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When the arnored Ji had warship arrived, the population of Gedi Prinme expected news of a great
victory against the evil thinking machines. But with only a glance at the battle-scarred vessel,
young Vergyl Tantor could tell that the defense of Peridot Col ony had not gone at all as pl anned.

On the crowded fringe of Gedi City Spaceport, Vergyl rushed forward, pressing against the

sol diers stuck there as ground troops, like hinself: w de-eyed green recruits or veterans too old
to be sent into battle against Omius's conbat robots. Hi s heart hammered |ike an industrial
piston in his chest.

He prayed that his adoptive brother, Xavier Harkonnen, was all right.

The danaged battl eship heaved itself into the docking circle |like a dying sea beast beached on a
reef. The big engines hissed and groaned as they cooled fromthe hot descent through the
at nosphere.

Vergyl stared at the bl ackened scars on the hull plates and tried to imagi ne the kinetic weapons
and hi gh-energy projectiles that conbat robots had inflicted upon the brave jihadi defenders.

If only he had been out there hinself, Vergyl could have helped in the fight. But Xavier—the
commander of the battle group—al ways seened to fight against his brother's eagerness with nearly
as nmuch persistence as he fought agai nst the machi ne eneny.

When the | anding systens finished | ocking down, dozens of egress hatches opened on the | ower hull
M ddl e-ranki ng Ji had commanders energed, bellow ng for assistance. Al nedically qualified
personnel were called in fromthe city; others were shuttled fromacross the continents of G edi
Prime to help the wounded sol diers and rescued col oni sts.

Tri age and assessnent stations were set up on the spaceport grounds. Oficial mlitary personne
were tended first, since they had pledged their lives to fight in the great struggle ignited by
Serena Butler. Their crinmson-and-green unifornms were stained and badly patched; they'd obviously
had no chance to repair themduring the many weeks of transit from Peridot Col ony. Mercenary

sol diers received second-priority treatnment, along with the refugees fromthe col ony.

Vergyl rushed in with the other ground-based soldiers to help, his large brown eyes flicking back
and forth in search of answers. He needed to find sonmeone who could tell himwhat had happened to
Segundo Har konnen. Worry scratched at Vergyl's mnd while he worked. Perhaps everything was al
right . . . but what if his big brother had been killed in a heroic rally? O what if he was
injured, yet renained aboard the battered ship, refusing to accept help for hinself until all of
his personnel were tended to? Both of those scenarios would have fit Xavier's personality.

For hours, Vergyl refused to slow down, unable to fully grasp what these jihadi fighters had been
t hrough. Sweating and exhausted, he worked hinself into a trancelike stupor, follow ng orders,
hel pi ng one after another of the wounded, burned, and despairing refugees.

He heard nuttered conversations that told of the onslaught that had wi ped out the small col ony.
When the thinking machi nes had attenpted to absorb the settlenent into the Synchronized Wrl ds,
the Arny of the Jihad had sent its defenders there.

Peri dot Col ony had been but a skirnish, however, |like so nmany others in the dozen years since
Serena Butler had originally rallied all humans to fight in her cause, after the thinking nmachines
mur dered her young son, Manion. Xavier's son

The ebb and flow of the Jihad had caused a great deal of damage to both sides, but neither
fighting force had gained a clear upper hand. And though the thinking machi nes continued to build
fresh conbat robots, |ost human |ives could never be replaced. Serena gave passi onate speeches to
recruit new soldiers for her holy war. So many fighters had died that the Jihad no | onger publicly
reveal ed the cost. The struggle was everyt hing.

Fol | owi ng the Honru Massacre seven years earlier, Vergyl had insisted on joining the Arnmy of the

Jihad hinself. He considered it his duty as a hunman being, even without his connection to Xavier

and the martyred child, Manion. At their estate on Sal usa Secundus, his parents had tried to nmake
the young man wait, since he was barely seventeen, but Vergyl would hear none of it.

Returning to Salusa after a difficult skirm sh, Xavier had surprised their parents by offering a
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wai ver that would all ow underage Vergyl to begin training in the arnmy. The young nman had | eaped at
the opportunity, not guessing that Xavier had his own plans. Overprotective, Segundo Harkonnen had
seen to it that Vergyl received a safe, quiet assignnment, stationed here on Gedi Prinme where he
could help with the rebuil ding work—and where he woul d stay far fromany pitched battl es agai nst
the robotic eneny.

Now Vergyl had been in Gedi City for years, rising minimally in rank to second decero in the
Construction Brigade . . . never seeing any action. Meanwhile, Xavier Harkonnen's battleshi ps went
to planet after planet, protecting free humanity and destroying the nechani zed | egi ons of the
comput er evernmi nd Omi us.

Ver gyl stopped counting all the bodies he'd noved. Perspiring in his dark green uniform the young
construction officer and a civilian man carried a makeshift stretcher, hauling a wounded nother
who had been rescued from her devastated prefab hone on Peridot Col ony. Wonen and children from
Gedi Cty hurried anbng the workers and wounded, offering water and food.

Finally, in the warm afternoon, a ragged cheer penetrated Vergyl's dazed focus, as he set the
stretcher down in the mdst of a triage unit. Looking up, he drew in a quick breath. At the
warship's main entrance ranp, a proud nmilitary comander stepped forward into the sunshine of
G edi Prine.

Xavi er Harkonnen wore a clean segundo's uniformw th i mrmacul ate gol den insignia. By carefu
design, he cut a dashing nmilitary figure, one that would inspire confidence and faith anong his
own troops as well as the civilians of Gedi Cty. Fear was the worst eneny the machines could
bring agai nst them Xavier never offered any observer reason for uncertainty: Yes, brave humanity
woul d eventually win this war.

Ginning, Vergyl let out a sigh as all his doubts evaporated. O course Xavier had survived. This
great man had |l ed the strike force that |liberated Gedi Prime fromthe enslavenent of cyneks and
t hi nki ng machi nes. Xavi er had conmanded the human forces in the atomc purification of Earth, the
first great battle of Serena Butler's Jihad

And the heroi ¢ Segundo Xavi er Harkonnen woul d never stop until the thinking nachi nes were
def eat ed

But as Vergyl watched his brother wal k down the ranmp, he noticed that the brave commuander's
footsteps had a heavy, weary quality, and his famliar face | ooked shell-shocked. Not even a hint
of a smle there, no gleamin his gray eyes. Just flat stoniness. How had the man gotten so ol d?
Vergyl idolized him needed to speak with himalone as a brother, so that he could learn the rea
story.

But in public, Segundo Harkonnen woul d never | et anyone see his inner feelings. He was too good a
| eader for that.

Ver gyl pushed his way through the throng, shouting and waving with the others, and finally Xavier
recogni zed himin the sea of faces. His expression Iit with joy, then crashed, as if weighed down
by the burden of war nmenories and realizations. Vergyl and his fellow relief workers hurried up
the ramp to surround the | ead officer and escorted himinto the safety of Gedi Cty.

Along with his surviving sub-commanders, Xavier Harkonnen spent hours dispensing reports and
debriefing League officials, but he insisted on breaking away fromthese painful duties to spend a
few hours with his brother.

He arrived at Vergyl's small hone unrested, eyes bl oodshot and haunted. When the two of them
hugged, Xavi er remmi ned stiff for a nonment, before weakening and returning his dark-ski nned
brother's enbrace. Despite the physical dissimlarities that marked their separate racia

heritage, they knew that the bonds of |ove had nothing to do with bloodlines and everything to do
with the loving famly experiences they had shared in the household of Eml| and Lucille Tantor
Leading himinside, Vergyl could sense the trenors Xavier was suppressing. He distracted Xavier by
introducing himto his wife of two years, whom Xavi er had never net.

Sheel was a young, dark-haired beauty not accustoned to receiving guests of such inportance. She
had not even traveled to Salusa Secundus to neet Vergyl's parents or to see the Tantor fanmly
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estate. But she treated Xavier as her husband's wel cone brother, instead of as a celebrity.

One of Aurelius Venport's merchant ships had arrived only a week before, carrying nelange from
Arrakis. Sheel had gone out this afternoon and spent a week's pay to get enough of the expensive
spice to add to the fine, special dinner she prepared.

As they ate, their conversation remai ned subdued and casual, avoiding any nention of war news.
Weary to the bone, Xavier seened barely to notice the flavors of the nmeal, even the exotic

mel ange. Sheel seened di sappointed, until Vergyl explained in a whisper that his brother had | ost
much of his sense of taste and snell during a cynmek gas attack, which had al so cost himhis |ungs.
Al t hough Xavi er now breat hed through a set of replacenent organs provided by a Tlulaxa flesh
merchant, his ability to taste or snell remained dulled

Finally, as they drank spice-laced coffee, Vergyl could no |onger wthhold his questions. "Xavier,
pl ease tell ne what happened at Peridot Colony. Was it a victory, or did the— his voice caught
"—di d the nmachines defeat us?"

Xavier lifted his head, |ooking far away. "Grand Patriarch Iblis Gnjo says that there are no
defeats. Only victories and . . . noral victories. This one fell into the latter category."

Sheel squeezed her husband's arm sharply, a wordl ess request that he withdraw t he question. But
Vergyl didn't interrupt, and Xavier continued, "Peridot Colony had been under attack for a week
bef ore our nearest battle group received the energency distress call. Settlers were being
obliterated. The thinking machines neant to crush the colony and establish a Synchronized Wrl d
there, to lay down their infrastructure and install a new copy of the Omius evermnd."

Xavi er sipped spice coffee, while Vergyl put his elbows on the table, |leaning close to listen with
rapt attention.

"The Arnmy of the Jihad had little presence in this area aside fromny warship and a handful of
troops. W& had no choice but to respond, not wishing to | ose another planet. | had a full shipload
of mercenaries anyway."

"Any from G naz? Qur best fighters?"

"Some. We arrived faster than the thinking nachi nes expected, struck themswiftly and nercilessly,
usi ng everything we had. My nercenaries attacked |i ke nadnmen, and many of themfell. But a |ot
nor e thinking machi nes were destroyed. Unfortunately, npbst of the colony towns had already been
tranpled by the tine we got there, the inhabitants nurdered. Even so, our Arny of the Jihad drove
in—and by a holy mracle we pushed back the eneny forces." He drew a deep, convul sing breath, as
if his replacenent |ungs were nal functioning.

"Instead of sinply cutting their |osses and flying away, as conbat robots usually do, this tine
they were programed to follow a scorched-earth policy. They devastated everything in their wake.
Were they had gone, not a crop, structure, or human survivor was |eft behind."

Sheel swal |l owed hard. "How terrible."

"Terribl e?" Xavier nused, rolling the sound of the word on his tongue. "I cannot begin to describe
what | saw. Not nuch was |left of the colony we went to rescue. Over a quarter of ny jihad
fighters lost their lives, and half of the nmercenaries.”

Shaki ng his head sadly, he continued. "W scraped together the pathetic remants of settlers who
had fled far enough fromthe primary machine forces. | do not know—nor do | want to know-the
actual nunber of survivors we rescued. Peridot Colony did not fall to the nmachines, but that world
is no longer of any use to humans, either." He heaved a deep breath. "It seens to be the way of
this Jihad."

"That is why we need to keep fighting." Vergyl lifted his chin. Hs bravery sounded tinny in his
own ears. "Let me fight at your side against Omius! The Arny of the Jihad is in constant need of
soldiers. It's tine for me to get into the real battles in this war!"

Now Xavi er Har konnen seened to awaken. Dismay flashed across his face. "You don't want that,
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Vergyl. Not ever."

Ver gyl secured an assignnent working aboard the Jihad warship as it underwent repairs for the
better part of two weeks. If he couldn't fly off and fight on alien battlefields, at |east he
coul d be here rechargi ng weapons, replacing damaged Hol t zman shield systenms, and strengthening
armor pl ating.

While Vergyl diligently perfornmed every task the team supervisors assigned to him his eyes drank
in details about how the ship's systens functioned. Soneday, if Xavier ever relented and al |l owed
himto participate in the Holy Jihad, Vergyl wanted to command one of these vessels. He was an
adul t twenty-three years old—but his influential brother had the power to interfere with anything
he tried to do . . . and had al ready done so.

That afternoon, as he checked off the progress of repairs on his display pad, Vergyl cane upon one
of the battleship's training chanbers. The dull netal door stood half open, and he heard a
clattering and clanging of netal, and the grunting sounds of someone straining with great effort.

Rushing into the chanber, Vergyl stopped and stared in astonishment. A |long-haired, battle-scarred
man—a mercenary, judging fromhis wld, dishevel ed appearance—threw hinself in violent conbat

agai nst a fighting robot. The machine had three sets of articulated arns, each one holding a
deadl y-1 ooki ng weapon. Moving in a graceful blur, the mechanical unit struck blow after bl ow

agai nst the man, who defended hinself perfectly each tine.

Vergyl's heart | eaped. How had one of the eneny machi nes gotten on board Xavier's battl eshi p? Had
Omius sent it as a spy or saboteur? Were there others spread out around the ship? The bel eaguered
mercenary |landed a blow with his vibrating pul se sword, causing one of the nek's six arnms to drop
linply to its side.

Letting out a war cry, knowi ng he had to help, Vergyl snatched the only weapon he could find-a
training staff froma rack by the wall —and charged forward reckl essly.
The nercenary reacted qui ckly upon hearing Vergyl's approach. He raised a hand.

"Hol d, Chirox!"

The conbat nek froze. The nercenary, panting, dropped his fighting stance. Vergyl skidded to a
halt, | ooking in confusion fromthe eneny robot to the well-nuscled fighter

"Don't alarmyourself," the nmercenary said. "I was sinply practicing."

"Wth a machi ne?"

The long-haired man smled. A spiderweb of pale scars covered his cheeks, neck, bare shoul ders,
and chest. "Thinking machines are our enemes in this Jihad, young officer. If we nust devel op our
skills against them who better to fight?"

Awkwar dly, Vergyl set his hastily grabbed staff on the deck. H's face flushed hot with
enmbarassnment. "That nakes sense."

"Chirox is just a surrogate eneny, a target to fight. He represents all thinking machines in ny
mnd. "

"Li ke a whi ppi ng boy."

"A whi pping nek." The nercenary smled. "We can set it to various fighting levels for training
pur poses." He stepped closer to the omi nous-Ilooking conbat robot. "Stand down."

The robot | owered its weapons-studded |inbs, then retracted theminto its core, even the inpaired
arm and stood waiting for further commands. Wth a sneer, the man slamed the hilt of his pul se
sword agai nst the nmek's chest, knocking the nmek backward a step. The optic-sensor eyes flickered
orange. The rest of the machine's face, with its crudely shaped nouth and nose, did not nove.

Confidently, the man tapped the netallic torso. "This limted robot—+ dislike the termthinking
machi ne—+s totally under our control. It has served the nercenaries of Gnaz for nearly three

file://IC|/13226%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...ends%200f%20Dune%201.5-%20Whipping%20Mek.txt (4 of 8) [1/3/2005 12:29:54 AM]



file:///C|/3226%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Brian%20Her ... Anderson%20-%20L egends¥6200f %20D une%201.5-%20W hi pping%20M ek..txt

generations now. " He deactivated his pul se sword, which was designed to scranble the sophisticated
gelcircuitry of a thinking machine. "I am Zon Noret, one of the fighters assigned to this ship."

Intrigued, Vergyl ventured closer. "Were did you find this nmachi ne?"

"A century ago, a G naz sal vage scout found a danaged thinking machi ne ship, from which he
retrieved this broken conbat robot. Since then, we've wiped its nenories and reinstalled conbat
programmng. It allows us to test ourselves agai nst nmachi ne capabilities."

Noret patted the robot on one of its ribbed netal shoul ders. "Many robots in the Synchronized
Wor | ds have been destroyed because of what we |learned fromthis unit. Chirox is an invaluable
teacher. On the archipelago of G naz, students pit their skills against him He has proved to be
such an advantage and a repository of information to utilize against our eneny that we nercenaries
no longer refer to himas a thinking nmachine, but as an ally."

"A robot as an ally? Serena Butler wouldn't like to hear that," Vergyl said guardedly.

Zon Noret tossed his thick hair behind his head |ike the mane of a conet. "Many things are done in
this Jihad without Serena Butler knowing. | wouldn't be surprised to |l earn of other neks like this
one under our control." He nade a dism ssive gesture. "But since we all have the same goal, the
details beconme insignificant."

To Vergyl, sonme of Noret's wounds | ooked only freshly heal ed. "Shouldn't you be recuperating from
the battle, instead of fighting even nore?"

"A true mercenary never stops fighting." H's eyes narrowed. "I see you're an officer yourself."

Vergyl let out a frustrated sigh. "In the Construction Brigade. It's not what | wanted. | wanted
to fight, but . . . it's along story."

Noret w ped sweat fromhis brow. "Your name?"
"Second Decero Tantor."

Wth no flicker of recognition at the name, Noret |ooked at the conbat nek and then at the young
officer. "Perhaps we can arrange a little taste of battle for you anyway."

"You would let me . . . ?" Vergyl felt his pul se quicken

Zon Noret nodded. "If a man wants to fight, he should be allowed to do so."

Vergyl lifted his chin. "I couldn't agree nore."

"I warn you, this may be a training nmek, but it is lethal. | often disconnect its safety protoco

during ny rigorous practices. That is why G naz nercenaries are so good."
"There must be fail-safes, otherwise it wouldn't be nmuch good as an instructor.”

"Training that entails no risk is not realistic. It nmakes the student soft, knowing he is in no
danger. Chirox is not like that, by design. It could kill you."

Vergyl felt a rush of bravado, hoped he wasn't being foolish. "I can handle nyself. |'ve gone
through Jihad training of my own." But he wanted a chance to prove hinself, and this conbat robot
m ght be as close to the fight as he ever got. Vergyl focused his hatred on Chirox, thought of all
the horrors the fighting machines had inflicted upon humanity, and wanted to smash the nek into
scrap netal. "Let nme fight it, just as you were doing."

The nercenary rai sed his eyebrows, as if amused and interested. "Your choice of weapons, young
warrior ?"

Ver gyl funbled, |ooked at the clunsy training staff he had grabbed. "I didn't bring anything but
this."

Noret held his pulse sword up for the younger man to examine. "Do you know how to operate one of
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t hese?"
"That | ooks |Iike one we used in basic training, but a newer nodel."
"Correct." Noret activated the weapon and handed it to the young nan.

Vergyl hefted the sword to check its balance. Shimering arcs of disruptive energy ran along the
surface of its bl ade.

He took a deep breath and studied the combat mek, who stared back at him di spassionately, its
eyel i ke optic sensors glowing orange . . . waiting. The sensors shifted direction, watched Noret
approach and prepared for another opponent.

When the nmercenary activated the nek, only two of the six nechanical arns enmerged fromthe torso.
One netal hand cl asped a dagger, while the other was enpty.
"It's fighting me at a lowdifficulty setting," Vergyl conplained.

"Perhaps Chirox is just testing you. In actual conbat, your adversary wll never provide a resunge
of his skills beforehand.

"Vergyl noved carefully toward the nek, then shifted to his left and circled, holding the pul se
sword. He felt moisture on his palm |oosened his grip a bit. The nek kept turning to face him
Its dagger hand twi tched, and Vergyl jabbed at the robot's weapon with the el ectronic sword,
hitting it with a purple pulse that caused the robot to shudder.

"Looks like a dunmb machine to ne." He had inagi ned conbat |like this. Vergyl darted toward his
opponent and struck the torso with the pulse sword, |eaving a purple discoloration on the netal
body. He tapped a blue button on the weapon's handle until it reached the highest pulse setting.

"CGo for the head," Noret counseled. "Scranble the robot's circuits to slow him |f you strike
Chirox just right, he will need a minute or two to reconfigure."

Agai n Vergyl struck, but mssed the head, sliding down to the armored shoul der. Milticol ored
sparks covered the nek's outer surface, and the dagger dropped fromits nmechanical grip to clatter
on the floor of the training chanber. A wi sp of snoke rose fromthe robot's hand.

Vergyl noved in for the kill. He didn't care if anyone needed this fighting unit for training. He
wanted to destroy it, to burn it into nolten remains. He thought of Serena, of little Mnion, of
all the humans slaughtered . . . and of his own inability to fight for the Jihad. This scapegoat

mek woul d have to do for now.

But as he stepped forward, suddenly the flowretal of the robot's free hand shifted, reshaping
itself, to extrude a short sword with barbs on the blade. The other hand stopped sparking, and a
mat chi ng weapon al so forned there.

"Careful, young warrior. W wouldn't want the Arny of the Jihad to | ose your construction skills."
Feeling a surge of anger at the remark, Vergyl snapped, "I'mnot afraid of this machine."

"Fear is not always unwi se."

"Even agai nst a stupid opponent? Chirox doesn't even know I'mridiculing him does he?"

"I amjust a machine," the nek recited, his synthesized voice conmng froma speaker patch. Vergyl
was taken aback, thinking he had caught just a

hint of sarcasmin the robot's voice. Like a theatrical nmask, his face did not change its

expr essi on.

"Chirox doesn't usually say much," Noret said, smling. "Go ahead, pound him sone nore. But even |
don't know all the surprises he night have in store."

Ver gyl noved back to reassess his opponent. He studied the robot's optic sensors, which glowed a
st eady orange, focused on the pul se weapon.
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Abruptly, Chirox lunged with the barbed short sword, exhibiting unexpected speed and agility.
Vergyl tried to dodge the blow, but not quickly enough, and a shall ow gash opened on one of his
arms. He went into a floor roll to escape, then glanced at the wound as he | eaped back to his
feet.

"Not a bad nove," Noret said, his tone casual, as if he didn't care whether the robot killed
Vergyl. Killing was both sport and profession to him Mybe it took a harsh m ndset to be a
mercenary for G naz, but Vergyl —endowed with no such harshness—worried that he had gotten into
this situation on inpulse and m ght be facing a challenge nore difficult than he was ready for.
The conbat nek kept advancing with jerking, unpredictable speeds, sonetines |unging, sonetines
with an astonishing fluidity of notion.

Vergyl darted fromside to side, striking blows with the pul se sword. He executed proficient rolls
and considered attenpting a show backflip, but didn't know if he could pull it off. Failure to
properly execute a nove could prove fatal

One of his pulse blows struck the panel box on Chirox's side, making it glow red. The robot
paused. A thin, agile armenerged fromthe robot's torso and adjusted sonething inside.

"It can repair itself?"

"Most conmbat neks can. You wanted a fair shot at a real nachi ne opponent, didn't you? | warned
you, this robot does not fight belowits abilities."

Suddenly Chirox came at Vergyl harder and faster than before. Two nore arns extruded fromthe body
core. One held a long dagger with a jagged tip for snagging and ripping flesh. The other held a
shi mreri ng brandi ng iron.

Zon Noret said sonething in an anxious tone, but the words blurred. The entire universe that
Vergyl had known up to this point faded, along with all unnecessary sensory perception. He focused
on only survival

"I ama jihadi," Vergyl whispered. He resigned hinself to fate and at the sane tine decided to
inflict as much damage as he could. He recalled a pledge that even the Construction Brigade had to
menorize: "If | die in battle against the machines, | will join those who have gone to Paradi se
before ne, and those who follow " He felt a near-trancelike state consune himand renove all fear
of deat h.

He plunged into battle, flailing away, striking the pul se sword agai nst the nek, discharging the
weapon repeatedly. In the background, soneone shouted sonething, words he coul dn't make out. Then
Vergyl heard a loud click, saw a flash of color, and bright yellow light inmersed him It felt
like a blast froma polar wind and froze himin place.

I mobi | i zed, hel pl ess, Vergyl shuddered, then toppled. He fell for what seened |like a great

di stance. Hi s teeth chattered, and he shivered. He didn't seemto | and anywhere.

Finally he found himnmself |ooking up into the robot's gl eam ng optic sensors. Totally vul nerable.
"I can kill you now." The machine pressed the jagged tip of the | ong dagger against Vergyl's neck

The conbat nek could thrust the blade through his throat in a mcrosecond. Vergyl heard shouts,

but could not squirmaway. He stared up into the inplacable optical sensors of the robot, the face
of the hated machi ne eneny. The thinking machine was going to kill him-and this wasn't even a rea
battle. What a fool he had been.

Somewhere in the distance, faniliar voices—+tw of thenfP—ealled out to him "Vergyl! Vergyl! Shut
the damm thing off, Noret!"

He tried to lift his head and | ook around, but could not nove. Chirox continued to press the sharp
poi nt agai nst his jugular vein. H's nuscles were paralyzed, as if frozen inside a block of ice.

"Get nme a disruptor gun!" He recognized the voice at |ast. Xavier. Sonehow, incongruously, Vergyl
worried nore about his brother's disapproval than dying.

But then the nek straightened and renoved t he dagger blade from his throat.
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He heard nore voices, the thunping of boots, and the clattering of weaponry. Peripherally, Vergyl
saw novenent, and the crinson-and-green of jihadi uniforns. Xavier shouted commands to his men,
but Chirox retracted the jagged dagger, its other weapons, and all four arms into its torso. The
fiercely glowing optic sensors dulled to a soft glimer.

Zon Noret placed hinself in front of the robot. "Don't shoot, Segundo. Chirox could have kill ed
him but didn't. His programming is to take advantage of a weakness and deliver a nortal blow yet
he made a consci ous decision against it."

"I did not wish to kill him" The conbat robot reset itself to a stationary position. "It was not
necessary."

Vergyl finally cleared his head enough to push hinself into a stiff sitting position. "That nek
actually showed . . . conpassion."” He still felt dazed fromthe nysterious stun blast.

"I'magi ne that, a nachine with feelings."

"I't wasn't conpassion at all," Xavier said, with a contentious scow. He reached down to help his
brother to his feet.

"It was the strangest thing," Vergyl insisted. "Did you see his eyes?"

Zon Noret, intent on his training nek, |ooked into the machine's panel box, studied instrunent
readi ngs and made adjustnents. "Chirox sinply assessed the situation and went into survival node.
But there nust have been sonething buried in his original programmng."

"Machi nes don't care about survival," Xavier snapped. "You saw them at Peridot Col ony. They hurl
thenselves into battle without concern for personal safety." He shook his head. "There's sonething
wong with your nek's programming, a glitch.”

Vergyl stared over at Chirox, caught the gaze of the glowing optic sensors. In the depths of the
twin lights, the young construction officer thought he detected a flicker of sonething ani mate,
which intrigued and frightened himat the same tine.

"Humans can | earn conpassion, too," Chirox said, unexpectedly.

"Il run it through a conplete overhaul,"” Noret said, but his voice was uncertain.
Xavier stood in front of Vergyl, checking his brother for serious injuries. He spoke in a shaky
voi ce as he led his brother out of the training chanber. "That was quite a scare you gave ne."

"I just wanted to fight . . . a real eneny for once."

Xavi er | ooked deeply saddened. "Vergyl, | fear that you will have your chance, eventually. This
Jihad will not be over anytine soon."
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