He
might not believe it, but he'd been lucky. A haversack full of rations
had taken the brunt of the bolt. The stink in the air was more from
scorched
plastic and ruined food than from clothing or flesh.

"Smother
those flames, then help him dump that bag," Tetiky
ordered. "We've got to get out of here—fast."

"But
we got them," one of the militiaman guards argued.

"We
made a lot of noise—and we don't know if the last one got a
message off." Tetiky frowned as he flexed his wounded arm. "Which of
you has the medicines we saved from the hospital?"

He
surrendered his blast-lance to one of other guards. Three more were
carried
by some of the bearers—added thanks to today's encounter. Another
bearer
clumsily tried to apply a dressing to Tetiky's wound—burdened not only
by the
load he carried, but by the fact that the leader kept them all moving.

A
roar sounded
off in the distance. The
caravan began moving faster.

The
refugees
turned out to welcome the
returning food runners like conquering heroes. Tetiky's men looked glad
to be
home.

Daniel
Jackson
shook his head. "Sherwood
Forest, this ain't," he muttered.

With
Feretti's
help, he'd managed to find a
valley with a copse of trees. They were on the stunted side, but at
least they
provided some shelter, especially when they'd rigged a couple of tents
scavenged from the ruins of the base camp. The refugees had done their
best to camouflage
their sanctuary with bits of cinnamon-colored foliage. Unable to wall
themselves in without giving the camp away, They'd contented themselves
weaving
branches from some dense, thorny thickets—distant relatives of the
waitaminute
bush—between the tree trunks.

Life,
especially
at night, was dreary—no
fires. The cuisine was monotonous at best—many complained that the
plastic bags
surrounding the MREs had about the same consistency and taste as their
contents. Daniel remembered the marine variant on the initials—Meals
Rejected
by Ethiopians.

Despite
the
nearness of water, laundry was a
hit-or-miss proposition. Daniel, like most of the men, had a beard
sprouting.
Hunting and gathering were all but impossible, thanks to the foraging
cats.
When they moved from the relatively rich hunting ground of the forest
into the
more barren hillsides in search of the leggy-lambs, Daniel realized
that the
hoodats must have either eaten or driven all the neardeer away.

"These
are
meat-eaters, who probably
like it half-alive," Daniel had warned the guards. "They'll wander
far, looking for their next meal."

And,
he thought,
they'll be pretty testy.
There was never enough meat in this vicinity to feed so many thousands
of
fanged, hungry mouths.



When
the
hullabaloo over their return was
done, Sheb sought out Tamit. He looked tired, she thought. But then,
bearing
all those bags of food for miles on foot through the forest might do
that to a
man.

The
Urt-men who'd
done the job referred to
themselves as "mules." One had explained the name to Tamit as "a
creature with a strong back and a stubborn brain."

That,
Tamit
thought, fit Sheb exactly. He
came over, looking a bit gaunter than he had even in Nagada. She
thought he
actually looked better, as if privation were a fire that could somehow
refine a
person.

Tamit
herself had
lost most of the weight
she'd put on as a married woman. The civilians were on half rations
now. Even
with the trickle coming in from the base camp, supplies were tight.

Kind,
stubborn
Sheb appeared with his daily
food packet, sitting with Tamit under a tree while he opened it. He
shared all
the staples, and insisted she take the extras—the candies, most of the
fruit,
the strange cake, and the sweet drinks.

She
tried to give
some of it back. "You
must eat," Tamit said. "You're doing so much heavy work."

But
he merely
shook his head. "Daniel
and Sha'uri must make hard decisions for the good of all. They can
order where
the food goes"—he grinned—"but they can't order me to eat it."

She
ate a little
to satisfy him. But Tamit
saved the bulk of his gifts. "For later," she said.

When
later came,
and he wasn't about, Tamit
passed the precious food along to Ahouri. Pairi had managed to find his
wife in
the confusion of the last day at camp, and shared every morsel he
received.
Even so, the pregnant young woman looked wan and peaked.

"A
sick mother
will do your child no
good," Tamit told the girl as she passed on her little extras. "It's
well enough for older folk with less appetite to get by on what they
give us.
You have more need than I."

She
quickly
walked away. Let Ahouri think she
didn't want to put up with babbled thanks. The truth was, Tamit didn't
want the
other woman to hear her complaining belly.



Ross
Carew was
enjoying a stint of indoor
security, guarding a room full of some kind of machinery. The benefits
of the
duty could be summed up in two words—air conditioning. The interior of
the
huge, buried blockhouse that housed the alien computer was kept cool—to
prevent
superbrain stroke, Carew guessed.

Even
areas away
from the critical data arrays
received the benefit—like the huge room full of un-guessable machines
where the
lanky young marine had been posted for today.

It
was good to be
out of the broiling desert
sun, but even though the cleaning machines and air scrubbers kept the
place
dust-free, Carew still had the faint taste of it in his mouth. He could
kill
for one of those British beers he'd enjoyed back in Muscat with Kei.

Christ,
he might
as well wish he had Kei here
as well.

Carew
had to
satisfy himself with a tepid sip
of water from his canteen. Then he scanned the goddamn room and checked
the
corridor for the five hundredth time.

He
didn't like
this duty, standing alone in
the robot complex. Frankly, it gave
him the creeps. In the movies, it was always in
isolated locations
like this that the tentacles suddenly rose up from the floor to squish
some
poor son of a bitch of a guard, or the monster dropped through the
ceiling to
nail him...

Carrew
took
another hit from his canteen, and
almost choked as the mystery machines began to
move.
His water supply clattered to the floor as he fumbled, terrified, with
his
rifle. Bastard won't take me without a fight!

He
felt downright
silly a moment later. It
was just a machine, a featureless box he'd passed. But now the gleaming
case
had suddenly sprouted glassy-gold arms. They reminded Carew of
something from
the robot assembly line in the Japanese car plant that opened in his
hometown.
He remembered the tour the locals had been given. Clamping hands and
automated
welding torches reached down to assemble components.

The
machine in
this room seemed to be doing
much the same, just on a much, much smaller scale.

Carew
watched in
fascination as a lump of
that glassy-gold stuff that seemed to be turning up in anything
high-tech today
was worked into some kind of electronic dingus. At least, that's what
it looked
like—something from the inside of a VCR or something.

The
machine
appeared to finish its work, or
so the marine guessed. The arms, hands, and stuff all disappeared.

Ross
Carew
stepped closer, looking at the
finished product. For all the work that had gone on, it wasn't all that
big. A
guy would be able to hide it under his shirt.

He
stretched out
a hesitant hand, afraid one
of those machine
arms
would suddenly whip out and grab him in the best horror-movie style.

Nothing
happened as he brought his palm down over the dingus. He'd
expected it to be hot, but the thing only radiated a faint warmth.

With
dreams of wild rewards ahead, Carew brought down trembling fingers,
clawed the component off the work surface, and slipped it inside the
top of his
BDUs.



"Goddamn
Pussies," Major Kawalsky growled, firing his
blast-lance at the advancing gold-armored horde. There were a lot of
them—maybe
the biggest attack to date. And all he had were two platoons of guys
with
energy weapons to stop them.

The
bastards had managed to gather a substantial force by moving small
groups through the forest for the last day and night. Somebody on the
other side
must have been eating his brain food. They'd learned that small patrols
usually
avoided getting plastered by artillery.

So
they'd assembled their attack force a mouthful at a time under cover
of the trees.

Even
now the shelling was intermittent. The colonel had told the
cannon-cockers not to waste ammo unless they were sure of hitting a
large
formation.

Kawalsky's
massed blasters snarled destruction into the oncoming mass, rending the
golden
ranks. Hopeful souls from the conventional troops fired their
rifles. A few launched grenades. One of the big .50-caliber machine
guns
rattled through half a belt of ammunition, adding to the carnage.

If
the guys with
firearms had been alone,
though, the enemy could have shrugged off the small losses inflicted by
bullets.
By now, they'd have been in the trenches, making the fight down and
dirty.

Even
with
Kawalsky's blast-weapons, the cats
were coming too damned close. They started speeding up into a charge,
that
fast-forward blur bringing them dangerously close to the outer
trenches. Shells
began falling again, now that the artillery had viable targets.

But
the
explosives were landing at the rear
of the formation. The front ranks came on.

"Pussies
must
think it's chow
call," a nearby marine growled as he fired.

"Yeah,
I bet they
want a taste of your
fat ass, Straub," another trooper heckled.

"Myself,
I'd give
this about a three on
the pucker factor," Kawalsky called to his men, trying for one last
joke
before the fighting really got ugly. He referred to how tight the anal
sphincter got in response to fear.

"Well,
Major, I'd
say you had a lot
looser ass than mine," a familiar voice quipped as more blast-lances
spoke
up along the line.

"Sir!"
Kawalsky
looked up in some
surprise as Jack O'Neil joined him in the trench. The colonel had a
captured
blast-lance in his hands, adding his firepower to that of the
additional two
platoons he'd brought to the fray.

"Guess
you didn't
expect the help,"
O'Neil said. By his orders, no more than two blast-weapon platoons were
allowed
to congregate on any single section of the perimeter. That prevented
all of the
ready reserves from being suckered out of position by a diversionary
attack.
But this was no diversion. This was the real thing, and the colonel had
come
down on it hard.

O'Neil
must have
awakened some of the
sleeping soldiers to have brought such strong assistance. Certainly,
the
reinforcements fought with all the fury of men rousted out of the sack.

The
enemy's
attack faltered under the
withering fire of Space Marines shooting from the protection of the
trenches.
Earthworks didn't make the marines invulnerable, though. One of the men
on the
line, firing too long from the same position, got his head vaporized.

Kawalsky
and
O'Neil both ducked as a bolt
landing in front of their position sent up a spatter of molten stone.

The
advancing
warriors dropped to the ground,
finding whatever protection they could and laying down a storm of cover
fire
for the next wave of the attack.

The
new
assault column appeared where O'Neil had expected
them,
massing an all-out charge along the path the defenders had cut through
the
trees to their now-abandoned fleet of supply trucks. The colonel had
pushed men
and mastadges pretty hard to unload the contents of the trucks,
stranded in
clearings bulldozed by M1A1 tanks. Many of the supply wagons were
canted at
axle-breaking angles, hung up on debris that hadn't been pulverized
under the
churning tank treads. Many had already lost tires in the wild ride.

But
all were
empty, a testament to aching
backs and exhausted animals. Where the path debouched from the forest,
a fuel
tanker lay on its side, testament to a failed attempt to get the
supplies
inside the perimeter under their own power. But five tons and four
wheels just
couldn't handle these trackless, stony slopes.

Now
the path was
full of golden figures,
building up that frightening augmented speed for a mad sprint to the
human
lines.

Kawalsky
glanced
at the colonel, his eyebrows
raised in silent inquiry. O'Neil nodded. "Do it, or too many will get
past."

The
major hit the
detonator buttons on the
box in front of him. Electrical impulses raced along wires buried
beneath the
churned dirt of the supply route. Demolition charges blew along one
side of the
downed tanker truck—shaped charges, their shock wave spewing the fuel
even as
it ignited—blasting a flaming fan right through the formation of
charging
Pussies. A huge wedge shape of the running figures was down, many of
the
warriors doing impromptu impersonations of candles.

Their
armor
didn't burn, but, as O'Neil had
noticed, the golden-quartz protection wasn't buttoned up, to spare the
running
warriors a case of heat stroke.

Wherever
there
were chinks in the armor, the
fur beneath was now ablaze.

Most
of the
attackers now writhed on the
ground, trying to staunch the flames.

Somebody
in
command picked up the ball pretty
quickly. Orders must have gone out, because the warriors began sealing
their
armor almost in unison.

The
attackers
were now fully protected, but
they were still hurting. Reeling almost drunkenly, they staggered to
their
feet, trying to re-form and press the attack.

They
never got
the chance. A heavy barrage
fell on the stalled formation.

The
taste of high
explosive was too much for
some of the warriors. They began to run away—into the punishing fire of
their
own comrades still sheltered among the trees.

"The
rest?"
Kawalsky asked.

"Might
as well,"
O'Neil said.
"I don't think we'll get any more use out of them."

More
buttons were
pushed—and charges hidden
under the
gas tanks of all the abandoned trucks nearby went up. The
inferno also set most of the nearby forest ablaze.

"Lucky
the wind
is blowing in the right
direction," Kawalsky commented. A light breeze came from behind them,
slowly fanning the flames across the enemy's start-off points.

"We
might not
like the smoke, but it
really doesn't matter," O'Neil replied. "Stone doesn't burn. Trees
do—hard enough, maybe, to roast some of those scary bastards in their
armor.
This will clear a whole new field of fire for us on this side. And it
will
probably mean that any other trucks the hoodats find, they'll leave
alone—afraid of another fougasse."


CHAPTER 13

IN
THE MOUSETRAP

I
must have been nuts, Ross Carew thought as he
walked through the corridors of the Arabian computer complex.

Too
much sun. That must be it.

His
skin seemed to prickle wherever it was in
contact with whatever it was he'd just stolen. When Sergeant Hammond
dismissed
the guards, Carew was sure the damn thing was bulking up to a larger
size—a
bulge in his uniform nobody could miss.

Guilty
conscience, he thought.

He
hoped.

Temporary
insanity, he told himself. The thing was
there, so he'd picked it up. It was a crazy thing to do.

But
he was ready to go crazy—after his night with
Kei, and what she'd said about the kind of money the right people would
shell
out for something—anything from the supercomputer
complex. That kind of
cash would let him be with Kei, really seeing the world instead of the
military
end of Allah's sandbox.

Carew
stepped out into the blazing sunlight and had
gotten about twenty
yards when he heard shouted orders. He looked back to see
the new shift
of guards sealing off the exit—facing inward, not
out.

Keep
walking,
he told himself. Slowly... slowly. It might
have nothing to do with
you.

After
getting this far, you don't want to blow it all by
acting guilty.

But
his heart was thumping as he headed over to the personnel trailers. Where the
hell was he going to stash this damn thing? It had all happened so
quickly, he
hadn't had a chance to think things through, to plan... The machine had
spit
out the circuit board or whatever it was, and he'd grabbed the
opportunity with
both hands.

The
young marine ran through the available options. His bunk? No way! The
same went
for his footlocker. If they came looking for the damn thing, those were
the
first places they'd search.

Damn
thing, damn thing, goddamn the damn thing... He couldn't wear it all
the time.
The brass might take it into their heads to search all the troops.
Besides, how
could he take a shower?

No,
he had to make the damn thing disappear. But it had to be someplace
where he
could find it again.

Carew
had been stationed here long enough to know that the desert has few
landmarks.
Dunes shift, boulders get buried, sometimes with frightening speed.
He'd lived
through a couple of sandstorms—and had to dig out of the aftermath.

Standing
at the corner of the
trailer that housed his
squad, Carew came to a decision. He pulled a
compass from his pocket—a necessity in the desert—and chose a heading.

Then
he set off
across the undulating landscape, counting the paces, until he was well
beyond
the camp—and out of sight.

Carew
dropped to
his knees, scrabbling in the sand. No need to bury it too deeply right
now. He
just had to keep it out of sight for the time being, until he could get
back to
Muscat... and Kei...

A
shadow fell
over
the young marine. Carew looked up to find himself staring into a pair
of alien eyes
so dark, he couldn't tell where the pupil ended and the iris began. It
was one
of those damned dog-things that had been all over the center in the
last week
or so.

Bud
Dutton, one
of
the guys in his squad, said he'd seen one of the mutts flinch twenty
yards from
where he was catching a smoke. Could their noses be that sensitive?

The
dog-alien
pointed to the damn thing Carew had just buried. "Yuuu brin'
baaaaaaak," it said in heavily accented, but unmistakable English.

Guess
Dutton
wasn't
bullshitting, Carew thought. This sucker tracked me by smell all the
way from
the complex door!

He
began sifting
the sand for the item he'd hidden. It wasn't like he had a choice.
Busted was
busted.



General
West's
eyes
felt as grainy as the sands outside the ancient computer complex.
Flying
sidekick on the quickest military aviation connection to Riyadh wasn't
exactly
conducive to sleeping. Nor was the chopper ride into the deep desert.

He'd
used that
time
to get fully briefed on the situation that had arisen at the computer
center.
Agents in place were already at work during his flight. He'd gotten
their
answers to several important questions while he was en route aboard the
helicopter.

So,
he had the
information. The question was, would he be able to smooth over the
first
interplanetary—or at least interspecies—diplomatic flap?

The
copter
landed,
and West stood up, grimacing at the chorus of cartilage clicks from his
knees.
I'm getting too goddamn old for this stuff, he thought as he slowly
made his
way to the exit.

By
the time the
general walked into the office where Ankhere awaited him, he was
walking almost
normally.

"Seventh
Officer Ankhere, I understand
that Sened has appointed you to report to him on the recent,
regrettable
circumstances that occurred here," West said.

The
translator
began relaying the message, but the alien officer cut her off with an
abrupt
gesture. "Yuuuuu esplain," she said roughly.

West's
eyes
narrowed. There had been some suspicion that the
Setim
had been learning English, but the aliens hadn't displayed any of that
knowledge. He nodded, trying to keep the story simple. "It is an old
story
among my people. An agent—spy—came to Private Carew. She seduced him—do
you
know the meaning of that?"

Ankhere
made a
brusque gesture of assent.

"Thinking
himself in love—or whatever—the young man tried to steal the circuit."
West took a deep breath. "I don't know if similar things happen among
your
people."

"They
do," Ankhere said briefly. "Thissss sssspy. Ssshe is in the—"
She broke off to confer with the translator.

"Embassy,"
the young woman offered the word.

"She
worked at
the offices of a foreign government in Muscat," West admitted, "but
she did not truly work for that government. The woman actually works
for a
large manufacturer—maker of things—based in Japan. Such corporations
are
willing to pay large sums to gain any offworld technology. This company
was
large enough that several governments were willing to do them...
favors."

Ankhere
opened
her
mouth to comment, then apparently decided that her English wouldn't do
justice
to her feelings. She turned instead to the translator.

"Such
intrigues are not unknown to the Setim. Nor is the suspicion which your
race so
obviously feels against mine. Why else do you fill the halls of
Ushabti's Gift with armed guards? We have
held our tongues at your fears that we would somehow turn the computer
against
you. But patience reaches an end when these so-called guardians cannot
be
trusted. Is our birthright to be filched away, piece by piece? Does
anyone know
where this circuit—which I have not seen—came from? Your underlings
here have
not spoken to me."

Some
genius apparently went into a diplomatic funk
when he heard I was coming, West thought. Afraid of screwing up, they
put
everything on hold until I arrived—and blew it by shutting out the
Setim.

He
consulted his notes. "According to Private
Carew, machines began working and just 'spat it out.' "

Ankhere
absorbed this information, then responded
through her interpreter. "If the component was fabricated, it was
either
required for repairs... or it was requested. In either case, we
should query
the computer."

West
nodded his complete agreement. "And find
out where the hell it was going," he muttered.



Sheb
slipped into the cabin that had served as the
central storehouse for the abandoned base camp. The trip back was
becoming a
familiar one for the able-bodied in the refugees' haven.

Even
so, the moments of the final approach always tore
at the scavengers' nerves. They scouted as best they could from the
woods and
from the top of the berm. No devil-cats were in sight.

That
didn't mean
they might not be prowling within the log houses or on the way.

A
sharp reek
assailed Sheb's nose, and he instinctively leveled his blast-lance. No
one was
inside the storehouse, but there was all too palpable proof that the
building
had been visited. Ration pouches lay strewn across the floor, many of
them
clawed open.

It
is as Daniel
said, Sheb thought. The devils grow hungry. They attempted to sample
our food.

That
much was
evident from the open packages. The contents had been chewed—and
rejected, spit
out on the floor. The experimenting cats had gone farther in their
verdict,
apparently voiding on the discards.

Sheb
had to
repress
a grin at a sudden mischievous notion. I might do the same on the
chicken and
rice or the ham steak, he thought. But it wasn't just these, but the
more
palatable spaghetti and beef stew, that were mixed into the mess.

Sobering
suddenly,
Sheb recalled his duty. He leaned outside, signaling to the rest of the
crew.

"We
didn't
know if you'd forgotten us, or gotten yourself killed," one of the
bearers, a big miner called Aha, quipped as he came in.

Then
he wrinkled
his nose. "Faugh! What's that?"

Sheb
indicated
the mess on the floor.
"Just something
to
make our work a little less pleasant," he said.

In
the end, Sheb decided to leave the mass of desecrated ration pouches
untouched where they lay. The disgusting muddle might serve to deter
later
visitors.

Besides,
a cleanup might be noticed.

The
scavengers contented themselves with shifting several full crates
across the noisome mess, to be secreted closer to the walls. The work
was
punctuated by muttered imprecations as men slipped and skidded on the
rejected
food. Then Sheb had the bearers load up with the contents of several
opened
boxes.

But
just as they were about to move out, the cry of the hoopeh
was
heard.

"The
scouts must have spotted something." Sheb tried to hide
his alarm by keeping his voice flat.

The
scavenging crew burst into action, the guards darting from the
storehouse to take up stations at the corners of various buildings or
ruins,
checking that intersections were clear.

As
soon as they got the high sign, heavily laden bearers slogged off,
further burdened with cases of rations to be dumped off at hidden
caches nearer
the walls.

They
all
moved like a well-greased piece of Urt-man machinery, the armed men
shifting
from scouts to rear guard as the convoy proceeded to the walls.
Everyone
scuttled along with a sense of purpose, keeping perfect noise
discipline,
though the strain of imminent discovery showed on every face.

The
scavengers hid half their booty before they reached the berm, still
without incident. But when Sheb wormed his way to an observation point
at the
top of the earthen wall, he immediately saw what the warning was about.

Gold-armored
forms were moving through the trees at the margins of the
colony's cleared fields, just about cutting the camp off from the woods.

But
either the presence of human scouts in the forest had robbed the
devils of tactical surprise, or one of the alien officers had grown
impatient.
Instead of waiting for the mouse to appear in the trap, the cats were
moving
openly.

Sheb
eeled his way back down. "Cats in the woods—in force. Dump the
rations."

The
bearers quickly stowed their precious haversacks, slipping a few
ration packets inside their shirts. Sheb did the same, then led his
crew to the
eastern side of the camp—away from the fields and the refugees' haven.

His
men had been drilled in the emergency procedure. They would move off
into the hills as if their destination were the redoubt that everyone
hoped had
been established by the main group of humans at Hidey-hole Hill.

But
once in
deep enough cover, the group would split. A few volunteers would go on,
trying
to work their way through the enemy lines and reestablish
contact with Kasuf, Skaara, Colonel O'Neil, and the others to the east.
The
rest of the food runners would circle around through the forest,
returning to
Daniel, Sha'uri, and the refugees.

Sheb's
men
ass-slid down the earthen berm
with no pretence at stealth and went scrambling down the hillside
before the
devils in the woods could cut them off. They weren't completely
successful.
Long-range blast-bolts crashed among them, and the golden figures began
flashing through the trees with their usual frightening speed.

"Come
on! Move!"
But after those
shouts Sheb saved his breath for his pumping legs.

The
enemy's
pincer was deranged by the
humans' unexpected sortie, but their warriors flowed up the hillside
that
Sheb's men were climbing. Sheb leveled his blast-lance and fired into
the
advancing wave. Even as he did, the gold-armored warriors began forming
ranks,
with selected groups firing back.

A
scream,
abruptly choked off, told Sheb that
one of his men was down. He reached the crest of the hill, then tumbled
down
the blessed silence of the dead side, out of sight of the advancing
enemy.

But
for how long?
The devils would quickly
scale their way into view again, able to pick Sheb's men off as they
toiled up
the next hillside. He quickly made a decision, calling to him the men
who were
to act as what Feretti called the "red herring" force.

"We'll
never be
able to break from those
devils long enough to split our people," Sheb said. "Unless we slow
them down."

The
men were all
scouts, fast runners armed
with blast-lances—the most likely to escape if this retreat became a
rout.
Their faces were all tense as they realized what Sheb was asking them
to do.

But
they all
followed him back to the
hilltop.

Their
first
blasts caught the climbing cats
by surprise, forcing them back into ranks again. But the result was a
foregone
conclusion, given the disparity of numbers.

Sheb
risked a
glance backward, even though
the devils were almost upon them. The hillside beyond was empty of men.

It's
the best we
can do for you, he thought.

"Run
if you can,"
he ordered his
men. Several were struck as they dashed from cover.

Pain
seared in a
crippling stab across the
back of Sheb's thigh, down toward the knee. His leg buckled, and he was
pitched
down the hillside, into the thorny embrace of a scraggly bush clinging
to a
narrow ledge.

He
survived the
impact, but the world went
gray, tinged with red at the edges. He lay, limp and unmoving, as enemy
warriors clattered by, taking incredible leaps. But as the rear guard
passed,
one of the golden figures suddenly exploded in midair.

A
single member
of the rear echelon whipped around,
moving at a speed that beat out even the fast-forward antics of the
other
armored figures. A single uphill leap covered the distance of three
downward
jumps, putting the superwarrior to near point-blank range of one of the
smoldering human casualties.

Burned
but not
dead, Sheb realized. The
wounded scout tried to aim, but the superwarrior was already triggering
his
blast-lance. That was the end of the would-be sniper.

Sheb
noticed that
the retaliating warrior's
leg armor differed from what he'd come to consider standard alien issue.

If
he jumps
toward me, I'll try to play dead,
Sheb thought.

But
he didn't
have to worry about that. The
grayness in his vision dimmed to black as unconsciousness seized him.



Barbara
Shore
entered the office like a kid
called to see the principal. She wasn't sure what was going on when the
security people locked the place down... although she started to get
a clue
when the questioning began. "Yes, I asked the computer to fabricate the
circuit," she told General West and Ankhere. "Everyone was busy
getting off on the theoretical possibilities the circuit represented. I
wanted
to see if the doohickey actually fit inside the StarGate."

"Why?"
West
demanded.

"Maybe
it's
because I have the most
hands-on experience with the big gold donut," Barbara
replied, annoyed.
"You might remember that putzing around—it was what let us tune in on
the
StarGate aboard Hathor's space dreadnought and defeat her."

The
not-so-subtle
reminder of the research
that had saved the Earth—and the Setim—shut up the interrogation.
Barbara
started again, her tone a bit more conciliatory. "If this component can
be
connected to our StarGate, I think it should be. The Ballas StarGate
isn't one
of Ra's cut-down specials. We might be able to communicate."

"And
who do you
expect to pick up?"
West finally said. "The very fact that we can't get a connection means
that the enemy controls the StarGate."

"That's
my
point," Barbara said.
"We can't walk through, but maybe we can communicate with them. One of
the
justifications for that war powers act you shoved through Congress is
that the
cats wouldn't talk to us."

She
looked hard
at the general and the alien
officer. "Here's a chance to force a connection, to talk without them
able
to shoot at us. Maybe we have to get their attention. Shouldn't we at
least
take the chance?"



Sheb
was well
behind the other survivors of
the scavenging team when he finally hobbled into the refugees' haven.
Daniel and Feretti had just
about finished questioning the rest of the crew, and now they shifted
over to
the makeshift infirmary where Sheb was being patched.

"He's
lost a chunk of muscle from the leg, but little blood,"
the woman in charge explained as she wrapped a bandage over the wound.
"The heat burned the wound shut."

Cauterized,
Daniel thought. The energy that made the aliens' weapons so
dangerous had a bizarre benefit when wounds weren't serious.

That
wasn't his concern right now. He was more interested in Sheb's
report on what he'd found on entering the rations storehouse. In
between sips
of tepid water, Sheb related all that he had seen.

"I'm
not surprised these guys couldn't stomach our prepackaged
food," Daniel said, nodding. "We know from their hunting now—and the
kills they made when our wildlife teams were first tracking them—that
they like
their meat blood-rare and plentiful."

He
rattled
his brains, trying to remember. Back when the hoodats had first been
discovered
on Ballas, a would-be xenobiologist had sent him some data on Earthly
predators. "Back home, big cats have been known to eat sixty to eighty
pounds in one night. That let them go on for more than a week. Even if
the
aliens eat a lot less, meals must still be in the tens of
pounds range.
And they've been here a lot longer than a single week now."

Feretti,
however, was more interested in the super-warrior Sheb had observed.
"You
say the leg armor looked different? Sounds like it was engineered for
greater
speed." His angular face looked even more intense than usual. "Now,
who would need that sort of special equipment?"

"A
scout?" Sheb offered.

But
Feretti shook his head. "A scout would be up front. You say this guy
was
in the rear of the formation. Somebody in the back of a bunch of
fighting
men—or cats—with plenty of mobility. I suppose it could be some sort of
runner
for the officer in charge... or the officer himself."

"Why
would a leader trail behind? I never saw Colonel O'Neil—"

Feretti
grinned. "Not many officers like Colonel O'Neil around." His face
grew more serious. "We kept noticing that the cats—even some of their
scouts—tended to do things by the numbers. We also know they were the
special
servants of a bunch of gray-faced control freaks, if we take Ra as
typical.
Maybe obedience is hard-wired into them, somehow."

The
thin marine glanced at Daniel. "You know,
lots of people go around saying boot camp beats the drill into new
recruits
until they're just about robots. Suppose the cats really are
like robots—at least in
the
lower ranks. Sprinkled in among them are a few top cats, officers
with
initiative—and built-up leg armor so they can move around and give
orders."

He
shook his
head. "It would make a
damned effective army—orders would be followed, even if it meant an
attack
would be mowed down. But there's a big vulnerability. Officers would
become a
primary target—because if they get zipped, the troops literally won't
know what
the hell to do."



"What
in the
flaming pit are we to
do?" Merraq demanded of his staff. "The enemy clings to his defensive
works like one of those annoying bivalves from the seas of Nekhet."

"The
flesh of
those bivalves is quite
delicious," one of Merraq's pride members offered, "once the shell is
broken."

"In
this case,
breaking the shell would
also destroy the treasures we seek." Merraq stalked back and forth.
"We know that one for one, our warriors are superior to the ape-vermin.
How, then, do they inflict such disproportionate casualties?"

"Their
weapons—"
began one of the
Hunt leaders.

"Most
of their
weapons are also
inferior!" The Director drowned the officer out. "Their tactics—they
do not fight the way the People do."

Sekhmet
knew she
would pay for interrupting
the diatribe, but someone had to speak up before more warriors were
lost.
"Perhaps the aliens are not like the People at all," she said.
"Their young don't seem to be conditioned. Maybe there are no Servitors
and Successors among them. Perhaps they are all self-directed, as the
Predecessors were."

Merraq
rounded on
her with a snarl. "The
Predecessors would never stand for self-directed servants! We have seen
worlds
blasted by the Predecessors to exterminate such species! That is the
reason the
People were created!"

She
shook her
head, continuing to point out
facts. "How do we explain their strange hybrid technology?" Sekhmet
asked. "If their science were at a lower level, and they somehow
encountered the StarGate network—"

"Impossible!"
Merraq cut her off.
"How could total aliens even understand the StarGate, much less
penetrate
the web? The operation of the gateways must be learned, conditioned—"

"Then,
Director,
their conditioning is
wildly divergent from our own," Sekhmet said. "They fight
differently, as you have said. And the reasons they fight also seem to
be
different. The aliens battled fiercely when we threatened the young and
the
superannuated workers—as fiercely as we would defend a creche. I've
seen them
die to protect a wounded comrade."

Merraq
seemed on
the verge of dismissing her
again as unstable. But he stopped, musing over her words. "You make a
point," he admitted, turning to other staff members. "Was there not
some mention of a concentration of worker types hiding in the western
hills?"

Several
shes
darted to the computers to
retrieve the information. When he had it, Merraq considered his combat
commanders. "Inherkha," the Director said, singling out one of the
younger Successors, "your Hunt did well in the attack today."

They
attacked
quite gallantly until the
enemy's distance weapons spilled so much of their blood, Sekhmet
thought.

"You,
Inherkha,
will restore the
strength of your Hunt from other units which have suffered losses."

Sekhmet
shifted
her eyes to the young
commander. In other words, she thought, he'll receive the pick of the
survivors
from the other disastrous attacks.

"Gather
up these
workers upon whom the
enemy seems to set so much value," Merraq commanded. "Perhaps they'll
cease to skulk in their holes if we exterminate the useless ones before
them."


CHAPTER 14

THE
FOG OF WAR

The
column of refugees straggled, following a route through the hills
that could barely be called a trail. Sha'uri had climbed farther up the
hillside, trying to keep both ends of the parade in her view. Since the
debacle
of the last food run to the ruins of the base camp, they were shorter
than ever
when it came to able-bodied men.

Some
of the wounded were recovering—the lucky ones who'd only been struck
glancingly by blast-bolts. Hits to the head or chest were usually
catastrophic.
Belly wounds were chancy—they could kill, like the bolt that had hit
Sha'uri
back on Abydos. Unfortunately, they didn't have the magical sarcophagus
that
had brought her back to life. Those who survived the bolt lay in
terrible pain.

Near-hits
(or misses) on the extremities tended to cauterize themselves.
Those so wounded could be on their feet the next day, if infection
didn't set
in. If the bolt was on target, the result was more like an impromptu
amputation. Several of the marchers stumbled along minus a hand or arm.

Sha'uri
watched one man go to wipe his
face—and wince. He no longer had a forearm—just a stained bandage at
the end of
a stump. Still, he was better off than those who'd lost a leg. The
woodcarvers
in the group had been kept busy fashioning crutches. But even with this
help,
the hopping, hobbling gait of the legless inevitably condemned them to
the end
of the procession. If the refugees had to flee pursuit, these
handicapped ones
would be the first to suffer.

What
surprised Sha'uri was how quietly the mass of refugees moved toward
their next haven. Walking wounded plodded on, though their faces might
be white
with pain. Even the children went without a whimper—they'd had enough
hard
lessons in the ways of survival on several of these death marches in
their
young lives.

Sha'uri
tried to push away unpleasant thoughts about what effect all this
might have on the next generation of the Abydan colonists. Then she had
yet
another source of worry. Ahouri, hugely pregnant, hobbled past. Her
husband
Pairi supported her with an arm around her shoulders, taking as much of
her
weight as he could. But the young woman looked miserable.

It
wasn't
just the physical effort of dragging along the wearying miles, Sha'uri
knew.
She'd spoken with Ahouri several times, as she had with most of the
refugees.
The younger woman feared for her baby. She had recurring
nightmares about giving birth in the middle of one of these forced
marches.

"I
can't help
with that," Daniel
had sighed. "But I can make sure that her husband stays with her. Pairi
is
hereby relieved of guard duty on the line of march so he can help his
wife," he'd told Tetiky and the other militia leaders. "And if anyone
wants to complain about it, they can take it up with me."

Then
he'd glanced
at Sha'uri. "With my
luck, they probably will. Everybody wants to let me know when things go
wrong."

Well,
Daniel
wouldn't have to listen to
complaints this time. He'd gone off with Tetiky and a new scavenging
team to
get more rations. They were supposed to rendezvous at a new location
chosen by
Feretti.

Sha'uri
left her
vantage point and began
hiking toward the end of the refugee column, ready to exhort the
stragglers
onward. Once again, they were moving even farther from the only source
of help
they might expect to find on this planet.

She
had a very
bad feeling about all this...



General
J. Caesar
Dixon III seemed to be
taking cover behind his big desk the way raw recruits cringed in their
foxholes
during their first shelling.

But
then, General
West thought, from his
point of view, what I'm handing him is worse than a live shell—it's an
idea.

"You
approved this harebrained stunt of adding unconventional components to
the
StarGate?" Dixon demanded. His present proprietary interest in the
StarGate stood in sharp contrast to his near-hysterical efforts to slam
the
gateway shut after the first reports of aliens on Ballas. Back then,
Dixon had
been prepared to yank Jack O'Neil and his handful of marines off the
planet,
leaving the Abydan colonists to fend for themselves.

Only
when
O'Neil pointed out that the aliens might have learned the StarGate
coordinates
for Earth had Dixon changed his tune. But Dixon still showed himself to
be a
political general when he sent the 371st SOC-MEU without any backup—the
reinforcing effort had been a ploy, a way to show the flag—to a bunch
of aliens
who didn't know what the flag meant.

However,
Dixon was fighting his favorite kind of war right now—adjudicating a
turf
battle on who would march through the StarGate to relieve Ballas. West
could
well believe that every armed service had tried to horn in. The marines
had
gotten too much publicity for actively saving the world. Oh, the air
force had
gotten a little credit. It was an ex-fighter jock who'd lured the
Boat of a
Million Years to its rendezvous with destiny.

If
the StarGate had been large enough to allow an
air force F-16 fighter through, or a navy missile frigate, the fighting
might
have gotten bloody. Although those services were offering helicopter
gunships,
it was really down to the ground-pounders, most likely the army.

After
all,
Dixon was army. And from what West had heard of the last go-round, the
Green
Machine had put up a good case. They wanted to send an armored
battalion
through—fifty-eight top-of-the-line M1A2 tanks. The whole Marine Corps
could
only field two hundred tanks—and they were the older MlAls.

Now
that
he had a blitzkrieg just waiting for the scientists to unleash with
cosmic call
waiting, Dixon didn't want anyone messing with "his" StarGate.

It
was
West's turn to be diplomatic.

"If
Dr. Shore is correct, General, this is no 'unconventional component.'
The
communicator was originally part of the StarGate. And the only approval
I've
given is for an examination to see if the component fits where Dr.
Shore thinks
it should."

"And
that's all that will happen," Dixon told him
emphatically. "A
communications attempt might startle the enemy—perhaps distract him.
But it
will certainly call attention to the StarGate—and that should only
occur just
before we launch our counterattack."



Sheb
was tired, desperately tired, as he stumbled
into the narrow valley carved into the side of the hill. The sheltered
space
housed a copse of trees—shelter—and a
running brook—water. Now it was also home to a couple of hundred
fugitives,
with Sheb as almost the rear guard.

His
"good" leg ached abominably from taking most of his weight.
Sheb hadn't sat during any of the brief respites on the trail, afraid
that he'd
stiffen up and be even slower. His armpit hurt even worse—the cloth
padding on
his makeshift crutch had done little to soften the jolts of a
miles-long march.
As for his bad leg, for the last hour or so, his wound had felt as if
someone
were lighting a fire there.

And
that would be the only fire in their new campsite. They would huddle
in the dark like frightened children, mice hiding from the cats.

Tamit
met him as soon as he passed the guard post, holding a cup in her
hands. Steam rose from the container—she must have just dropped a heat
tablet
into the brew to warm it up.

"I
have a place set up for us over here," she told him as he
sipped at the coffee, soaking in the warmth.

"Between
Ahouri and myself, we kept you busy enough today,"
Sheb said. Tamit had shuttled back and forth along the line of march,
helping
Sheb to stump along, then spelling Pairi as she assisted his wife. It
had been
a bitter pill for Sheb to swallow when Ahouri began to outpace him
toward the
end of the day.

Left
in the
dust by a pregnant woman! And then Tamit had seemingly deserted him! It
was a
relief to find that she'd merely gone ahead to make some preparations
for the
night.

Their
bower was hardly luxurious—blankets padded with grasses under a
canopy of leaves. But at least it was dry, and as snug as could be
expected in
a fireless camp. Sheb set himself down with a groan. Tamit slipped in
beside
him and covered them with their remaining blanket.

She'd
been sleeping with him ever since he returned from the disastrous
expedition to the base camp—no big announcements or declarations,
merely taking
charge in her quiet, practical way. It had quickly become comfortable,
although
Sheb had to mind his wound on the occasions when they hadn't exactly
been
sleeping.

Tonight
was no time for that, though. They lay closely together as much
for warmth as for companionship. "Ahouri's time is very, very close,"
Tamit said in a low voice. "Joggling along today has certainly not
delayed
it."

"She
joggled better than I did," Sheb grumped.

Tamit
combed playful fingers through his beard, suddenly making Sheb aware of
the new
silver strands that had appeared there. Stress, overexertion, and
near-starvation.
It didn't make a person feel younger, even if a lovely woman was
teasing you.
"You did well enough." Then Tamit's tone became serious. "Ahouri
was carried by the end of the day. I managed to convince a couple of
the
stretcher bearers. We lost several of the wounded along the way."

Sheb
had noticed a pair of grim-looking stretcher bearers emerging from a
canyon off the line of march. They looked as if they'd been digging or
piling
rocks. Doubtless they had, preparing a burial cairn for their former
burden.

"We've
made our way well enough, so far," he told Tamit,
pulling her closer, raining kisses on her hair. Gray had cropped there
as well,
he noted, including a very attractive white flash over her brow. "Most
of
us, at least. Daniel and Sha'uri have led well. We must cling to our
hope—"

But
what he clung to was her, until shouts and a particularly hated sound
forced themselves on their attention. The characteristic snarl of
blast-bolts
ripped through the air, horrifyingly nearby.

"The
guards are the ones shouting," Sheb said, painfully
working his way to his feet. "But those are too many blasts for the
outliers. We're under attack!"



Sha'uri
stood gripping a blast-lance as the lookouts retreated to the
outer fringes of this patch of woods. Golden reflections of blast-bolts
showed
enough of the enemy's advancing skirmish line. Her handful of actual
warriors
struggled into position first, bleary-eyed after being roused from
exhausted
sleep.

Higher-pitched
voices called out behind her—the women, preparing improvised nursing
stations.
She had
carefully rehearsed everyone for such an
extremity—elders and children enclosed in the perimeter, nurses ready,
warriors
providing the hard defensive shell.

All
the warriors.

Now
the
wounded—all who could handle a
weapon—shambled into position. In some cases, a few hardy souls
insisted on
being carried to the fighting line.

Fair
enough,
Sha'uri thought. This would be
no battle of maneuver. The refugees were too exhausted to consider
running.
Anyway, the devil-cats were too close. They must stand and fight.
Either they
defeated the attackers... or they were gone.

Driving
back the
observation posts must have
given the cats a bad case of overconfidence. They brought their line
right up
to the underbrush where the humans hid. Behind the skirmishers, one
cat-figure
ran with even greater than usual speed. Sha'uri remembered Sheb's
report.
"Hezi! Min! Torn!" she rapped out at three of the wounded men.
"Kill that big cat in the rear. The rest of you, pick a target and
fire.
Now!"

A
sudden storm of
blast-bolts shook the
advancing cats. Still, they might have carried on their attack—except
that
their commander was busy dodging blast-bolts from the three snipers
Sha'uri had
designated. The cats suddenly broke off, pulling back, their formation
disintegrating as they took losses. Several of the
enemy casualties were the result of warriors deliberately stepping
into the path of bolts meant for their commander.

The
enemy
reformed
into a tighter, more solid line, with a cadre of bodyguards shielding
their
leader. Then they came on again, the commander directing them from afar.

Sha'uri
felt
almost
schizoid, her attention pulled in two different directions—firing at
the enemy
with her own weapon, while simultaneously trying to see how the whole
firefight
was going.

It
could be
summed
up in one word—desperately. The defenders' bolts
lashed at the oncoming
enemy, but their return fire was devilishly accurate. Sha'uri had to
order all
her fighters to direct their fire on the advancing warriors, not on
their
leader. Even so, she was losing firepower as her people were hit.

Then,
amazingly,
the firing began to pick up again. Sha'uri turned from her own aiming
as one of
the fighting men screamed and dropped to the ground. An instant later,
a
shawled, robed figure snatched up the blast-lance while others removed
the
wounded man. All along the battle line, women, old folks, even the
bigger
children, were stepping in to replace casualties.

From
the dubious
shelter of the innermost copse, special cries of travail rang out.

Sha'uri
turned to
look back. "Ahouri!" she cried in dismay. Her
rime
must have come! She was giving birth in the middle of the battle!

I
promised to
help, Sha'uri thought, taking a
step backward. A figure cannoned into her, banging her into a tree
trunk as
enemy blast-bolts clipped branches where she'd been standing a moment
before.

She
recognized
her rescuer as Sheb. "One
thing or the other, lady," he said roughly. "Tamit is with Ahouri,
and there are plenty of midwives among the nurses. Without you, we
don't hold
those devils back. And if we fail, it won't matter for Ahouri and her
babe."



Inherkha
crouched
behind his chosen
bodyguards, cursing his own overconfidence—and the Director's
interference.
When his scouts detected signs of the passage of a large number of
ape-vermin,
he'd pressed his command in pursuit, hoping to catch the worker units
when they
stopped to rest. But full dark had come before his leading units
finally caught
up.

Even
so, the
prospect had seemed easy enough.
A hastily formed skirmish line drove back the aliens' outer screen of
guards.
Remembering how the workers had been driven like prey-beasts outside
their
camp, Inherkha had pressed his attack—and felt as if he had thrust his
naked
face into the midst of a feral band. The defenders had not merely
flayed his
warriors, they had targeted him!

Inherkha
dove for
cover as his hasty strategy
collapsed. He'd redeployed his units for
self-protection. But the images he got through his dark-vision lenses
only
increased his unease. The worker units—the ones Director Merraq had
dismissed
as "useless"—these were taking up weapons as enemy warriors were
eliminated... and continuing the fight!

The
Director
burst out in a torrent of abuse
when he received Inherkha's reports. "The damned vermin are completely
unnatural—mad!" Merraq's voice was almost a scream over Inherkha's
earphones.

"Director,
it
will be extremely
difficult to capture any of them with this much resistance," Inherkha
said. "I request reinforcements—"

"Reinforcements?
Against the lowest of
the ape-vermin?" Merraq turned his tirade from cursing the aliens to a
personal attack on Inherkha. "If you can't capture them, incompetent,
then
eliminate them all!"

Inherkha
was glad
his commander couldn't see
the reflexive snarl this insult provoked, the flexing of claws into
attack
mode. However this fight turned out, his future among the Clan's
warriors was
destroyed.

Nonetheless,
orders were orders. Inherkha
prepared to pass along Merraq's order to eliminate all of the aliens.

Then
he noticed
movement from the rear...



Daniel
was
panting as he clawed his way
recklessly up the hillside. He'd had a bad feeling all the way back
from the base camp. The scavenging
party had gone in with almost paranoiac precautions against another
ambush. But
no cats had been lying in wait. The camp and the area around it seemed
almost
deserted by the enemy. There were no watchers; no hunters prowled the
vicinity.

But
there were plenty of hunters when the scavengers returned to the
woods. And those hunters were all moving in the same direction, like a
weapon
aimed at the escape route that Sha'uri had taken with the refugees.

Daniel
faced the worst torture of his life, hurrying his little force
along, making the best pace possible without betraying their position
to the
stalking cats.

When
darkness fell, they were still on the march, and Daniel faced new
agonies. The scavengers would be moving blind, while the enemy had
already
demonstrated an ability to see in the dark. His column might fall into
a trap
while moving to help the main group of refugees.

The
snarl of blast-lances in the distance had decided him. Daniel told
his men to drop the packs of rations they'd been carrying. Then they
set off
directly cross-country, abandoning the trail they'd been following.

It
was a hell of a lot more demanding, but at least they wouldn't crash
into any cat formations in the dark. Or so Daniel hoped.

He
reached
the crest of the hill and looked down into the side valley where the
fugitives
had camped. Blast-bolts lit the night, delineating the defense line and
the
advancing column trying to breach it.

But
Daniel's attention was caught by the small knot of golden figures
behind the big attack. Gathering his dozen or so men around him, he
pointed
toward his target. "See that? I think it's the command post—with the
officer in charge of the cats. I wonder what would happen if we took
him
out?"

The
men did their best to make their descent down the hill as quiet as
possible. But just as they were barely in firing distance, the form
hunkered
down behind its human (or, rather, inhuman) shield
glanced up at them.

The
captain of the cats shot to his feet as his bodyguards leapt to cover
him from the new danger.

Daniel
didn't have to give his people any orders. Howling like maniacs,
they charged the rest of the way down the hill, firing their
blast-lances from
the hip.

Two
of Daniel's comrades went down, but the math was brutally,
crushingly, on their side. A dozen blast-lances to half that number.

The
returning scavenger force cut down the bodyguards and their officer.
Even as they did so, the rear ranks of the attacking column peeled
around.

That
wasn't what I was hoping for, Daniel thought as overwhelming
reinforcements rushed to the command post—firing at him even as they
moved.


CHAPTER 15

LIFE
IN DEATH

Daniel
all but fell on his face as blast-bolts plowed through the dirt on
the slope. The mathematics of force had shifted drastically against the
scavengers as armored forms moved with metronomic precision to protect
the
command post—which now consisted of a half dozen golden figures doing
the dead
man's cha-cha on the ground.

The
downed officer stopped twitching—and the rank of warriors running to
his aid suddenly lost cohesion. Some continued firing, but others ran
to check
their officer's condition.

The
news must not have been good.

Daniel
was too busy dodging the scattered blast-bolts that were still
coming his way to appreciate the results of the cat officer's death.
But it
quickly became evident. The once-formidable mass of armored warriors,
inexorably advancing toward the patch of woods that sheltered the
refugees,
suddenly wavered.

Cats
were still fighting, but as individuals. Some weren't even firing,
but looking back.

Like
a
child's sand castle being sluiced away by the incoming
tide,
ones, twos, then small groups of cat-warriors flowed away from the
firing line.
They drifted to the ruined command post, clumping around their dead
commander,
staring. Finally, they just trailed way, skulking off into the night.

The
erosion
continued until, in moments, the
attack hadn't just halted... it had disintegrated.

Daniel
levered
himself up off the ground, his
jaw dropping in disbelief. How could that golden, lethal machine, on
the verge
of overwhelming his people, fall to tiny pieces as the result of a bare
dozen
blast-bolts?

Around
him, the
survivors of his group were
also getting to their feet—those who could. Several of the scavengers
were
dead, a couple were wounded. Daniel reorganized his little command, and
supporting one of the hurt men, he started downhill.

Their
path down
the slope and back to their
compatriots was slow and painful. The battlefield, for the most part,
was
eerily quiet—the silence of amazement... and exhaustion. Low moans
rose from
the wounded, muted sobs from those who had lost family members.

Then
came a sound
utterly alien to such grim
surroundings—an infant's wail, the shocked protest of a newborn finding
him- or
herself out in the cold, unfriendly world.

Daniel
and his
people had just reached the
refugees' picket line. He was met by a smiling Sha'uri. "Ahouri," she
murmured.

A
shocked
exclamation turned their attention
down the battle line. Pairi, ignoring a good-sized scorch along one arm
of his
shirt, began hastening deeper into the woods. He was intercepted by
Tamit, who
was grinning hugely.

"A
baby boy," she
announced.
"The firstborn on this world."

The
drooping
warriors seemed to revive,
bursting out into shouts and laughter. Pairi had to endure a virtual
storm of
backslapping. Sha'uri kissed his cheek, and Daniel stepped forward to
take the
young man's hand.

He
found his hand
engulfed in a double clasp
from Pairi. "We had already decided," the young woodworker announced
in a rush, caught between bashfulness and an eagerness to be with his
new
family. "If it was a boy, we'd name him Danyer."

Daniel
gaped for
a moment, caught off-guard.
That was the Abydan variant of his name—a compliment indeed.

Finally
recovering, he called after the
retreating Pairi, "Are you sure you want to do that? My good name goes
up
and down among the people round here."

His
sally raised
a chorus of good-natured
laughter from the onlookers.

Of
course, he
thought. I just helped shoot
the chief bogeyman and saved the day—this time.

The
refugees
quickly settled into the
nightmarish housekeeping of wartime, collecting the wounded for
treatment and
setting aside the dead for burial.

"We'll
have to
move as soon as we finish
with the graves," Sha'uri said tonelessly, watching the work continue.

"Yeah.
I see the
old folks are already
bundling things up. But we'll need to send out a search party before we
go," Daniel quietly said. "There are ration packs scattered halfway
up the far side of that hill. We're going to need them."

Sha'uri
nodded,
turning to locate some spare
able bodies for the job.

"Tetiky
came
through the firefight. He
should be able to guide the party to where we dumped the rations.
Meanwhile," Daniel went on, "I'll be talking with Feretti about the
best route to get through the forest—and to O'Neil and the others."

Her
back went
rigid at that announcement. But
in spite of that, her disheveled hair, and the fact that she'd been in
the same
clothing for days, Daniel wanted her.

Pheromones,
he
thought, taking a step away.
Sweat and woman scent. Or maybe just my own raging hormones.
Post-combat shock.
The instinctive drive to make babies to rebuild the population that's
being
lost.

He
knew
his chances were about as good as the proverbial snowball's in hell.
Sha'uri
underscored that when she finally turned around. Her demeanor was cool,
except
for the flashing eyes.

"So,
at long last, you've changed your mind about getting some help from
O'Neil."

"We
couldn't find a working radio, and, considering the trouble we had
getting to
and from the camp, I wasn't going to risk anyone going deeper into
enemy
lines," Daniel said.

He
looked
hard at his estranged wife. "Now we've got two serious reasons to try
to
get a message to O'Neil. First, our situation has changed. Those cats
didn't
stumble across you. They were searching. I don't
need to tell you that's
a bad sign. As long as they weren't paying any attention to us, we
could afford
to duck and run. We've still got to get out of here, but we're running
out of
dodging room. Our only hope is for the main group to send people out
and bring
us in."

Daniel
paused. "Second, now I've got something to offer Jack O'Neil. I can
tell
him how the attack on us fell apart after we took out a single
officer-cat."

"And
I suppose you're the only person for the job," Sha'uri said in a frozen
voice.

"I
couldn't send Ahouri—not because of her
condition, but because I don't think she speaks much English," Daniel
tried to joke, without visibly affecting Sha'uri's stone face. "Look.
Whoever goes will have to convince Jack O'Neil. He thinks I'm a pain in
the
ass, but he also knows I'm persistent."

Sha'uri
looked at
him as if she were
examining a strange entomological specimen. "I simply think it's odd
that
whenever you encounter a problem, you always volunteer yourself for the
most
dangerous part of the solution."

Daniel's
voice
was flat as he answered.
"Don't think it's because they cheered for me when I came down that
hill.
I can remember—and so can you—lots of times when they'd have been just
as
happy to boo." He shrugged. "I've screwed up my life... and yours...
probably the lives of everybody sheltering under those trees. If
it takes
my life to fix things for the others—"

"Suppose
I told
you I didn't want you to
go?" The words came out of her as if someone were pulling teeth.

"If
you felt that
strongly, I don't
think you'd phrase it as a supposition." Daniel tried to keep calm, but
he
could hear the quaver in his voice. "Anyway, we're in the middle of a
war,
here. The personal problems of two little people—"

"I've
heard that
speech before,"
Sha'uri interrupted. "And I thought Humphrey Bogart did it much
better." She looked torn between laughter and tears.

To
tell the
truth, Daniel wasn't that far
from either.

"Just
because
it's been on TV doesn't
mean it's not true," he said. "Our little problems don't mean much
when you weigh them against this... bigger problem."

"At
least you
didn't tell me we'd always
have Nagada." Sha'uri's laugh sounded suspiciously like a sob.

Daniel
looked at
her gravely. "Too many
negative memories to go with the positive ones. Suppose I just say I
was never,
ever happier than when I was happy with you?"

"Was
that from
some movie?" she
asked.

He
thought for a
second. "Not that I can
remember."

They
smiled, and,
for a moment, they were
back in those happier times.

Then
Sha'uri
sighed. "I know I can't
stop you. And I'm determined not to act like an idiot this time. So all
I can
say is... try not to do anything stupid."

Daniel
jerked
back a little. "Excuse
me?" he said.

"Whenever
you go
off on these suicide
missions, you usually end up doing something... stupid," she said.
"Like the time the Horus guard almost strangled you with your own
blast-lance, or when you jumped to take one on bare-handed, blocking my
shot." Sha'uri shook her head. "The last time, you tried to save me,
firing a pistol into the face of an armored cat." She grimaced. "And
you nearly killed us both with ricocheting bullets."

"They
all seemed
reasonable enough at
the time," Daniel protested.

Sha'uri
stepped
closer. "If you're going
to play Bogey, at least remember his other line—'I don't stick my neck
out for
nobody.' "

Daniel
laughed.
"I prefer 'Here's
looking at you, kid.' "

They
stood very
close for a long moment. He
bent to her. She raised her face. Their lips met.

It
wasn't a long
kiss, but when it was over,
Sha'uri's arms were clasped around him. "I won't call that a
promise," she said, her voice husky. "Consider it an incentive to
come back safely."

She
cleared her
throat. "Once we've
dealt with the big problem, maybe we can get to work on some of the
smaller... personal... ones."

Daniel
didn't
know how to answer that. So he
kissed her again, and headed into the improvised camp, searching among
the busy
figures for Feretti.



Gary
Meyers felt
as though he were standing
in the midst of a three-ring circus. Actually, Earth's StarGate stood
in the
midst of three rings of protection. The former missile silo had been
extensively reworked to repel any thrust through the cosmic gateway.
The
sandbags of yesteryear had been replaced with armored concrete
barriers,
bristling with machine guns and Bushmaster 20-mm cannons.

The
Vulcan
gatling gun installed in the
former conference
room
overlooking the silo floor had been joined by others and additional
cannon,
their firing slits carved through the silo's concrete walls. Beyond the
heavy
metal blast doors that gave access to the space were additional
defenses to
turn any exit from the silo into a bloody gauntlet for possible
intruders. The
old instrumentation panels were now hidden from view in something that
looked
like a cross between the blockhouse at Cape Canaveral and a
military-style
bunker.

Meyers
stood behind one of the chest-high walls, feeling like the
proverbial fifth wheel. All around him were military types—soldiers and
marines, some armed with M-16 rifles and grenade launchers, others with
the new
blast-rifles. They stood glowering at Barbara Shore and her small team
of
technicians who stood unprotected in the naked killing zone around the
Star
Gate, installing the additional circuitry devised at Ushabti's Gift—the
supercomputer complex in the Saudi desert. Part of it was supposed to
give the
gateway cosmic call waiting—the ability for the folks on Earth to cut
into the
existing connection between the Ballas StarGate and... wherever.

The
easier
part was the module the ancient computer had fabricated at Barbara's
request—the communications circuits Ra had left out of Earth's gate.
Barbara
and Mitch Storey were definitely the sideshow as they hooked up the
interstellar radio. For the military types, the important part of the
operation
was
the new capability to seize control of the Ballas StarGate.

Rumbling
in the
background, filling even the
cavernous silo with diesel fumes, was the spearhead of General J.
Caesar
Dixon's counterthrust—a platoon of four Abrams M1A2 tanks. Actually,
they might
be considered the shaft of the spear. The sharp end was the special
forces
types armed with captured blast-lances. They'd gone through a training
system
carefully devised to mimic the mind-bending and body-bruising aspects
of
StarGate translation. Meyers had heard the soldiers call it "the
funhouse
from Hell."

The
upshot was,
they would be spewed from the
Ballas StarGate and would prepare the way for the tanks. Dixon had
viewed grim
pictures—and Meyers had seen the grimmer reality—of what blast-bolts
could do
to armored fighting vehicles, even behemoths like the Abrams. The
general did
not propose to end up with a blast-riddled hulk, sixty tons and more,
blocking
the way out for his proposed blitzkrieg.

So
the foot
sloggers would go in to clear the
close confines of the StarGate pyramid of annoying Pussies before the
general
launched his full-scale armored assault.

Whatever
else the
general might be, he was a
demon for planning. Every contingency had been prepared for, from the
zigzag
path the tanks would have to use to get through the Earthside defenses,
to the reinforced ramp required to lift
their
bulk to the height of the transporting force field.

But
there was
always the human factor—in this case, the soldiers ready to shove off,
their
nerves stretched in preparation for combat, visibly chafing as the
lab-coat
brigade dicked around with their window of opportunity.

"You
know," one of the warriors told Meyers, "if something came out of the
gold donut right now, we'd have to start firing, even if it meant
blowing your
friends away."

Another
figure in
woodland camouflage nodded. "Those are the orders. Shoot first, and
keep
shooting."

All
of a sudden,
Meyers was glad of his position on the sidelines. He'd been stuck
behind the
first line of defense with a communications console scavenged from the
wrecked
starship Ra's Eye.

The
console had
been jury-rigged into connection with the StarGate and with Earthly
power
sources. The lieutenant in charge of the defenses cursed it as a hole
in his
firing line.

Frankly
Meyers
felt
like a waste of space himself. He was there to speak through the cosmic
radio
if contact was made. Barbara was hoping that the cats might understand
ancient
Egyptian, or failing that, they could read Ra's hieroglyphics.

If
Ra hadn't made
up his own damned language. If
they made contact. If the damned console didn't blow
up in some bizarre
reaction between Colorado electricity and
the
juice flowing through the activated StarGate.

The
technicians
finished their work, and
Barbara came around the barrier to join Gary. "Ready?" she asked.

"Pretty
much," he
replied.
"Although I'm still wondering if I should have changed my insurance
beneficiaries."

With
an
unladylike snort, she turned and
flashed the "Okay?" sign to Mitch Storey and the technicians in the
control station/bunker.

Gary
saw a flash
that might have been a hand
in one of the slit windows.

"The
countdown
has started,"
Barbara said.

Rollers
set
against the outer edges of the
golden quartz donut began moving, shifting the carved astrological
symbols that
made up the cosmic address for Ballas under the glittering chevrons
that
appeared at intervals around the outside. As each coordinate was
entered, the
golden quartz arrowheads seemed to leap to life, locking onto the star
sign.

As
the fourth
chevron locked on, Gary felt
the low, almost subsonic rumble that meant the StarGate was powering
up. In the
background, he heard startled cries from newbies who'd never been
through the
process. Unattended small items began to dance on tables or move across
the
floor. Every empty space inside Gary's body seemed to vibrate in
harmony as out
the softer noises of wonder at the light
show. The driver on one of the Abrams fighting vehicles gunned his
engine.

"Hold
it right there, tank boy!" Barbara Shore's voice cut
across the room. "You go charging off after my people and I take our
shot."

She
turned to the console before Gary, touching controls to activate the
arcane circuitry she'd implanted in the StarGate.

A
low hum came from the console itself—nothing as impressive as an
interdimensional gateway being opened, just the sort of thing that
usually
indicated power at work. Telltale signals flickered into existence over
the
box—holographic images, the equivalent of dials or readouts.

"According
to the manuals we found aboard the good ship Ra's Eye,
we should be interfacing with any other communicators—in this case, one
on the
other side of the StarGate," Barbara said.

Gary
nodded. "Yeah. Now we see if anybody decides to take our
call." 


CHAPTER 16

REACH
OUT AND NAIL SOMEONE

Daniel
gawked in surprise when he finally caught up with Feretti. He'd been
looking
for the marine among the wounded in the improvised aid station.
Instead,
Feretti came limping past, steering one of the fighters hit in the
latest
firefight toward the improvised aid station.

"What
are you doing on your feet?" Daniel demanded.

"Walking,"
Feretti responded. "A little stiff, maybe, but I bribed the stretcher
bearers to let me make it on my own for today's march." The marine
grimaced. "Anyhow, I managed—and it looks as though I managed to free
up a
stretcher for somebody else after tonight's fight."

After
hearing Daniel's analysis—and his decision—Feretti agreed
wholeheartedly.
"The sooner the colonel gets our info—and gets these people behind his
lines—the better."

The
marine thought for a moment. "I'd say your best shot is to go with one
person—and that person is me."

"You?"
Daniel looked at Feretti's wounded leg.

"Yeah,
I don't
win the competition in the looks department." Feretti inclined his
lean,
pinched face until he was nose to nose with Daniel. "But I know the
area
better than anyone else around here. Hell, I drew most of the maps." He
grinned. "Have I steered you wrong so far?"

The
tired-looking
caravan of refugees pulled itself together once more for yet another
move.
Daniel looked at the silent ranks. His people were scared—they knew
there had
to be more cats coming after them. Sha'uri came over to confer with him
and
Feretti. They'd left her the maps. Feretti planned to move on memory
alone.

"We've
loaded
up with all the water we can carry," Sha'uri reported. "The plan is
to bypass the two nearest campsite possibilities, and wait for you and
O'Neil
on this hill with the rocky knob." She pointed at the map.

"Exactly
right,"
Feretti said. "We'll be cutting straight across the forest and come out
in
the eastern ridges a bit south of Hidey-hole Hill."

Daniel
saw that
Sha'uri was keeping her face determinedly neutral. "I wish the two of
you
luck," she finally said.

"We'll
be back
before you know it," Daniel promised.

"Just
don't be
too quick to drink all the water." Feretti's
advice was more practical—conditioned by too many military foul-ups.

Sha'uri
turned
off to start shepherding her charges through the hills.
Feretti led Daniel off in the opposite direction, cutting away at an
angle to
the path Daniel had used in returning from the base camp.

"You
sure you'll
be able to do this?" Daniel looked dubiously
to the night sky above—with its alien groupings of stars. Some of the
Abydan
colonists had begun piecing together new constellations, but Daniel had
had
other things on his mind. He tripped over a hummock of grass, and
Feretti
glared back at him.

"Will
you watch
where you're going?" the marine demanded in a
low-voiced hiss.

"I
was just
trying to figure out how you'll stay on the route,"
Daniel whispered.

"The
answer ain't
in the stars," Feretti told him. "We'll
be under the forest canopy—with just a few million leaves blocking our
view."

"Then
how—?"

Daniel
broke off
as the scrawny marine rounded on him.

"Promise
not to
tell?" Feretti demanded in a secretive voice.

Daniel
nodded.

"Lentils,"
Feretti told him in a solemn voice. "Whenever I
went into the forest, I dropped a trail of lentils. Got the idea from a
book I
read once."

Right,
Daniel
thought. Grimm's Fairy Tales. The lentil routine was right out of "Hansel and Gretel." And like a big, fat idiot, he'd eagerly offered his leg for pulling.

"I
know for a fact we didn't bring any lentils on this expedition," Daniel
said, trying at least to recover his dignity.

Feretti
just looked at him and shook his head.

They
continued on until they reached a final outpost of the hills,
overlooking the
treetops of the forest. As branches undulated under the breeze, Daniel
found it
almost like standing on the shore of a huge, dark lake—whose waters
happened to
sigh as they moved.

To
the east, flashes appeared on one of the hills on the far "shore"—too
close to the ground and too quiet to be lightning. Daniel realized it
was a
firefight with blast-weapons.

"That's
where we want to go," Feretti said, digging out a pocket compass. He
carefully oriented himself, taking a bearing from the compass. Then he
glanced
at Daniel. "That's
how you navigate without stars."

They
made their way down the hill and into the woods. Once they were under
the
shroud of foliage, the darkness was almost complete. Even after his
eyes
adjusted to the deeper shadow, Daniel's pace was little more than a
slow walk.
Anything faster, and he either stumbled or blundered into tree trunks.

"Can't
you pick it up a
little?" Feretti demanded in an
annoyed undertone. "I'm half-crippled, and I can walk faster."

Even
as he spoke, something scraped against a tree
some distance behind them.

Daniel's
dark-adapted eye caught the faintest trace
of gold—a gold-armored body, he realized, but no head. The cat wore no
helmet.
He heard the snuffling breaths it took and saw its reeling gait as it
staggered
round the trunk to face them. Weak with hunger, Daniel diagnosed.
Hungry...
and hunting.

It
was amazing the amount of speed he was suddenly
able to develop, darkness or no.



In
Ballas's Hall of the StarGate, buried under tons
of shattered stone, the cosmic portal nonetheless survived. Its
circuits
reacted to the energies surging from so many light-years' distance,
creating a
field to complete the connection. In doing so, it whisked a little of
the
rubble which projected inside the torus to some extradimensional limbo.
The
fate for any object—or traveler—that came out of the gateway would be
even more
disagreeable.

Two
objects cannot peacefully coexist in the same
space. The intruding matter might force a partial fusion, but the
energy
released would be unpleasant for those around the StarGate at the far
end—and
inevitably fatal for any who actually attempted the transit.

But
intruders didn't come. Instead, a patterned array
of energies made their way through the mad geometries of the StarGate
connection, activating certain circuits built into the torus to golden
crystal.
These circuits in turn sent an alarm to a nearby console—a console now
unattended, the alien technician who had stood before it having been
mashed
beneath crushing rock.

But
additional
circuits had been added to that console by the long-dead technical
wizards who
had used Ballas as their headquarters. When the message failed to
receive a
response, it was routed elsewhere...



Nefer
couldn't
quite control the small shudder that ran through her form as she walked
through
the display of technology the Urt-men called the "Hall of Gizmos."
The young Abydan woman had just used the waste facility tucked behind
the huge,
enigmatic machines. Oddly, there were toiletlike appliances
surprisingly close
to what Nefer had encountered on Earth. But the seats had never been
contoured
for human buttocks...

As
she cut
through
the ranks of machines, Nefer suddenly stopped. Something was different.
Beneath
the dust on one of the golden consoles, a light was blinking.

Nefer
stepped
closer. The dust dimming the splendor of the golden quartz had not been
disturbed. No one had activated this machine manually.

The
young woman's
shudder became worse. Ever since
she'd been billeted underground here, she'd had nightmares of the
ancient machines somehow coming to life, gliding down the halls to hunt
down
the intruding humans.

Had
someone's meddling in the computer records
somehow initiated some sort of sequence down in here?

The
Urt-men had dismissed the display as some sort
of museum. But Nefer's hours in the computer memories had revealed a
different
picture. The alien researchers who labored here had continued their
inquiries
to the bitter end. As their numbers dwindled, various bits of apparatus
had
been brought to the lowest level, not for storage, but as works in
progress, to
be examined by the whole community in case the savant in charge should
pass
away.

These
weren't dead machines set up for show, but a
living laboratory.

And
now one of the experiments was fizzing.

With
quickening steps, Nefer headed up the rampway
to an occupied level.



Imiseba
sat in the small room, deep in conference
with the translators he considered the most dependable. "So, you're
sure
you've gone over every file that deals with the layout of this place?
Colonel
O'Neil was most insistent that we know about every access route."

In
his heart, Imiseba was equally insistent. His particular
nightmare had figures in golden armor mining their way into his bedroom.

As
he looked
around
the table, the room shook slightly, in time with a muffled boom
from
outside. The heavy artillery was mounted on the crest here. Marine
gunners must
be targeting yet another enemy attack.

"You've
examined everything? Even maintenance schematics?"

The
knock at the
door was an unwelcome distraction. "What?" Imiseba demanded peevishly
as the staffer he'd delegated as door guard came in.

"Nefer
is
without," the young translator reported. "She has need—"

"That
one has
become most presumptuous on the strength of a file stumbled upon,"
Imiseba
said, cutting off the underling. "Tell her I will speak with her when
it
is convenient—perhaps tomorrow."



Nefer
faced the
ancient machine with its blinking telltale, bereft of guidance from
more
eminent if not wiser heads. Forced to rely on her own knowledge, she
examined
the apparatus. It resembled the computer console she had worked both
here and
in the underground facility back on Earth, though this one was larger,
with
additional components.

The
blinking
light
was the same sort of signal that the computer used to report that a
given data
search had been completed.

Holding
her
breath,
Nefer scrambled before the console and brushed away dust from its
control
surfaces. Then she transmitted an acknowledgment—and nearly leapt back
in
fright when a large holographic display sprang into existence.

Complete
bafflement
banished fright, however, when she recognized the slightly pudgy face
now
turned in profile to her. "Don't cut us off!" Dr. Gary Meyers shouted
to someone beyond his shoulder. "I think we're getting something!"

"D-Doctor
Meyers?" the young woman burst out, staring. "How can this be?
You're on Earth!"

Gary
Meyers was
equally dumbfounded to behold the young woman with a dusty smudge on
one side of her face. "I know you," he said, obviously trying to dredge up a name. "You were a translator at Ushabti's Gift."

"Nefer,"
she filled in for him.

"Of
course,"
he said, peering forward as if he were trying to look over her
shoulder.
"Now, Nefer, where the hell are you?"



The
Creek
Mountain
missile silo was considerably less crowded, and the tanks with their
headache-inducing diesel fumes had been removed. J. Caesar Dixon had
been
remarkably ungracious about the suspension of his armored attack,
considering
the fatal repercussions a StarGate transit would have had on the
participants.

Instead
of an
assault force, Meyers was now surrounded by Setim,
engineers from among the escapees from the Boat of a Million
Years.
They'd been flown in as the ones best able to understand the technology
those
on Earth were being shown.

Meyers
wasn't too
good at reading the expressions on human faces, much
less those on alien physiognomies. But even he could see that the Setim
officers were staggered by what they were seeing.

"Beside
this,"
one of the aliens muttered, "even Ushabti's
Gift shrinks to the status of—of a toy."



"Keep
your head
down, Walters," Major Kawalsky growled as he
led his men down a connecting trench to the front lines. Small-unit
tactics
were Kawalsky's specialty. He'd gone to schools... and, of course,
survived
some of the strangest hand-to-raygun fighting on both sides of the
StarGate.

About
half of the
job seemed to consist of telling people to keep their
heads down. His Space Marines were good fighting men, but their ranks
had been
thinned by constant combat erosion against Pussie infiltrators. The
replacements in his company weren't so much being trained as learning
on the
job.

It
didn't help
that
everyone was tired. And, all too soon, they'd also be hungry. At least
the
colonel was talking to people back home, thanks to Earth's
longest-known video
remote in the Hall of Gizmos. O'Neil was camped down there talking to
the big brains
at Creek Mountain. But they needed more material aid. The supplies
they'd
managed to save from the debacle around the StarGate wouldn't last
forever.

Kawalsky
didn't
share his speculations with
the rank and file. Colonel O'Neil might make his historical
comparisons, but
for Kawalsky, this was Alamo time. Unless something serious happened to
change
the balance of force, this battle would be decided by which ran out
first—the
rations or the ammunition. And if our ammunition runs out, he thought,
we might
become rations for the other side.

Well,
it
certainly gives our side an
incentive to fight harder, Kawalsky thought. A little battle rage might
be a
good thing.

Blast-bolts
began
snapping back and forth as
Kawalsky's people encountered the infiltrators. The gold-armored
figures fought
savagely, desperate to break through. As individuals, they were as
dangerous as
ever. But their units seemed somehow more fragile.

He'd
also seen
the condition of the bodies
inside that armor. If the other side was sending the best of the
available food
to the shock troops, the rest of their forces must look like
scarecrows. Or
maybe they weren't wasting rations on troops who were going to get
blown away.
Who could figure alien logic?

Whatever
the cats
had in mind, their attack
didn't get any farther after human troops with energy weapons arrived
on the scene. The situation
stabilized, meaning that the trench line was held as the enemy
retreated. Both
sides took casualties, more cats than humans by Kawalsky's quick
estimate. That
was the colonel's attrition strategy.

Leaves
us more mouths to feed,
an unwelcome voice whispered in
the back of his head.

High
overhead, an artillery piece suddenly crashed out a shot—they must
have spotted an especially tempting concentration of the enemy. Arty
rounds
were becoming scarce. They weren't to be wasted.

The
defenders were already policing the area, covered by Space Marines as
they moved gold-armored bodies. Some of them had come disconcertingly
to life,
causing unacceptable after-action casualties.

"Hey,
Major! Look at this one!" one of his troopers called.
Kawalsky headed over to where the marine leaned at ease on his
appropriated
blast-lance.

The
body before him mustn't be dangerous, Kawalsky thought. "What is
it, Semple?"

Corporal
Semple pointed. "This one got wasted by a bullet."

The
alien's
golden breastplate had been spalled and spattered by several previous
bullet
strikes. Sharp, clean shards of golden quartz marked where a new shot
had
finally shattered its way through. The body inside was almost skeletal.
Kawalsky was abruptly reminded of his grandfather in a hospital bed,
waiting for death, wasting away. He hadn't been able to stomach solid
food for
weeks before he died.

The
fur on the
cat's still form couldn't hide
the same skin-and-bones condition.

Looks
like the
only thing keeping this one on
his feet was the armor, the major thought. When it failed, so did he.

He
turned away,
heading back up the slope.

Considering
what
Grandpa went through,
whoever shot that cat did him a favor. Military euthanasia.

Kawalsky
shook
his head. He didn't want to
think about it.



Director
Merraq
was still following the
action when Inherkha's reports suddenly cut off.

"What
is
happening?" The Director
rounded on the unfortunate technician in charge of the communication
console.

The
flustered
female quickly patched in a
nearby Recorder. The Servitor's voice shook as he reported the
unexpected
attack from the rear and Inherkha's death.

Merraq
began
screaming orders, to the
Recorder, to his staff technician, to the remaining Servitor units on
the battlefield.
But his efforts were like trying to hold together a wall of wet mud.
Individuals began deserting.

The
Director
demanded a circuit to address
the whole unit. When the technician fumbled at her console, he struck
her with enough force to
knock her to the ground.

She
sprawled at his feet, teeth showing. Merraq stood back, his
bodyguards aiming their blast-lances.

I
would not wish to be that one, Sekhmet silently thought.

Slowly,
as if her armor were resisting every movement she made, the
technician rose to her feet and resumed her place. By that time, there
was no
Hunt left for Merraq to address. The unit had dissolved into undirected
individuals, stress and panic overwhelming their conditioned responses.

"Eliminate
the traitor!" Merraq screamed.

Blast-bolts
tore into the technician, even as she turned from her console
to launch a hopeless leap at the Director.

Merraq
kicked the body away, brusquely gesturing for another technician
to take her place. "Are all my plans to be nullified by bunglers and
malcontents?"
he hissed, stalking back and forth.

"Commanders
who spinelessly hold back when ordered to attack,"
the Director raved on, degrading Inherkha's name before the commander's
body
was cold. "Scouts who do not provide the correct information."

He
wheeled on Sekhmet.

Here
is where I die, she thought. Do I hold my dignity, or make the same
hopeless attack as the she who just died?

She
held
herself still and upright.

Merraq
strode on. "The ape-vermin have been toying with us!" he roared.
"There are no noncombatants—they must all be warriors. Well, we will
show
them no mercy. Where are the reserves?"

"Director,"
Khaya attempted to interject discreetly, but his voice was too sharp.
"Most of the reserves are Hunts which have just pulled back from the
battle
line."

Tired,
disorganized, starving warriors, Sekhmet thought.
The remnants of
shattered units, being pieced together before they fight again.

"I
know
where they came from!" Merraq snarled back at him. "I ordered them
from their positions—and now I order them to a new battle line. All
available
units are to converge on Inherkha's old position in the western hills.
They are
to find that pack of ape-vermin and eliminate them!"

"Very
good, Director." Khaya attempted to temporize. "The restored Hunts
will move out as soon as possible—"

"They
will move now!" Merraq's voice was a raw shriek.

Sekhmet
studiously refused to meet Khaya's eyes. The warriors in the reserves
were not
the only ones at the end of their limits.

So,
it
appeared, was the expedition's chief commander.



Daniel
always hated nightmares. But he hated the chase nightmares worst of
all. In
such dreams he'd be running through the darkness, fleeing for his life,
while
something unspeakable, unknowable pursued right at
his heels.

Now,
wide
awake, he knew what was after him, and he didn't want to think what
would
happen if they caught up—like killing and eating him.

But
his
limbs still seemed to move in nightmare slow motion as he forced his
panting
body onward between the tree trunks, trying to evade the relentless,
hungry
stalkers behind them.

He
switched his attention from the noises of pursuit to the breathing of
his
companion. There was a different note as Feretti ran beside him, a
slight,
choked-off noise in his breathing.

The
sound
of pain.

Had
Feretti torn open his wound? Were the hunters zeroing in on the scent
of blood?

Daniel's
mind began to jitter around with each step he took. If Feretti's pace
began to
flag, he couldn't leave the marine behind. But there was no hope of
fighting
off the cats now tracking them.

Now
would
be a good time to run into a patrol from Hidey-hole Hill, he thought.
Or a
helicopter. Or even a taxi.

He
nearly
brained himself on the tailgate of the next best thing.

It
was a truck, an old-fashioned deuce-and-a-half, sitting
canted at a slight angle in a
clearing. Daniel made out the shape by starlight just in time to avoid
collision.

Feretti
saw it, too. "Flat tire," he reported.

"Can't
believe they left it just for that," Daniel puffed.

The
marine gave a single, sharp sniff. "Don't think they did,"
he replied.

Daniel
caught it, too, the sweetish-sickening smell of decay, like food
gone bad. But it would have to be a lot of food, and the ration packs
weren't
supposed to go off like that...

They
stumbled around to the cab of the truck. There was a figure behind
the wheel, leaning bone-lessly against a shattered window.

Daniel
couldn't make out details, but even so, he couldn't miss the fact
that the driver was missing half his head.

Feretti
tore the driver's-side door open, letting the corpse drop—or was
that ooze?—out.

Daniel
nearly puked at the redoubled smell. Behind them, the hunters
began coming up faster.

"Get
in!" Feretti ordered in a strangled voice.

Daniel
dashed around to the other side, tugging at the door handle. The
engine was scratching as he pulled himself up.

"Come
on... come on!" Feretti rasped.

With
a backfire loud enough to raise the dead, the truck shuddered its
way into motion.



CHAPTER 17

GIZMO
WAR

Nefer
and
her fellow translators had never been busier. AfterGary Meyers had
sent her to
get Colonel O'Neil, the work had come in a rush. O'Neil had barged in
on
Imiseba's meeting, adjourning it to deal with more urgent concerns.
After that,
every Abydan who could write hieroglyphics had been dispatched through
the Hall
of Gizmos, writing up copies of the cryptic inscriptions that
accompanied each
of the displays—

No,
Nefer
corrected herself. The still-current experiments that waited here on
the lowest
level for activation.

She
stopped before the next machine on this row, sighing when she saw the
golden
quartz tag attached to it. This one was longer than most. The
description of
whatever it was supposed to do was also littered with symbols she'd
never seen
before.

Nefer
carefully began copying the glyphs. Even the ones she could read made
little
sense to her. There seemed to be something about flying, and something
about
invisible or immanent force...

She
got on
the line waiting to go before the interstellar communicator. Gary
Meyers smiled
at her when her turn came at the screen.

"What
have you got for us, Nefer?" he asked.

Wordlessly,
she held up the pad where she had copied the incomprehensible label.

Another
familiar face peered out of the screen—Barbara Shore, the
irrepressible
scientist who had worked with the translators both on Abydos and in
Arabia. Her
usually smiling face was at least as tense as it had been during the
dark days
when they had feared death and destruction raining down from Hathor's
Boat
of a Million Years.

There
was
another face on the screen—one that Nefer thought she'd never get used
to. The
dog face of Set appeared at Barbara's side. This was no statue, though,
but a
living being—a female, if Nefer read the signs correctly. Setim had
often
visited the great computer hidden under the Arabian sands.

Even
so,
Nefer had never outgrown the sense of otherness
that assailed her in the
presence of the aliens. They might be friendly, even helping them, but
she felt
a chill as those strange eyes flicked over her.

Barbara
and the alien female began conversing, with Gary Meyers interpreting.
They were
taking longer than usual—Nefer could hear barely repressed sighs coming
from
the others in line.

The
colloquy
ended abruptly. "Get
Colonel O'Neil," Barbara said.



Jack
O'Neil came
as soon as he heard the
summons, shooing away the translators and hangers-on. "You've found
something?" he asked abruptly when he got in front of the screen.

"Maybe,"
Barbara
Shore replied.
"With most of these gadgets, it comes down to a question of strength. A
couple of the labels we saw described devices that might be turned to
military
uses. But if we tinkered with them the wrong way, we might blow up half
the
continent."

O'Neil
nodded.
That much power he didn't need.
"What's the story on the one that interests you?"

"I
recognized
some of the symbols. They
refer to a variant on our old friend the matter transmitter." Barbara
raised a hand at O'Neil's expression. "Not the StarGate, the
short-range
jobbie that shuttled people from inside the StarGate pyramid to the
bridge of
visiting ships."

O'Neil
remembered
the device well. He'd used
it to decapitate Ra's prime warrior, Anubis, during the first Abydos
expedition.

"The
Ballas
Bigdome Society was figuring
how to do the job with less machinery," Barbara went on. "In the
garden variety transmitter, you had to stand on a metal plate and have
various
mechanisms come down around you. The researchers were trying to replace
all
that with projected force fields."

The
scientist
nodded to the alien beside her.
"Seventh Officer Ankhere understands more of the squiggles than Gary or
myself. But we agree that the label says this dingus was ready to go.
Maybe
they decided it was too expensive to rip out the old models and replace
them."

The
colonel
nodded. "Or maybe they'd run
out of time. We know the race was dying off. There might have been too
few of
these people left to implement the change in all their StarGates."

He
frowned. "A
matter transmitter. How
many people do you think we'd be able to send behind the enemy's lines?"

Barbara
shook her
head. "Ankhere
suggested it might make one hell of a land mine."

O'Neil
caught the
idea. "Lure the enemy
in and beam them... where?"

"Wherever
there's
a strong enough energy
field to tune into."

The
colonel
wrestled with that thought for a
moment. The only energy source they'd found on Ballas so far was the
StarGate
and this buried research station. Sending the enemy to one didn't send
them far
enough away. Transmitting them here would be disaster.

But
there were
natural energy sources in this
system...

"The
local star?"
he asked.

"That's
a bit too
far away,"
Barbara Shore replied. "But there's a closer source. When your survey
team
first went through, you took a lot of scientific readings for us."

She
hesitated for
a second, then went on.
"Ballas has a Van Allen radiation belt—two thousand to eleven thousand
miles above the surface."

O'Neil
sat
blank-faced for a moment. "How
wide can you throw the field?" he finally asked. "Because you can
obviously blow them pretty high."



The
truck's cab
was permeated with the stench
of rotting flesh. Daniel Jackson knelt on an unpleasantly squishy seat,
sticking his head out the window.

It
wasn't to keep
from puking, although that
was one of the things his body wanted to do. He was sending an
occasional
blast-bolt back at the mob of hungry pursuers whose armor let them keep
pace
with the vehicle.

Considering
the
way they were bumping along,
he wasn't getting much in the way of hits. At least, he consoled
himself, he
was discouraging the bastards.

Beside
him,
Feretti kept up a commentary of
unprintable blasphemy as he steered them on their way, aiming for open
spaces
between the trees, traversing clearings, keeping them roughly on track
by
consulting his compass.

Where
there
wasn't a path, Feretti created
one, sending the
truck
through the underbrush like a bulldozer. They hit a rock or something,
nearly
pitching Daniel out the window—and deflating another tire.

"At
least we didn't break the fucking axle," Feretti growled.

Daniel
had no idea how the marine kept them going. Frankly, he wasn't
used to riding anymore. Since escaping from the Gotterdammerung at the
colonists' camp, he'd found the world had shrunk to distances that
could be
covered on foot.

They
were moving a lot faster now.

But
by the time they reached the Big Burnout, the truck was riding on
four rims.

Daniel
and the other refugees had watched the flames spread out from
Hidey-hole Hill like some sort of enormous flower. Some had thought it
was the
end of the defense, but Feretti insisted it was undoubtedly the fiery
end to a
major attack through the forest. "The colonel just cleared himself a
whole
lot of shootin' room."

Now
they were driving through the scorched landscape, throwing off a huge
rooster tail of ash behind them. Their pursuers must have had some
experiences
with this stretch. They spread out near the new tree line, sending
blast-bolt
potshots after the truck.

"Getting
better," Feretti commented when the side-view mirror
was blown off.

They
hit something and lurched to a stop.

"End
of the trail," Feretti announced as they seemed to bog down. "I think
we busted a wheel."

"Great,"
Daniel answered, snapping off a quick shot back at the cats. "Perhaps
you've noticed, but they're sort of targeting the doors." He kicked the
one on his side open, only to have it penetrated by several bolts.

"So,
we don't go out the doors." Using the butt of his blast-lance, Feretti
smashed out the front windshield. He carefully crawled out on the hood,
followed by Daniel.

"We'll
keep the truck between us and the Pussies," the marine said.

"Yah,"
Daniel agreed. There wasn't much in the way of cover, he had to admit.

When
they
set off, the fusillade of blast-bolts intensified from the forest edge.
They
began smacking more heavily into the now-abandoned truck, until, with a
loud
FWOOOMP!, it went up
in a
pillar of flame.

"I
was waiting for that to happen from the moment we got in the damned
thing,"
Feretti said.

They
made
the best time they could across the burned-out ground. Feretti made
them
advance in a crouch, keeping low to the ground. "We haven't been
exactly
unnoticed," he told Daniel, "and there's trouble up ahead."

That
wasn't exactly news. Daniel could see the crisscrossing
strands of blast fire on the slopes ahead of them.

"Well,
maybe we
can help," he said,
forging ahead. There was quite a skirmish in progress, but he could
tell which
were the enemy commanders. Aiming his blast-lance carefully, he
vaporized the
head off one of the cat leaders.

The
armored
figure began doing the dead man's
cha-cha, and the skirmish line he'd commanded began to waver. But the
other
commander hit the dirt, and part of his unit began firing like mad at
Daniel
and Feretti.

The
marine plowed
into the ashy soil, using
his blast-lance to scythe Daniel's legs out from under him. Glaring at
his
companion, Feretti growled, "Why don'tcha give a little warning before
you
try to be a hero, huh? Least then I'd know not to stand so close."

Enough
energy was
passing over their heads to
ionize the atmosphere. Daniel sneezed at the stink of ozone. He kept
his head
down, unwilling to give the enemy a better target.

In
spite of
Feretti's grousing, his shot had
done some good. The remaining commander had apparently taken over the
other
unit, but individual gold-armored forms were bugging out. They were
getting
hit, but the main human energy fire was being directed at the depleted
cat
firing line.

Apparently,
the
alien commander had had
enough. The
enemy units
began withdrawing—not toward the messengers, Daniel
thankfully noticed.

Still,
he and Feretti hugged the earth until they were reasonably safe
from any bolts the retreating cats might send their way.

"Remember,
we're gonna be silhouetted by the flames behind us when
we get to our feet," Feretti warned. "We don't want to get whanged by
one of our own guys—"

A
human patrol had advanced out of the entrenchments. Blast-lances and
rifles snapped to cover the messengers as they arose.

"Major!
We got a couple of live ones over here!" Daniel heard
one of the marines yell.

"And
we wanna stay that way!" Feretti shouted back. "We're
as human as you are, you dumb bastard!"

Turning
to Daniel, he added sotto voce, "Maybe even more so."

The
patrol advanced warily on the two men, still keeping their weapons
aimed.

Watch
where you put your big feet,
Daniel silently requested. I
don't want to get blasted because you tripped over something.

The
tired marines looked over their ragged, whiskery visitors.
"Guess they gotta be ours, all right," one of the men cracked.
"They ain't got enough fur to be the other side."

"I'll
remember
that, Kruger,"
Feretti told the man. "But that can wait. We got hot news for the
colonel."

"And
it looks
like the colonel will have
hot news for you," Kawalsky told them as he joined the patrol.



"I
can't believe
that all this was
sitting here, and we thought it was a hill," Daniel said, shaking his
head. Jack O'Neil watched the former professor take another sip of
coffee,
staring down at the orderly chaos reigning throughout the Hall of
Gizmos.

"Like
a lot of
other archaeological
sites," O'Neil pointed out. "Enjoy the view while you can. This place
will never be the same if this trick we're planning works out."

Jackson
put down
his cup. "How much of
this is going to be threatened?"

"We
don't know.
The science folks back
on Earth—ours and the Setim—are trying to get the widest spread on the
pickup
field for transmission. It may take the top off this place as well."
O'Neil hesitated a second. "It will also stress out the power system in
here. There may be nothing left."

"In
other words,
you're going to destroy
all of this—tens of thousands of years of knowledge." Jackson's whole
body
seemed to quiver as he confronted O'Neil. Archaeologist's outrage, the
military
man told himself. Or maybe too much coffee.

"This
place could
tell us so much about
Ra's race," Jackson carried on. "It could take us millennia into
the past—and those machines could take our technology into the future."

"In
a
perfect universe, yes," O'Neil cut in. "But the universe—especially
on this planet—is not perfect. You talk about what
this stuff could do
for us. But unless we pull off a miracle, it will do it for the cats.
We've
held them off so far, but we don't have the wherewithal to keep it up.
If we
don't take a sizable bite out of their forces, they'll be in here
within
days—and I expect they'll be in a bad mood."

He
broke
off when he realized the archaeologist was barely listening. Jackson
was still
staring down at the strange golden quartz devices, eating his heart out.

O'Neil
grabbed an arm and whipped him around. "Yeah. It's a terrible loss.
Historians of the future—guys who see the big picture like you—will
rate me up
there with the Arab commander who burnt down the great library of
Alexandria."

Jackson
blinked in surprise.

"Yeah,
I do a little reading," O'Neil
said. "But I'll never be a big-picture guy. That's why I'll never get a
star. I'm definitely into the small picture. Maybe it's what you get
when you
start out as a sniper. The view through the scope is the smallest
picture
you'll ever get in a war. I don't see tens of thousands of years of
knowledge.
I see thousands of people who need to be saved, and only one way to do
it. I
won't talk about my hide, or yours. But how about Sha'uri? We've been
monitoring shifts among the cat troops. I think they're after your
refugees.
Have you got a better plan to turn them back?"

Daniel
Jackson
flinched as if he'd been
physically struck. He looked down at the people dismantling some of the
magic
machines, then stared sightlessly up toward the faraway ceiling.

"Blow
'em," he
said flatly after a
moment of silence. "Blow 'em all."



Merraq
was still
drawing off troops for his
counter-stroke against the smaller group of aliens when word began to
come in
about strange activity in the entrenched camp.

"What
are the
mange-bitten apes doing
now?" he demanded.

His
claws drew
bloody lines down his own face
when scouts reported that the enemy was bringing out large implements
of golden
quartz from the opening in the hillside.

Sekhmet
watched
the blood well up in the claw
marks as the Director thrust his countenance face into hers. "What are
the
ape-vermin doing?" he snarled.

"It
could be a
sign of surrender,"
one of the staff members said, overoptimistically. "They know that our
original scouting team based themselves in the den of the ancients.
Surely they
realize the mechanisms are our goal."

"Of
course they
know that we want the
damned devices!" Merraq roared. "Haven't they been bleeding us all
this time, forcing us to attack?"

"When
did this
activity start?"
Sekhmet suddenly demanded. "Before or after our new troop
dispositions?"

"After,"
one of
the technicians
said.

She
stepped to
one of the consoles,
correlating reports.

"What
is it?"
Merraq pressed.

"There
were other
reports of unusual
enemy activity," Sekhmet went on. "They seem to indicate contact
between the two groups."

"So?"

"If
the removal
of the devices came
after we started moving against the western hills, I don't believe it's
a
conciliatory gesture," she said carefully. "As you say, the enemy
leaders know that we desire the contents of the ancient laboratory. I
think
they're holding them hostage."

"Hostage?"
Khaya
invested the word
with a venom all his own.

"Director!"
one
of the technicians
interjected. "New reports! There's been an explosion on the
hillside!" After a moment's pause, the she went on. "One—one of the
mechanisms—" She faltered. "It's been destroyed!"

"They
mock me!"
Merraq grated.
"The vermin mock me!"

He
rounded on his
staff. "Contact all
units. We will redeploy for an all-out assault on that hillside. Let us
see if
the vermin laugh when they truly feel our claws."



From
the hilltop
where O'Neil had moved his
command post, Daniel Jackson couldn't see the flash of the C-4
demolishing the
ancient alien experiment. The damned thing had looked like a mutated
gyroscope
in golden quartz. Its label had been incomprehensible even to Daniel.
Could it
be a planetary balancer? A perpetual motion device?

Now
it was scrap
quartz on a darkened
hillside. Dawn was still an hour off. O'Neil had used the darkness to
shift men
and machinery. Tree trunks poked out of abandoned artillery
emplacements. The
ring of steel was now more like a giant U-shape, with a thin screen of
troops
facing the main enemy concentration.

For
Daniel, the
hardest part had been moving
the Abydan refugees out of Hidey-hole Hill and away from the impending
attack.
The civilians had not been happy at being rousted out of bed—and out of
at
least the illusion of safety.

Kasuf
had been
glad to hear that his daughter
survived so far. But he was grim when he learned that O'Neil was
risking the
humans' fate on a single throw of the dice.

"We
have an old
saying," he said.
" 'If you let the enemy in the city gates, they must all die there.' "

"We'll
be doing
our best," O'Neil
assured him. "The artillery and armor are placed for a major
counterattack
if all goes as planned."

"If,"
the old man
repeated.

"It's
succeeded
in this much,"
Daniel said. "They were moving off to attack Sha'uri and the other
refugees. Now they're coming back at us."

Kasuf
said
nothing. It was cold comfort, at
best.

Another
explosion
ripped the night,
destroying another irreplaceable artifact. Almost immediately
afterward, voices
were jabbering out of the command post radio.

"They've
launched
the attack."

The
hammering
sounds of machine-gun fire
erupted. O'Neil had shifted additional big fifties, salting them along
his
weakened front. They'd take out some of the advancing cats while
throwing as
many bullets as the vanished infantrymen. The other foot soldiers in
the
trenches were picked men carrying squad automatic weapons. Squads of
Space
Marines at either edge of the screen added the fire of their energy
weapons,
while high on the hill, a couple of very energetic mortar crews shifted
their
man-portable tubes around to simulate the artillery.

Fire
discipline
was out the window tonight.
The screen had been amply supplied with ammo, and the men had been told
to use
it up before giving way.

They
were doing
their best, but their efforts
had all the effectiveness of a swordsman thrusting into the
surf.
Tiny figures in golden armor massed and surged forward, moving at
terrifying
speed. They didn't pause to dress their ranks in the usual
parade-ground style.
They came forward in a loose crescent formation, holes appearing as
bullets,
blast-bolts, and bombs felled some of the oncoming attackers, but
reforming as
new bodies stepped into the breaches.

The
cats
came on through the storm, hitting the first line of trenches and
coming on. To
Daniel, it looked like a tidal wave, ready to swamp everything human on
the
planet.

Human
defenders gave a convincing imitation of being swept away by the
onrushing
cats. At least, Daniel hoped
it was an imitation. The golden wave lapped over the hilltop. O'Neil's
defense
line was now breached. Hidey-hole Hill beckoned in the distance.

By
way of
encouragement, a marine demolitions crew blew another gizmo up the
hillside.

The
golden
wave moved on, barely hindered now by intermittent firing from the
defenses on
Hidey-hole Hill itself.

"Our
people will be bugging out now," O'Neil said, "helping the mortar
crews hump their tubes out of range of the base field."

At
least,
they hoped they'd be out of range. Otherwise, they'd become orbital
debris.

The
fire from the upper trenches slackened as the
screening units pulled aside. Daniel watched the enemy warriors climb
the
hillside as if they were so many gold-armored goats.

"They're
entering the zone," the reports came in. The combat engineers clustered
around a cannibalized control console turned to the colonel. The
contrast between
golden quartz and the woodland camouflage of their uniforms struck
Daniel. Did
high technology breed an arrogant disregard for concealment? At least
for Ra
and his race it had. Their feline successors blazed their way into
battle as
well.

"Hold
on," O'Neil muttered. "We want as many cats in the bag as
possible."

The
golden
wave crested on the hillside, drawing in around the threatened machines.

"All
right," the colonel finally said. "Go for it."

The
engineers began the activation sequence they'd learned from the experts
light-years away.

Daniel
looked from them to the glittering warriors on the hillside next door.

Now
would
not be a good time for loose wires, he thought.


CHAPTER 18

"HEY
DIDDLE DIDDLE..."

Little
remained of the Hunt Niay had led through the StarGate bare weeks
ago. Though he'd replaced casualties with the best survivors of
shattered
units, the Centurion knew his Hunt was no longer the superb weapon it
had been.
Stress—and hunger—remorselessly eroded each Servitor's conditioning.

Off
the the battle line, his warriors had snapped at one another, even
fought—unthinkable before this morass of a campaign. Worse, several
units had
vanished—"Gone foraging." The euphemism meant the Servitors had
regressed to the point where starvation overcame discipline, going off
in
search of prey.

His
warriors had encountered several such rogue hunters while moving
westward to engage the smaller concentration of ape-vermin. Niay had no
compunction about eliminating the regressed ones. More disturbing had
been the
scuffles in the ranks over the scanty game found on the renegades.

The
Hunt
followed Merraq's commands—and Niay's—but the Centurion knew the
fragility of
his control. Mutinous snarls met their sudden recall to storm the
enemy's main
position.

Niay
did not announce that the Hunt would make up the front rank. The
Centurion did his best to take the orders as the compliment they were.
With the
demise of the close-assault Hunts, Merraq needed the best, steadiest
warriors
in the vanguard. That didn't stop the unhappy rumble deep in Niay's
throat. If
his battered, barely dependable warriors were the best, what would be
coming
behind them?

Yet
the Centurion felt hope as he deployed his troops. If they rescued
the threatened devices, their task on Ballas would be done—except for
clearing
the debris-buried StarGate. Should the ape-vermin want the artifacts
back, they
could be the attackers and suffer the losses.

But
that rosy future could only be achieved by a bloody present. First
the assembled Hunts must break through the enemy's lines to capture the
devices
at risk on the hillside. Then they had to storm the single available
entrance
to the underground complex—a potentially fatal bottleneck—seize the
installation, and rescue the other displays in a room-to-room fight.

Niay
decided to concentrate on the job at hand—defeating the enemy
warriors in the trenches. His Hunt moved out like a vast, golden
machine.

Losses
were
painful but manageable as the attack swept up the slope. Quick-firers
tore
holes in his ranks, but eager warriors from behind filled the gaps.
They
advanced to the trench line and silenced the weapons.

The
strong points farther uphill also fell to their onslaught. Niay felt
light-headed. His Hunt had penetrated deeper than any attack had gotten
before!

The
Centurion leapt ahead, forcing his bodyguards to keep up, joining the
front line of his troops. They reached the top of the hill, pausing
momentarily
to regroup. Niay's Hunt had lost half its number, but its ranks were
swelled
half again larger by warriors from other Hunts. Smelling blood, they'd
surged
to the front, eager to fight.

Such
reinforcements were dangerous, Niay knew. Technically, they had
deserted from other units. That meant the warriors' conditioning was
giving
way. But now Niay welcomed the fresh bodies.

Perhaps
we need a few regressives to push this attack all the way, he
thought.

Down
a declivity, then up another slope, and they'd reach the machines
put at risk. Another explosion blossomed on the hillside ahead. This
was no
time to wait. Blood sang in Niay's ears as he ordered a charge.

They
poured
down the hillside in great bounds, scattering the few defenders. Niay
ignored
the threat of a counterstroke. Now was the time to push onward, seizing
the
remaining devices and the high ground. If the
ape-vermin wished to attack, it was best to make them do so uphill.

Enemy
fire
declined as the Hunt came closer
to the goal. The ape-warriors seemed more interested in getting out of
the way
than standing and fighting. Niay's troops reached the artifacts still
at risk,
tearing away the strange-smelling globs attached to the golden quartz.

Conditioned
learning made some of the devices
familiar enough, though the ancient experimenters had severely modified
basic
designs. Niay was a warrior, not an engineer. It was enough for him to
secure
the things. His warriors had almost reached the emplacements that
housed the
cursed long-range weapons that had shredded so many attacks. His
communications
channels were swamped with snarling cries as warriors swarmed over
walls
constructed of bags filled with earth—

Triumph
turned to
bafflement as supposed
weapons tubes were revealed as wooden dummies. Niay pushed through a
report to
Merraq himself, warning of the deception.

The
Centurion
swung back to the mechanisms
they'd just saved. One was activating, covering the ground all around
them in a
blaze of actinic blue light...



The
far slope of
Hidey-hole Hill erupted in a
glare of brilliance, an expanding circle of illumination as if an
orbiting
spotlight had targeted the mass of armored figures there. The
reflection off
the golden quartz was almost painful to look at.

From
their
vantages atop the hills on the far
side of the defense perimeter, Abydan civilians blinked and turned
away. But
Daniel Jackson kept watching. He'd seen that eye-burning color now
bathing Hidey-hole
Hill before. In fact, he'd been surrounded by it more than once,
beaming back
and forth between Ra's flying palace and the Abydos StarGate pyramid,
where
that star-spanning vessel had docked. The last time that blaze had
engulfed
him, Daniel had been escaping with Sha'uri. The matter-transmitting
force field
had incidentally severed Ra's arm.

But
Daniel had
braved that glare only for
seconds as that rage of blue energy tore him down to his component
atoms and
then reconstructed him mere yards away.

The
enemy troops
caught in the blue glow
faced a longer trip. Their forms grew attenuated, stretching upward to
Daniel's
eyes. The glare intensified until it was almost searing.

Then
it leapt
into the sky, a blue bolt of
energy an acre thick and thousands of miles long, lancing toward the
stars. It
wouldn't go that far, Daniel knew. Just to the Van Allen radiation belt.

And
with it went
every enemy fighter it had
captured.

The
whole
battlefield was illuminated by the
relentless blue radiance. A weird harmonic
filled the air, a
sort of complement to the grace note the StarGate force fields gave
off when
they bridged cosmic gaps.

The
transmission point was now too bright to look upon—probably just as
well,
Daniel thought. The warriors on the edge of the field were probably
being torn
in two.

Thunder
sounded when the upper atmosphere was sliced by the bolt.

As
if in
answer, an explosion sounded on the ground below.

The
spear
of light snapped off as if someone had hit a switch.

And
a
reddish-orange fireball erupted on what was left of Hidey-hole Hill,
scattering
the gold-armored bodies that hadn't been flung into space. The hill was
now a
crater, its upper reaches completely gone. The ground beneath Daniel's
feet
shuddered, both from the aftershock of the matter transmitter's
catastrophic
energy release and from the collapse of the ancient, buried structure
that had
borne the hill.

A
good
thousand of the attacking warriors had vanished literally into the
blue.
Hundreds more were battered by the explosion and buried in the sudden
landslide. The survivors milled around in complete shock and
disorganization.
An instant before, they'd been on the brink of victory. Now their
attack—and
their army—had just had its heart torn out.

The
human force
was just as disoriented—but
it was intact, pulled away to the surrounding hills. Even while still
blinking
away the effects of the cosmic light show, Jack O'Neil was barking
orders. The
radio operators were transmitting them. And seconds later, the newly
emplaced
cannons began to roar.

The
cats still
had a sizable force—perhaps
two-thirds of their original numbers—in the field. But the disaster on
Hidey-hole Hill had broken that force into two concentrations.

Now
O'Neil hurled
all his mobile forces
through the gap in the enemy lines, tearing it wider.

Artillery
lashed
those golden ranks as they
tried to re-form. The surviving tanks rumbled down from the hills on
either
side of the breach the cats had made, followed by the lighter armor.
Even as
they moved, they were firing.

Humvees
mounting
TOW missiles were slower to
move into position—the shaking earth had obliterated some of the roads
O'Neil's
engineers had scratched on the hillsides. But soon enough, they were
adding
wire-operated missiles to the inferno.

The
result was a
foregone conclusion. Where
they could, the enemy warriors fell back. Where they couldn't, the
remnants of
the shattered spearhead were trapped as human infantry, armed with both
energy
and conventional weapons, retook the lost defenses. While the
mechanized elements
harried the cats outside the defensive ring, the re-sited artillery and
mortars
went after the warriors still surviving inside the defenses.

Those
invaders
didn't survive very long. They
fought bravely, with a furious ferocity, but they fought as
individuals,
without organization. Those areas where warriors began re-forming,
where top
cats had pulled through the initial calamity, became artillery targets.
Soon
there were no commanders left for the trapped warriors. They fought—and
died—alone.

O'Neil
left the
mopping up to his
subordinates. As soon as the tide turned in the humans' favor, he was
out of
his command post, heading for a collection of Humvees hidden in the lee
of the
hill. Daniel followed.

Major
Kawalsky
snapped a salute as the
colonel arrived. "Strike force ready, sir. And damned eager."

Daniel
recognized
several familiar faces in
the group—Space Marines, including Feretti.

O'Neil
climbed
aboard, then pulled Daniel
into the vehicle.

"Here's
where we
find out if this theory
of yours is for real or not," the colonel said. "The remaining enemy
forces are recoiling toward the StarGate in two separate masses. Our
armor will
attack any attempt on their part to re-form a solid defense. Hopefully,
we can
keep the cat forces apart long enough for us to make a strike at their
main
command post."

"Right,"
Daniel
said. "We just
have to drive right through where the center of their army used to be."

Feretti
nodded
with a wolfish grin. "Hey
diddle diddle, right up the middle."

"You
don't have
to come along," O'Neil
told the professor.

"You'll
need a
translator," Daniel
replied. "Even if I can't speak their lingo, I can write in their
alphabet."

He
settled into a
seat as the little
cavalcade roared off.



Hackles
rose in
Sekhmet's fur as she listened
to the incoming reports detailing the calamity befalling the grand
attack. It
wasn't just the bad news, it was Merraq's incoherent response. He
roared, he
snarled, he smashed down one hapless bearer of bad tidings with his
claws. The
sound of claws screeching off armor set her ears twitching in pain. At
least
the staff member survived, merely hurled to the ground by the impact of
the
Director's paw.

"Director—Director
Merraq." Khaya
showed his bravery by interposing himself between Merraq and his chosen
prey.
"The Hunts require your orders, sir. How are we to respond?"

The
problem was
that Merraq had no response.
The battle line, still split, was reeling back toward the StarGate
pyramid.
"Bunglers," the Director snarled. "Bunglers and traitors!"

At
least Khaya
got his attention back on the
situation displays. Merraq glared at the holographic images, which
showed sheer
disaster. "The two wings must re-form into a defensive battle line,"
the Director said, stating the obvious. "We must throw the enemy back
to
accomplish that. A counterattack—the last thing the ape-vermin will
expect."

It
was certainly
the last thing Sekhmet
expected to hear. If the remaining Hunts simply retreated into the
hills, their
mobility would be better than the alien vehicles. They could rejoin,
establish
a perimeter around the StarGate—

Instead,
the
Director proposed to throw away
more lives in a fruitless attack.

"We'll
need some
steady troops,"
Merraq went on, squinting at the unit designations on the display.
"Niay's
Hunt should lead the attack. They've dealt with these wagon weapons
before.
With Inherkha's Hunt backing them, they should be able to blunt the
attack."

A
chill came over
Sekhmet as she listened to
the Director giving orders to units and officers that no longer existed.

"Director,"
Khaya
spoke into the
sudden silence, "those Hunts can no longer comply."

"I
order them!"
Merraq blazed.

"Sir,
they no
longer exist."

"Weneg's
Hunt,
then. And Mutirdis's
warriors." Merraq kept going through the list of Hunts that were gone,
eaten in whatever cataclysm had destroyed the hill that had been their
goal.
While he moved phantom units, the last Centurions and Recorders were
exterminated within the enemy's reestablished defenses. His split
forces
continued to retreat.

"These
withdrawals are
unacceptable," the Director suddenly cried, watching the displays.
"Order to all Hunts. You will cease to give ground. Hunts in contact
with
enemy units are to launch immediate counterattacks. Hunts on the right
and left
flanks must prepare for imminent maneuvers to restore the center."

"Director!"
A
Centurion's voice,
taut with emotion, cut across the communications channels. "My Hunt is
down to twenty-five percent effectives. We are harried by enemy
vehicles, and
now their long-range weapons fire on us again. We cannot counterattack,
sir. We
cannot even hold in place. I fear the aliens' foot soldiers are on the
move.
Unarmed vehicles passed our position, beyond firing distance—"

"What
officer is
interrupting me?"
Merraq demanded.

"Centurion
Ankhka," came the
response.

Merraq
turned to
Khaya. "Centurion, you
will dispatch a squad to Ankhka's Hunt and execute that traitor."

"Sir—"
Khaya
began.

"Immediately!"
Merraq screeched.

Khaya
faced his
commander, his grizzled fur
twitching. Then he turned and began issuing orders for the execution.

Sekhmet
glanced
at the consoles. The
communications net was wide open. All the other Centurions had heard
Ankhka's
report and Merraq's response.

Khaya
won't face
the fact that Merraq has
lost touch with reality, she thought. Then, with more finality, she
thought:
Merraq is not merely unstable. He has gone beyond.

The
Director
wasn't merely fighting a losing
battle. He was throwing warriors away for no gains at all. She
listened, sick,
as his orders became wilder and wilder. Another squad was dispatched to
execute
a "traitor" who reported the truth.

Those
bodyguards
had barely set off when the
sound of blast-bolts echoed off the hills. "Ape-vermin! Almost upon
us!" Khaya shouted as the report came in to him.

"We
attack!"
Merraq roared.

Khaya
hesitated,
looking at his available
troops. The execution squads Merraq sent off had weakened the
bodyguard's strength.
Most of those remaining were specialists in defense.

"Staff
members,
get your blast-lances!
We move at once!" Merraq barked.

He
stalked
forward, grabbing his personal
weapon. Left with no choice, Khaya organized his warriors, joining them
in a
ring around the Director.

Sekhmet
picked up
her own blast-lance and
followed.

He
leads us into
another disaster, she
thought.

"Director."
Khaya's voice was
strained. "The squad has been eliminated. That means the ape-vermin
must
be numerous. We must call for reinforcements—"

"And
jeopardize
my counterattack?
Impossible!" Merraq raved. "We'll destroy these interlopers, then
move on to stabilize the battle line."

The
sun was just
rising as they encountered
the enemy scouts. In the distance, Sekhmet could see the alien
vehicles—too
many of them. The aliens were advancing with more than a Hunt's worth
of
warriors. Merraq and Khaya were old hands at small-unit fighting, but
the staff
members were not trained to fight as a unit.

Merraq
insisted
on attacking and succeeded in
driving the scouts back on the main body. But the alien commander was a
canny
warrior, disembarking his troops and blunting Merraq's attack.

Both
groups
spread across nearby hillsides,
but the aliens' numbers told—they were able to outflank the People's
position.
Casualties rose, especially among the staff members. Sekhmet kept low,
dodging
blast-bolts.

Khaya,
she knew,
was playing a waiting game,
waiting for the troops on the battle line to stabilize the situation
and send
reinforcements to deal with the attackers. Merraq, however, insisted on
leading
attacks that got warriors killed.

Their
numbers
dwindled, but so did the
enemy's—their warriors, after all, were not armored.

The
flanking
parties launched an attack, and
Merraq countered by leading an assault against the nearer group.

He
ran past
Sekhmet with a handful of guards,
shouting, "Come on, you cowardly bitch!"

Sekhmet
rose,
aimed her lance, and triggered
it, sending a blast-bolt into Merraq's back.

Khaya
whirled,
aiming his weapon at her.
"You attack the Director!" he cried.

"And
save the
expedition!" Sekhmet
replied, sending another bolt that vaporized Merraq's head.

Khaya's
return
shot took her in the side. She
dropped to her knees, the world going gray.

For you,
Unas'ankh, she thought.


CHAPTER 19

"LOOK! UP IN THE SKY!"

Banzai!
Jack
O'Neil thought cynically as a
handful of golden-armored forms rushed to meet his flank attack. The
cats were
outnumbered, and rapidly becoming more so as the humans got the better
position. "Looks like they'd rather end it in a stand-up fight."

He
triggered a
couple of blast-bolts and took
out one of the heavily armored types forming an inhuman wall around
what had to
be the big cheese.

Then
another of
the armored warriors popped
up, taking the enemy commander in the back!

As
O'Neil led his
men forward, there was an
exchange of fire between the dissident cat and one of the bodyguards.
The
dissident went down—but the top cat was in trouble, judging from the
way his
entourage was acting. They tore at the commander's armor, revealing a
gray
thick-pelted body with a steaming hole in the chest cavity. One of the
cats
rose up, trying to give orders. O'Neil directed a bolt into him, then
sprayed
the stunned bodyguards with fire.

"Save
the one who changed sides," he ordered his men. "That's someone we'll
want to talk to."

The
fight
was over. With the death of the two leaders, the remaining cats began
fleeing
every which way.



Still
on
her knees, Sekhmet ceremonially proffered her weapon, laying it on the
ground.
The apes surrounding her jabbered in their monkey talk, restraining one
of
their number, with a tuft of blond fur, from coming closer to her.

The
curious one gave away his weapon and knelt before her. He said
something,
tantalizingly incomprehensible, then tried again, refining his
pronunciation.
This time, Sekhmet recognized the word, twisted somewhat from the
Predecessor's
pronunciation.

The
alien
had said, "Peace."

She
toggled her helmet-mask so that her face was revealed. "Peace," she
responded. "For I am a prisoner."



Colonel
O'Neil sent a sidelong look from Daniel Jackson to the prisoner. "You
can
really talk to this guy?" he demanded dubiously.

"She's
a she," Jackson responded.
"And yes, we can talk—after a fashion. It's not the same language as
ancient Egyptian or Ra-speak. The pronunciations are way divergent—Ra's
people,
humans, and these folks all have different speaking apparatus. We'll
probably
get on better with writing—when the time comes."

"Ask
her where
the command post is—and
who's guarding it."

Jackson
and the
alien went back and forth
several times in gabble-gabble.

"If
I understand
correctly, it's a
couple of hills away," the professor reported. "And there's nobody
there. Your counterpart led everybody off to fight with you.
Apparently, he was
going a bit loopy. That's why she put him out of his misery."

O'Neil
took this
in dubiously. "Well,
one of them was probably loopy. Tell her to guide us there."

A
handful of
guards, true to their
conditioning, tried to protect the command post—and died. Not that the
place
was any strong point—just a circle of computer and display consoles
standing in
a copse of trees. O'Neil recognized a projection of the nearby terrain
with
blocks and squiggles—obviously a situation map. The two halves of the
enemy
force had retreated perilously close to the command post. They still
hadn't
linked up, but they'd soon be able to do so.

"Okay."
He turned
to Jackson.
"She whacked the big cheese. Who's the second in command?"

More
back and
forth. "There isn't one,
just a bunch of—I guess the equivalent would be company commanders."
Jackson glanced at the colonel. "The senior one of those was the head
of
the bodyguards, whom you took out."

"Great,"
O'Neil
muttered. "We
can finally talk to them, and we've got nobody to negotiate with." He
looked for a long moment at their captive. "If we put her on the horn
to
those under-officers, would you be able to understand what she's
saying?"

Jackson
nodded
cautiously. "If she talks
slowly."

"Fine,"
O'Neil
said. "Tell her
to tell them that the top cat is dead, and we're offering them a chance
to
surrender."

He
looked off
across the hills to where the
fight was still raging. "Preferably before they come here and capture
us."



The
warriors were
tired. Their Centurion had
died, splattered over the landscape by one of the Strange Ones'
explosive
weapons. Some had run then, their conditioning at an end.

But
there had
been another Hunt leader
nearby, and she had called to them. Even with their added numbers she
commanded
barely half a Hunt.

They
succeeded in
disabling one of the
fighting vehicles and were almost in contact with elements from the
separated
half of the army when the Hunt leader stiffened, listening to a
broadcast on
the Centurion's channel.

After
a long
moment, the Hunt leader in turn broadcast to all her troops. "Warriors,
you should know this. Director Merraq has perished."

The
leader then put on a recorded copy of the announcement from the
command post. "We have nothing to defend. I am going to surrender."



Red
Baker swung the turret on his Abrams tank, trying to get a bead on
the platoon who'd been giving him hell since sunrise. The gold-plated
bastards
were beginning to catch on to the concept of shoot and scoot, and were
doing
their best to stay out of sight.

They'd
also succeeded in putting a lot of holes in the thinner-skinned
light armored vehicle that was supposed to be backing him up. The recon
vehicle's crew had bailed out—those who survived—and left Baker right
in the
pot.

According
to the book, this situation called for combined forces—in this
case, infantry to keep the pesky cats off Baker's back.

But
the infantry, at least what they could spare, was miles back. By the
time they got here, the Pussies would have hooked up, established a
main line
of resistance, and then the humans would be busting their asses to get
through
to their goal—the StarGate.

His
driver
gunned the engine, and they jounced along behind the cover of a rocky
ridge.
"We pop out, give 'em one shot, then haul ass out of
Dodge," Baker said.

He
was swinging
the main gun into position
even as they darted out from behind the ridge.

But
Baker never
fired.

He
stared,
open-mouthed, at what had to be
fifty Pussies, kneeling on the stony ground. Each of the gold-plated
bastards
held his blast-lance in outstretched hands, setting it to rest in the
dirt.



Daniel
Jackson
sipped from a cup of coffee,
wishing he had something else to soothe his scratchy throat. He'd been
on his
feet for a good forty-eight hours, spending the last few as a
translator
speaking in a dialect that was hard to pronounce. Some of the Abydan
translators had been able to pick up the knack, but Daniel foresaw
additional
classes on his horizon.

To
be honest, he
found the prospect oddly
attractive. It would be a relief to get back into the classroom. He was
obviously a failure playing Moses.

Colonel
Jack
O'Neil joined him. "Waiting
for the convoy bringing your people home?"

"They're
not my
people," Daniel
instantly responded. "If there's one thing this whole balls-up has
proved,
I'd have to go with that."

O'Neil
glanced at
him. "You saved
them."

"Yeah,
and that
should make me King for
a Day. I'm sure Imiseba, or somebody else,
will be happy to tell
me all about my lovely parting gifts."

"And
Sha'uri?"

"She's
nobody's parting gift." Daniel sighed. "We're talking, but she still
sees me as a schmuck." He smiled bitterly. "Maybe that means she's
grown. I guess I haven't. Once a schmuck, always a schmuck."

"You
did a pretty good job with all those cats." Now O'Neil shook his head.
"I can't believe how the resistance just fell apart."

"That's
the way they fight," Daniel said. "Limited wars. Preserve assets—not
just real estate and machinery, but people, too. Makes a certain amount
of
sense—you don't want to start blowing holes in orbital habitats."

He
glanced
at O'Neil. "That's one of the things that drove this Merraq cat crazy.
You
wouldn't play by the rules. It drove him to start dabbling in total
war. But when
you started blowing up stuff from the Hall of Gizmos, he went right
over the
edge."

O'Neil
frowned. "They don't seem quite... together," he finally said. Some
of his own ghosts surfaced in his eyes as he tried to smile. "Coming
from
me, that really means they've got troubles."

"So
would you if your brain had been sculpted to a master plan, and then
half-filled with conditioning. If we actually wind up talking to these
people,
the shrinks should have a field day."

"So
will the translators," O'Neil pointed out. "You'll be able to write
your own ticket back home."

"Yeah,
someone will have to do the Berlitz guide."

"It's
something to think of," the colonel said. "We've already begun
clearing a way to the StarGate with the EPWs."

Daniel
blinked. "The whos?"

"Enemy
Prisoners of War," O'Neil translated. "Ever since POWs became a big
political thing, the brass changed the name for guys we capture from
the other
side."

"Give
your marines a little time, and they'll come up with another name for
them," Daniel said. "Probably unprintable."

Or
maybe
not, he thought. Most of the cats look pretty sad, out of their
armor—like
furry scarecrows.

"I
don't care what they call the prisoners, as long as they get the job
done
fast." O'Neil did not look happy. "We've got to feed
those
suckers."

A
horn
hooted in the distance, and the caravan of Humvees and
eight-wheel-drive trucks
appeared in the distance. The marines had already taken possession of
the
colony's base camp, policing it with a combination of fighting men and
prisoners.

"The
escort you sent out went loaded for bear," Daniel said, looking at the
machine guns on the vehicles.

"Lot
of wild cats running around in those
woods," O'Neil
replied. "You think this Sekhmet person
will be able to talk them in?"

Daniel
shrugged.
"I guess time will
tell."

Kawalsky
jumped
out of the lead Humvee and
gave Colonel O'Neil a snappy salute. "The prodigals return," he said.
"All present and accounted for."

The
military men
stepped off, talking, as
Sha'uri came out of the vehicle. She peered through the still-askew
front gate.
"Right back where we started from."

"I
think we've
both moved on from
that," Daniel said. But even as he spoke, Sha'uri put an arm around him
and kissed him.

"No
overreactions—one way or the
other," she told him. "Why didn't you mention that O'Neil offered you
a chance to go back to Earth and you turned him down?"

"Who
told you
that?" Daniel
demanded.

"Feretti."

"For
such a
little guy, he's got a big
mouth," Daniel growled.

"You
haven't
answered my question,"
Sha'uri pressed.

"It
didn't seem
like the time or
place."

"To
tell me?"

Daniel
shook his
head. "To leave."

Sha'uri
looked at
him as if she were
examining his face for the first time. "And when the StarGate opens
again?"

"We've
encountered another alien race—a
widespread one. There'll be a need for translators. Lots of work for
people who
speak ancient Egyptian."

She
nodded. "Or
Abydan. Depending on how
this goes, our skills could be very valuable." She hesitated. "More
valuable than our ability to grow crops."

"So
where does
that leave us?"
Daniel's throat was suddenly so tight, he could barely get the words
out.

"With
open
options," Sha'uri
replied. "Can you live with that?"

Daniel
put an arm
around her. "I could
even come to enjoy it."

Behind
them, the
former refugees were
disembarking from the vehicles, joyfully greeting friends and family,
sometimes
imparting bad news or receiving it.

The
sun was
setting, the sky a dark purple.
One of the children glanced up and cried out with wonder. "A shooting
star!"

Daniel
followed
the child's gaze, his eyes
tracing a quick streak that ended at the horizon.

"Look!
Look up
there!" others began
calling.

"Up
in the sky!"

"There's
another!"

"And
another!"

The
whole night
sky was suddenly alive with a
very different light show than what they'd had the previous night.

It's
almost as if
the planet is celebrating
the end of the crisis, Daniel thought. Hell of a time to get the local
equivalent of the Perseid meteor swarm.

Sha'uri
leaned
her head against his shoulder,
looking up, oohing and ahing like everyone else.

Then
cold
realization drew its icy fingernail
down Daniel's spine.

Tonight's
light
show did
have a connection with the
blazing blue spear that had leapt heavenward last night. Revived
ancient
technology had hurled innumerable enemy warriors thousands of miles
above
Ballas.

And
now gravity
was bringing them back.

He
gave a little
shudder, and Sha'uri looked
at him questioningly.

Well,
some
warrior cultures gave their dead
heroes to funeral pyres. He said nothing, looking over the sea of
upturned
faces.

A
little child
stood by Jack O'Neil.
"It's beautiful, isn't it?"

The
colonel
looked up, his face inscrutable.
"Yeah," he said. "It's beautiful."
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