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Pribeh SluZzobnickeho DzZihadu

Brian Herbert a Kevin J. Anderson

I

ed’ dorazila obrnena vojnova lod” Dzihadu, obyvatel'stvo

Giedi Prime ocakavalo spravy o velkom vitazstve proti
zlym mysliacim strojom, no uz pohl'adom na bojom zjazvené
plavidlo mohol mlady Vergyl Tantor povedat’, Ze obrana kolonie
Peridot neprebehla vonkoncom podrla planu.

Vergyl sa hnal vpred po preplnenom okraji vesmirneho
kotvista Giedi City, predierajiic sa vojakmi tréiacimi tu ako
sucast’ pozemnych oddielov tak ako on. Odvedenci v zelenom
so Sirokym pohl'adom a veterani pristari na to, aby ich poslali do
bitky proti Omniovym bojovym robotom. Jeho srdce mu v hrudi
tiklo ako priemyselny piest.

Modlil sa, aby bol jeho adoptivny brat, Xavier
Harkonnen v poriadku.

Poskodena bojova lod’ sa vkliesnila do kotevného
okruhu ako umierajica morska Selma uviaznuta na plytéine.
Obrovské motory sycali a stonali, ochladzujuc sa po horucom
zostupe atmosférou.
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Vergyl zizal na sCernalé jazvy na obsivke trupu a
snazil sa predstavit’ si kinetické zbrane a vysoko-energetické
projektily, ktorymi bojové roboty zasadili utok statoénym
obrancom Dzihadu.

Keby len aj on mohol byt’ tam vonku, mohol by tak
pomdcet’ v boji. No Xavier — velitel’ bojovej skupiny — bojoval
proti horlivosti svojho brata so zdanlivo rovnakou zotrva¢nost'ou
ako v boji proti mechanickému nepriatel’ovi.

Hned ¢o pristavacie systémy ukoncili zaistovanie
plavidla, na spodne;j ¢asti trupu sa otvorilo zo tucet vychodovych
poklopov a plosin. Zjavili sa velitelia strednej triedy kri¢iaci o
pomoc. Vsetok medicinsky kvalifikovany personal bol zvolany
z mesta. Ini boli prepraveni z kontinentov Giedi Prime na pomoc
ranenym vojakom a zachranenym kolonistom.

Na ploche pristavu boli zriadené zberné a riadiace
stanovistia. Sluzobny armadny personal bol oSetrovany
prednostne, pretoze zasvitili svoj Zivot boju v obrovskom usili
roznietenom Serenou Butler. Ich karminovo zelené uniformy
boli zaspinené a rozdriapané. Po¢as mnozstva tyzdiov presunu
z kolénie Peridot ich zjavne nemali $ancu opravit. Zoldnieri
dostali spolu s uteCencami z kolonie v oSetreni druhoradu
prioritu.

Vergyl sa nahlil s ostatnymi vojakmi rozmiestnenymi
na zemi na pomoc, s hnedymi ofami preletujic sem a tam
v honbe za odpoved’ami. Potreboval najst niekoho, kto by
mu mohol povedat’ ¢o sa stalo so Segundom Harkonnenom.
Pokym Vergyl pracoval, jeho mysel” hlodali obavy. Mozno bolo
vSetko v poriadku... no ¢o ak bol jeho brat zabity v hrdinskom
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strete? Alebo ¢o ak bol raneny, no ostal na palube otl¢enej lode,
odmietajuc akukol'vek pomoc dokial nebola oSetrena vsetka
jeho posadka? Oba ztychto scenarov by sa dali Xavierovej
povahe pripisat’.

Vergyl celé hodiny odmietal spomalit, neschopny
plne pochopit’ ¢im tymto bojovnici Dzihadu presli. Potiac sa
a vyCerpany sa prepracoval do tranzu podobnému omameniu,
naduvajuc  rozkazom, pomahajic jednému ranenému,
popalenému a zafalému ute¢encovi za druhym.

Sem tam zacul tlmené rozhovory, ktoré vraveli o utoku,
ktory zmietol malu koloniu z povrchu. Ked” sa mysliace stroje
pokusali zaclenit’ usadlost do Synchronizovanych Svetov,
Armada Dzihadu tam poslala svojich obrancov.

Koloénia Peridot vsak bola akokol'vek len Sarvatkou
tak ako aj mnoho inych za ten tucet rokov odo dna, ¢o Serena
Butler povodne zburcovala vSetku I'udskt rasu v boji za jej vec
potom, ¢o mysliace stroje zavrazdili jej mladého syna Maniona,
Xavierovho syna.

Upadok a opitovny vzostup Dzihadu sposobil velky
podiel $kod obom stranam, no ziadna z bojovych sil neobdrzala
koneént prevahu. A napriek tomu, ze mysliace stroje pokracovali
v stavbe novych bojovych robotov, mnoho l'udskych zivotov
nemohlo byt nahradenych. Serena svojimi vasnivymi prejavmi
verbovala novych a novych vojakov pre jej svita vojnu. Umrelo
uz tol’ko bojovnikov, ze Dzihad uz viac nezverejiioval straty.
Boj bol pre nas vsetkym.

Po masakre na Honru pred siedmimi rokmi Vergyl
trval na vlastnom vstupe do Armady Dzihadu. Povazoval to za
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svoju povinnost ako l'udsky tvor, a to aj bez puta k Xavierovi,
¢i umucéenému diet'at’u, Manionovi. Na ich usadlosti na Saluse
Secundus sa ho jeho rodi¢ia pokusali presvedCit’ aby vyckal,
pretoze mal len necelych sedemnast, no Vergyl nechcel ni¢
z toho ani len pocut’.

Xavier prekvapil svojich rodiCov po navrate na
Salusu z obtiaznej poty¢ky ponukou ustupku, ktory by umoznil
neplnoletému Vergylovi zacat' tréning v armade. Mlady muz
sa chopil Sance, netusiac, ze Xavier ma svoje vlastné plany.
Prilis starostlivy Segundo Harkonnen si to predstavoval tak,
ze Vergyl dostane bezpecnu, pokojnu tlohu, s umiestnenim tu
na Giedi Prime, kde bude moct pomahat’ s obnovou — a kde by
ostal d’aleko od akejkol'vek divokej bitky proti robotickému
nepriatel'ovi.

Vergyl bol teraz v Giedi City uz roky, S$plhajuc
minimalne v hodnosti na druhého Decera v stavebnej brigade...
nevidiac nikdy ziadnu akciu. Medzitym bojové lode Xaviera
Harkonnena isli z planéty na planétu, chraniac slobodné l'udstvo
a ni¢iac mechanizované 1égie pocitacovej vSemysle Omnius...

Vergyl uz prestal pocitat’ vSetky tie tela ¢o preniesol.
Dychéiac a potiac sa v svojej tmavozelenej uniforme niesol
mlady stavebny dostojnik a jeden z civilistov provizérne nosidla
s ranenou matkou, ktord bola zachranena z jej spustosencho
prefabrikovaného domova v kolonii Peridot. Zeny a deti z Giedi
City sa predierali medzi robotnikmi a ranenymi, pontkajic vodu
a jedlo.

Nakoniec v teply podveéer Vergylovym omamenym
sustredenim prenikol nepravidelny jasot ked’ zlozil nosidla
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uprostred zbernej jednotky. Pozrel nahor a zhlboka sa nadychol.
Na hlavnej rampe bojovej lode vystapil vpred do svetla Giedi
Prime hrdy armadny velitel’.

Xavier Harkonnen mal na sebe ¢istt uniformu Segunda
s bezchybnymi zlatymi insigniami. Svojou nalezitou Upravou
zosobnoval okazali a neodolatelni armadnu osobnost’, ktora
vzbudzovala doveru a vieru medzi jeho vlastnymi jednotkami
ako aj civilistami v Giedi City. Strach bol najva¢sim nepriatel'om,
ktorého mohli stroje proti nim pouzit. Xavier nikdy nenechal a
neponiikol priestor pochybnostiam: Ano, statoéné Tudstvo
napokon zvit'azi v tejto vojne.

Vergyl si potom ¢o sa vSetky jeho obavy rozplynuli
Skeriac sa povzdychol. Samozrejme ze Xavier prezil. Tento
velky muz viedol udernt jednotku, ktora oslobodila Giedi
Prime zo zotro¢enia kymekov a mysliacich strojov. Xavier velil
Pudskym silam v atomarnej o€iste Zeme, v prvej velkej bitke
Dzihadu Sereny Butler.

Hrdinsky Segundo Xavier Harkonnen by sa nikdy
nezastavil, pokym by neboli mysliace stroje porazené.

Vergyl si vSak sledujic svojho brata ako schadza dolu
plosinou vsimol, ze jeho kroky boli tazké a chddza unavena.
Jeho doverne znama tvar vyzerala otrasene. Ani len naznak
usmevu, ziaden lesk v jeho sivych o¢iach. Len mdla otupenost’.
Ako len ten muz mohol takto zostarnut™? Vergyl ho obdivoval,
potreboval byt snim osamote ako brat, aby sa dozvedel
skutoény pribeh.

Na verejnosti by Segundo Harkonnen nikdy nepoodhalil
svoje vnutorne pocity. Bol na to prili§ dobrym vodcom.
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Vergyl si kliesnil cestu davom, kri¢iac a mavajuc
s ostatnymi, az ho Xavier v mori tvari napokon rozpoznal. Jeho
vyraz sa rozziaril radost'ou, potom sa vSak nahle zrutil, akoby
prevazeny tarchou vojnovych spomienok a ¢inov. Vergyl a jeho
kolegovia sa ponahlali hore plosinou aby obkolesili veduceho
dostojnika a odprevadili ho do bezpecia Giedi City.

I

Xavier Harkonnen stravil spolu s jeho poddostojnikmi hodiny
a hodiny rozoberanim sprav a debrifingom predstavitel'ov
Ligy, no trval na tom, aby sa mohol zbavit' tejto bolestivej
povinnosti a stravit’ aspon par hodin so svojim bratom.

Domov k Vergylovi dorazil neodpoéinuty, s ocami
podliatymi a prestrasenymi. Ked’ sa obaja kone¢ne objali, Xavier
ostal pred tym nez upustil a opdtoval objatie jeho brata s tmavou
pokozkou na okamih meravy. Napriek fyzickym odliSnostiam,
ktoré naznacCovali ich odlisné rasové dedicstvo a pévod vedeli,
ze puto lasky nemalo ni¢ ¢o docinenia s pokrvnymi liniami no
bolo vecou zazitkami stmelenej a milujicej rodiny, o ktoré sa
delili v domacnosti Emila a Lucille Tantorovcov. Vergyl mohol
vedic ho do vnutra citit vzruSenie, ktoré Xavier potlacal.
Rozptylil Xaviera a predstavil mu svoju Zenu s ktorou bol uz
dva roky, a ktoru Xavier este nikdy nestretol.

Sheel bola mlada, tmavovlasa kraska nezvykla
prijimat’ hosti takéhoto vyznamu. Necestovala dokonca ani na
Salusu Secundus aby stretla Vergylovych rodicov alebo videla
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statok rodiny Tantorovych. Chovala sa preto k Xavierovi ako
k vitanému bratovi jej manzela viac nez ako k celebrite.

Len pred tyzdiiom dorazila jedna z obchodnych lodi

Aurélia Venporta, prevazajica melanz z Arrakisu. Sheel sa
dnes poobede vybrala a dala tyZzdenny plat zato, aby dostala
dost’ drahého korenia, a mohla zneho pridat’ do skvelej a
mimoriadnej vecere, ktort pripravovala.
Ako tak jedli, ich rozhovor ostaval tlmeny a neformalny,
vyhybajuci sa ¢o len zmienke o spravach o vojne. Xavier,
ustaty na smrt’, len sotva prejavil pozornost’ k chuti jedla, ¢i
exotického melanzu. Sheel vyzerala byt sklamana, pokym jej
Vergyl Septom nevysvetlil, ze via¢sinu svojho zmyslu pre chut
a Cuch jeho brat stratil pocas plynového utoku kymekov, ktory
ho pripravil taktiez o pltca. Aj ked” Xavier teraz dychal cez
zostavu nahradnych organov poskytnutych kupcom z Tlulaxy,
jeho schopnost’ citit’ chut’ alebo vonu ostala utlmena.

Napokon, ked’ pili korenim ochutenu kavu, Vergyl uz
v sebe svoje otazky neudrzal. ,, Xavier, povedz mi, ¢o sa stalo
v kolénii Peridot. Bolo to vitazstvo, alebo - ““ jeho hlas potemnel
,, — 1as stroje porazili?*

Xavier zdvihol hlavu, hl'adiac nickam d’aleko. ,,Velky
patriarcha Iblis Ginjo hovori, Ze neexistuji ziadne porazky.
Len vitazstva a... moralne vitazstva. Toto spada do tej druhej
kategorie.”

Sheel stisla prudko ruku svojho manzela — prosba bez
slov, aby stiahol svoju otazku. No Vergyl brata neprerusil, a
Xavier pokracoval, ,,Kolonia Peridot bola pod pal'bou tyzdne
predtym ako nasa najbliz§ia bojova skupina obdrzala ich nahle
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nudzové volanie. Usadlici boli vyhladzovani. Mysliace stroje
mienili rozdrvit’ koloniu a zalozit’ tam Synchronizovany Svet,
rozmiestnit’ tam ich infrastruktiru a nainstalovat’ nova kopiu
Omniovej v§emysle.*

Pokym Xavier srkal korenisti kavu, Vergyl polozil
lakte na st6l, naklanajic sa a na¢uvajic s nadSenym zaujatim.

»Armada Dzihddu mala v tejto oblasti okrem mojej
vojnove] lode a hrstke oddielov len mala pritomnost. Nemali
sme inu $ancu nez zasiahnut', nezelajuic si stratu d’al$ej planéty.
Mal som aj tak lod’ plnti zoldnierov.*

»Nejakych z Ginazu? Nasich najlepSich bojovnikov?*

,Niekolkych. Dorazili sme skor nez stroje cakali.
Zasiahli sme ich pohotovo a bez zl'utovania, vyuzijuc vsetko ¢o
sme mali po ruke. Moji zoldnieri utocili ako $ialenci, a mnoho
znich padlo. No zni¢enych bolo omnoho viac mysliacich
strojov. Nanestastie, vac¢sina miest kolonie bolo spustosenych
skor nez sme tam dorazili. Obyvatelia boli mftvi. Nakoniec
dorazila Armada Dzihadu — a len vd’aka zazraku sme zatladili
nepriatel'ské jednotky spét.” Zhlboka a kféovito, akoby mali
jeho nahradné pl'uca poruchu, sa nadychol.
,Miesto toho, aby Ustupom znizili svoje straty, tak ako to bojové
roboty zvycajne robia, boli tentoraz naprogramované tak, aby
sledovali stratégiu spalenej zeme. Zdevastovali vSetko v ich
dosahu. Tam kde prisli neprezila ziadna troda, stavba alebo
ziaden l'udsky pozostatok, ktory by za sebou zanechali.*
Sheel tazko prehltla. ,,Aké stragné.
»Strasné?* Xavier sa zamyslel, prevalujic zvuk tohto slova na
Spicke jazyka. ,,Nemozem vam opisat’ co som videl. Z kolénie,




DUNA: FACKOVACI MEK

ktora sme prisli zachranit' uz vela neostalo. O zivot prisla
Stvrtina Dzihadskych bojovnikov a vyse polovica zoldnierov.*
Kratiac hlavou v smutku pokracoval. ,,Ststredili sme zvySok
usadlikov, ktori unikli dostatoéne daleko od hlavnych
mechanickych sil. Neviem — a ani nechcem vediet’ — skuto¢ny
pocet zachranenych. Kolonia Peridot nepadla do rik strojom,
no tento svet nie je l'udom uz k nicomu.*“ Znova sa zhlboka
nadychol. ,,Zda sa, Ze si to Dzihad vyziadal.”

10 je dovod, preCo musime v nasom boji zotrvat.“ Vergyl
pozdvihol svoju bradu. Jeho hrdinstvo znelo plechovo aj v jeho
vlastnych usiach. ,,Nechaj ma bojovat’ proti Omniovi po tvojom
boku! Armada Dzihadu ma neustalu potrebu vojakov. Je ¢as aby
som sa aj ja dostal do skuto¢nych bojov tejto vojny!*

Zdalo sa akoby Xavier Harkonnen nahle precitol. Tvarou mu
prebleslo zdesenie. ,,Nechces to, Vergyl. Nikdy.

11

Vergyl pracujuc na palube Dzihadskej vojnovej lode
zabezpeCoval tlohu, ked podstupovala opravy uz po
vySe dva tyzdne. Ak nemohol odletiet’ a bojovat’ na cudzich
bojiskach, mohol byt prinajmensom tu a znovu dobijat
zbrane, nahradzat’ poSkodené systémy Holtzmanovych §titov a
posiltiovat’ platovanie brnenia.

Pokym Vergyl puntickarsky vykonaval kazdu ulohu, ktort mu
veduci skupiny udelil, jeho o¢i sa utapali v kazduCkom detaile
fungovania systémov tejto lode. Keby Xavier jedného dna
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popustil a dovolil mu zG¢astnit’ sa v svitom Dzihade, chcel by
velit’ jednému z tychto plavidiel. Bol dospely — dvadsat'triro¢ny
—no jeho vplyvny brat mal moc zasahovat’ do cohokol'vek o ¢o
sa pokusil... a vzdy tak aj urobil.

V to poobedie, ked’ kontroloval svoj postup oprav
na obrazovke svojho organizéra, priSiel Vergyl k jednej z
tréningovych komor bojovej lode. Chmurne kovové dvere stali
napoly otvorené, a z vnutra komory pocul rincanie, zvonivy
zvuk kovu a zadych¢ané zvuky niekoho namahajuceho sa vo
velkom usili.

Vergyl vtrhnic do komory nahle zastal a zazeral plny
uzasu. Dlhovlasy, bojom zvraskaveny muz — Zoldnier, sudiac
podla jeho divokého neupraveného zovnajsku — sa vrhal
v zarivom boji proti bojovému robotu. Stroj mal tri ¢lankovité
zostavy koncatin, v kazdej zvierajic smrtelne nebezpecne
vyzerajucu zbrai. Mechanickd jednotka, pohybujiic sas
povabnou nepredvidatel'nostou, GtoCila zas a znova na muza,
ktory sa zakazdym perfektne ubranil.

Vergylove srdce podskocilo. Ako sa dostal na palubu
Xavierovej bojovej lode jeden z nepriatel'skych strojov? Poslal
Omnius $piona alebo sabotéra? Boli rozptylené po lodi aj iné
stroje? Oblichany Zoldnier zasadil uder svojim vibrujucim
pulzovym mecom, sposobiac tak, ze jedna zo Siestich mekovych
rik odpadla bezvladne bokom.

Zvriesknuc bojovy pokrik, a vediac, ze musi pomdct’
sa Vergyl chopil jedinej zbrane, ktort zocil — tréningovu ty¢
z police na stene — a nedbalo sa pustil vpred.

Zoldnier pocujuc  Vergylov prichod pohotovo

10
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zareagoval. Zodvihol rychlo ruku. ,,Chirox, stoj!*

Bojovy mek zamrzol na mieste. Zoldnier sa dych¢iac
uvolnil z bojového postoja. Vergyl v Smyku zastal, pozerajuc
v zmeteni raz na nepriatelského robota potom na dobre
stavané¢ho muza po jeho boku.

,Nemaj obavy, povedal Zoldnier. ,,Len som sa cvi¢il.“

,»30 strojom?*

Dlhovlasy muz sa pousmial. Jeho lica, $iju, holé
ramena a hrud’ pokryla splet’ jemnych vrasok. ,,Mysliace stroje
su vtomto Dzihade na$im nepriatelom, mlady dostojnik.
Ak mame proti nim zdokonalit' nasu obratnost’, proti komu
lepSiemu bojovat'?

Vergyl polozil vchvate zdrapeni ty¢ nemotorne
na podlahu paluby. Jeho tvar s€ervenela hanbou. ,,To dava
zmysel.*

,»Chirox je len nahradou nepriatela, ciel' pre boj.
Predstavuje vSetky mysliace stroje v mojej mysli.*

,»Ako fackovaci panak.*

,Fackovaci stroj, teda mek.* Zoldnier sa usmial. ,,Pre
potreby tréningu ho mézeme nastavit’ na ré6zne bojové urovne.*
Vykrocil blizsie k zlovestne vyzerajicemu bojovému stroju.
,Stan si dolu.*

Robot spustil svoje zbranami ovesané koncatiny, potom
ich stiahol do svojho torza, dokonca aj ti useknuta ruku, a stal
nehybne cakajuc na dalSie rozkazy. Muz s uskl'abkom tresol
rukovitou svojho pulzového meca o hrud’ meka tak, ze mek
ustipil o krok spat. Optické senzory zablikotali v oranzZovej
ziare, no zvysok jeho tvare s hrubo tvarovanymi ustami a nosom
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sa ani nehol.

Muz celkom doverne potlapkal kovové torzo. ,,Tento
obmedzeny robot — nemam rad oznaenie mysliaci stroj — je
uplne pod nasou kontrolou. Sluzil Zoldnierom z Gindzu po
skoro tri celé generacie.“ Muz napokon deaktivoval svoj
pulzovy me¢, ktory bol vyvinuty, aby rusil sofistikovanu siet
rosolovych obvodov mysliaceho stroja. ,,Som Zon Noret, jeden
z bojovnikov pridelenych na tuto lod’.*

Prekvapeny Vergyl sa odvazil blizsie. ,,Kde ste nasli
tento stroj?*

,»Pred storo¢im jeden zachranny zved z Ginazu nasiel
poskodenu lod” mysliacich strojov, zktorej vytiahol tohto
pokazeného bojového robota. Odvtedy sme vymazali vSetky
jeho spomienky a reinstalovali bojové programy. Dovol'uje nam
to odskusat’ sa proti schopnostiam strojov.*

Noret potl'apkal robota po jednom z jeho rebrovanych
kovovych ramien. ,,Vela robotov v Synchronizovanych Svetoch
bolo zni¢enych vd’aka tomu, ¢o nas tato jednotka naucila. Chirox
je neocenitelny ucitel. Na suostrovi Ginaz si $tudenti proti
nemu brusia svoje schopnosti. Preukazal sa byt takou vyhodou
a zdrojom informacii vyuzite'nych proti naSmu nepriatel'ovi, ze
mi zoldnieri uz nan d’alej nepozerame ako na mysliaci stroj, ale
ako spojenca.*

,»,Robot a spojenec? Serena Butler by to rada nepocula,*
poznamenal Vergyl opatrne.

Zon Noret prehodil svoje husté vlasy cez hlavu ako
chvost kométy. ,,Mnoho veci sa v tomto Dzihade udeje bez toho,
aby o tom Serena Butler vedela. Neprekvapilo by ma, ak by sme
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mali pod nasou kontrolou viacero mekov.“ Urobil odmietavé
gesto. ,,No pokial’ mame rovnaky ciel’, detaily st nepodstatné.*

Vergylovi sa zdali niektoré z Noretovych zraneni
len Cerstvo zahojené. ,,Nemal by si sa namiesto d’alSicho boja
zotavovat z bitky?*

»Skutoény zoldnier nikdy neprestava bojovat.® Jeho
pohl'ad sa zazil. ,,Vidim, Ze si tiez dostojnik.*

Z Vergyla vyrazil frustrovany povzdych. .V
konstrukénom oddieli. Nie je to ¢o som chcel. Chcel som
bojovat, no... je to dlhy pribeh.*

Noret si zotrel pot z obocia. ,,Tvoje meno?*

»Decero druhej triedy Tantor.

Bez naznaku rozpoznania mena sa Noret zahl'adel prv
na bojového meka, potom na mladého dostojnika. ,,Mozno pre
teba mézeme zaranzovat’ malu ukazku ako chuti boj.*

»Dovolili by ste mi...?" Vergyl pocitil ako sa mu
zrychl'uje tep.

Zon Noret prikyvol. ,,Ak chce muz bojovat’, malo by
mu to byt dovolené.*

Vergyl pozdvihol svoju bradu. ,Nemohol by som
s vami sthlasit’ viac.*

»varujem ta, toto mozno vyzerd len ako tréningovy
mek, no je smrtel'ny. Pocas tvrdych cviceni ¢asto odpajam jeho
bezpecnostny protokol. Preto su zoldnieri z Gindzu tak dobri.

,,Pri poruchach musi byt bezpe¢ny, inak by nebol viac
nez len dobry instruktor.*

»Iréning bez rizika nie je realisticky. Robi Studenta
poddajnym, ked vie, ze nie je v nebezpeci. Chirox taky
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v koncepcii nie je. Mohol by ta zabit’.

Vergyl pocitil naval odvahy a dufal, ze nie je prili$
hlapy. ,,Viem sa ovladat. Taktiez som presiel vycvikom
Dzihadu.” Chcel v8ak Sancu preukazat’ sa, a tento bojovy robot
bol najblizsie ako sa len k boju kedy dostal. Vergyl sustredil
svoju nenavist na Chiroxa. Myslienka na vSetky ohavnosti,
ktoré mysliace stroje l'udstvu spdsobili nim presla a on chcel
rozdrvit’ tohto meka na kovovy Srot. ,,Nechaj ma s nim bojovat’
tak ako si to robil ty.

Zoldnier pozdvihol obotie, akoby v pobaveni a zdujme.
,»Ivoja vol'ba zbrani mlady bojovnik?*

Vergyl tapal, pozrel na nemotornt cvi¢nu ty¢, ktoru
zdrapil. ,,Nedoniesol som ni¢ len toto.*

Noret zdvihol svoj pulzovy me¢ tak, aby ho mlady muz
mohol preskumat’. ,,Vie§ ako sa naraba s nie¢im takymto?*

,»10 vyzera ako ten ¢o sme pouzivali pri zakladnom
vycviku, len v nov§om prevedeni.*

»Spravne.” Noret aktivoval zbran a podal mladému
muzovi.

Vergyl si me¢ potazkal, aby preveril jeho vyvazenie.
Pozdi? povrchu jeho &epele prebichali trblietavé obluky
prieraznej energie.

Zhlboka sa nadychol a Studoval bojového meka, ktory
nan zazeral nezaujato spét’. Jeho o¢iam podobné optické senzory
ziarili oranzovo... ¢akajuc. Senzory sa nahle odklonili, sledovali
pristupujuceho Noreta a pripravovali sa na d’alSieho protivnika.

Ked zoldnier meka aktivoval, z jeho torza sa vysunuli
len dve z jeho Siestich mechanickych ramien. Jedna kovova ruka
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zvierala dyku, pokym druha bola prazdna.

»Bojuje proti mne snajnizSou obtiaznostou,"
post'azoval si Vergyl.

»Mozno t'a Chirox len skasa. V skutocnom boji ti tvoj
super nikdy vopred neposkytne naznak svojich schopnosti.*

Vergyl sa opatrne pohol k mekovi, potom skizol nal'avo
a kruzil, drziac pulzovy mec¢. Citil vlhkost' svojich dlani, uvolnil
preto trochu svoj stisk. Mek sa obracal, aby mu mohol ¢elit’.
Jeho ruka s dykou sa mykala a Vergyl zasadil robotovej zbrani
elektronickym mecom uder, zasiahnuc ju fialovym impulzom,
ktory sposobil, Ze sa robot zachvel.

,»Pripada mi ako hltipy stroj.” O takomto boji sa mu uz
Casto zdalo. Vergyl vyrazil vpred k svojmu stiperovi a zasiahol
torzo pulzovym mecom, zanechajuc fialova Smuhu na kovovom
tele. Tukal na modré tlagidlo na rukoviti zbrane az kym
nedosiahla najvyssi pulz.

,Uto¢ na hlavu,” radil Noret. ,,Zmét obvody robota
a tym ho spomal. Ak Chiroxa zasiahne$§ spravne, bude
potrebovat’ prinajmenSom mindtu, mozno viac na to, aby sa
prekonfiguroval.®

Vergyl opit zasiahol svoj ciel’, no minul hlavu, skiznuc
dolu k obrnenému plecu. Mekov vonkajsi plast’ pokryla sprska
mnohofarebnych iskier, a dyka mu z jeho mechanického zovretia
spadla zarin¢iac na podlahe tréningovej komory. Z robotovej
ruky stupal chuma¢ dymu.

Vergyl sa priblizil, aby zasadil posledny tuder. Bolo
mu jedno, ¢i niekto potreboval tito bojovu jednotku na vycvik.
Chcel ju znicit, spalit’ a roztavit jeho zvysky. Myslel na Serenu,
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malého Maniona a vSetkych tych vyvrazdenych l'udi... a na
vlastnu neschopnost’ bojovat’ pre Dzihad. Tento obetny baranok
mu vSak bude musiet tentoraz postacit’.

No ako pristtpil blizsie, fluidmetal robotovej volnej
ruky sa nahle posunul, pretvoriac tak sam seba na kratku Sabl'u
ozubenl na cepeli. Druhé rameno prestalo iskrit’ a i tam sa
sformovala obdobna zbran.

,»Opatrne mlady bojovnik. Nechceli by sme, aby
Armada Dzihadu stratila tvoju konstruk¢énu zruénost’.*

Citiac priliv hnevu za tito poznamku Vergyl len
odsekol, ,,Nebojim sa tohto stroja.*

»Strach nie je vzdy na Skodu.*

,»Ani proti hlipym oponentom? Ved’ Chirox ani len
nevie, ze sa mu posmievam, alebo ano?*

»Som len stroj,” prerickol mek, hovoriac umelym
hlasom, ktory vychadzal z reproduktora. Vergyl usttpil, mysliac
si, ze postrehol naznak sarkazmu v robotovom hlase. Jeho tvar
vsak ako divadelna maska vyraz nezmenila.

,»Chirox casto vela nehovori,” povedal Noret usmievajuc sa.
,Pokracuj, tresni mu jednu, no opatrne, dokonca ani ja sam
nepoznam vsetky prekvapenia, ktoré ma na v zalohe.*

Vergyl ustlpil, aby znova prehodnotil svojho stpera.
Sledoval robotove optické senzory, ktoré ziarili neustale na
oranzovo, zameriavajuc sa na pulzovu zbrar.

Chirox sa nahle vyrutil s ozubenou kratkou Sablou,
preukazujuc necakanu rychlost’ a obratnost. Vergyl sa pokusil
vyhnit' uderu, no neskoro. Na jednom z jeho ramien civela
plytka jazva. Zosunul sa k zemi, a kotrmelcom unikol, zizajic
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na sposobent ranu, ked’ opét’ vyskocil na nohy.

,» 1o nebolo zI¢,“ povedal Noret I'ahostajne, ako keby
ho nezaujimalo, ¢i ten robot Vergyla zabije. Zabijanie bolo
pre neho pracou i zadbavou. Mozno k tomu, aby sa c¢lovek
stal Zoldnierom pre Ginaz treba drsnti povahu, no Vergyl
— neobdareny takouto tvrdostou — sa strachoval, Ze sa dostal do
tejto situacie skratovo a ze teraz mozno celi vyzve tazsej nez
na aku je pripraveny. Bojovy mek vsak len postupoval vpred,
trhane, nepredvidatelnou rychlostou, ob¢as sa rutiac, obcas
s udivujicou plynulostou pohybu.

Vergyl vyrazal zo strany na stranu, udierajuc
s pulzovym mecom. Previedol vyhodné kotile a zvazoval
pokus o velkolepy premet, no nevedel, ¢i sa mu podari. Chyba
v odhade spravneho prevedenia pohybu sa mohla preukazat’ ako
smrtel'na.

Jeden z jeho uderov zasiahol panel na Chiroxovom
boku, zahrejic ho docervena. Robot sa zastavil. Z robotovho
torza sa vynorilo tenké ohybné rameno a nastavilo ¢osi vo
vnutri.

,,MOZe sa sam opravit?*

,»Vacsina bojovych mekov to vie. Chcel si férovy
pokus s realnym protivnikom, alebo nie? Varoval som t’a, tento
robot nebojuje pod svoje schopnosti.*

Chirox nahle zatlacil na Vergyla tvrdSie a rychlejSie
nez predtym. Z jadra jeho konstrukcie sa vysunuli dve d’alSie
ramena. Jedno drzalo dlhu dyku so zdibkovanou $pickou na
trhanie mésa. Druhé drzalo trblietav(i znackovaciu tyc¢.

Zon Noret ¢osi uzkostlivo povedal, no slova boli
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nejasné. Cely vesmir, tak ako ho Vergyl poznal az po tento
okamih spolu so vSetkymi nepotrebnymi zmyslovymi vnemami
vymizol. Zameriaval sa len na svoje prezitie.

»Som Kriziak,” poseptal Vergyl. Odovzdal sa do ruk
osudu, no na druhej strane chcel sposobit’ tak velka skodu
ako len mohol. Pripomenul si prisahu, ktort si musi pamétat’
dokonca konstrukénd jednotka: ,,Ked padnem v boji proti
strojom, pridam sa k tym, ktori odisli v nebesa predo mnou,
a tym, ¢o ich budu nasledovat’.* Citil ako ho zmoctiuje tranzu
podobny stav a odhana vsetok strach pred smrtou.

Vnoril sa opdt do boja, kluckujic, robiac vypady
pulzovym mecom proti mekovi, vybijajuc opakovane zbrarni.
V pozadi ktosi krical akési slova, slova, ktorym nerozumel.
Potom Vergyl zacul hlasné cvaknutie, zazric farebny zablesk
a jasné zIté svetlo, ktoré ho obkolesilo. Citil to ako zavan
polarneho vetra, ktory ho zmrazil na mieste.

Nehybny a bezmocny Vergyl sa zachvel a padol k zemi.
Padal ako keby z velkej vysky. Trkotal zubami a potil sa. Zdalo
sa mu akoby nikdy nedopadol.

Napokon sa prebral, hladiac hore do ziariacich
optickych senzorov robota. Uplne zranitelny. ,,MdZem ta teraz
zabit’.*“ Stroj pritla¢il ozubenou $pic¢kou dlhej dyky o Vergylov
krk.

Bojovy mek mu mohol prerazit cepelou hrdlo
v mikrosekunde. Vergyl pocul krik, no nemohol sa ani len
pohnut’. Pozeral do neforemnych optickych senzorov robota,
tvare nenavideného nepriatel'ského stroja. Mysliaci stroj ho
zabije — a toto nebol dokonca ani len skuto¢ny boj. Aky bol len
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hlupak.

Niekde v dialke rozpoznal zname hlasy — dva hlasy?
—avolal na ne. ,,Vergyl! Vergyl! Noret, vypni tu prekliatu vec!

Snazil sa zdvihnut' hlavu a obzriet’ sa, no nemohol sa
pohnut. Chirox neustale tlacil ostrim na jeho krénu zilu. Jeho
svalstvo bolo paralyzované, ako keby zamrzol v kuse I'adu.

,»Dajte mi prieraznl pusku!* Nakoniec hlas rozpoznal.
Xavier. Vergyl sa svojim sposobom bal bratovho nesuhlasu viac
nez smrti.

Potom sa vSak mek narovnal a stiahol Cepel’ dyky
z jeho hrdla.

Zacul viacero hlasov, dunenie ciziem a rincanie
vyzbroje. Bokom oka Vergyl zahliadol pohyb a karminovo
zelené uniformy Kriziakov. Xavier reval na svojich muzov
rozkazy no Chirox stiahol vribkovanu dyku, ostatné zbrane a
vsetky Styri ramena do svojho torza. Zarivo ziariace zrakové
senzory potemneli do jemnejSicho odlesku.

Zon Noret sa postavil pred robota. ,Nestrielajte
Segundo. Chirox ho mohol zabit' no neurobil tak. Jeho
programovanie mu kaze vyuzit’ slabost’ a udelit’ smrtel'ny tuder,
no urobil proti tomu vedomé rozhodnutie.*

»Nechcel som ho zabit.” Bojovy robot sa vypol do
stacionarnej polohy. ,,Nebolo to potrebné.*

Vergyl sa koneCne spamital natol’ko, aby sa strnulo
pozviechal do sedu. ,,Tento mek skutoéne preukazal... stcit.”
Stale sa citil byt omameny zo zahadného omra¢ujiceho narazu.
,,Len si to predstav, stroj s pocitmi.*

»10 vobec nebol sucit,”“ odvetil Xavier sporne sa
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mraciac. Nahol sa, aby pomohol svojmu bratovi na nohy.

,,Bola to td najpodivnejsia vec,” trval na svojom Vergyl.
,,Videl si jeho o¢i?*

Zon Noret zahladeny na svoj cviény mek prezrel
strojovu skrinku, Studoval hodnoty pristrojov a robil upravy.
,,Chirox si jednoducho zhodnotil situaciu a presiel do nudzového
rezimu prezitia. No muselo tu byt aj ¢osi pochované v jeho
povodnom programe.*

»Strojom nejde o prezitie,” odsekol Xavier. ,,Videl si
ich v kolonii Peridot. Vrhali sa do boja bez obavy o vlastnu
bezpecnost’.“ Potriasol hlavou. ,,S tvojim mekom nie je Cosi
v poriadku, musi mat’ poruchu.*

Vergyl zazeral na Chiroxa, zachytiac pohlad jeho
Ziariacich optickych senzorov. V hibke dvojice svetielok mlady
konstrukény dostojnik snad’ spozoroval blikot ¢ohosi zivého, ¢o
ho fascinovalo a strasilo zaroven.

»Lludia sa mozu nau€it’ sucitu tiez,” povedal Chirox
necakane.

,Urobim mu kompletnt generalku,” povedal Noret, no
jeho hlas bol vahavy.

Xavier stal pred Vergylom, prezerajic brata, a h’adajuc
vazne zranenia. Hovoril traslavym hlasom ked’ viedol brata von
z cviénej komory. ,,Poriadne si ma vystrasil bracek.*

,»Chcel som len bojovat'... aspon raz proti skuto¢nému
nepriatel'ovi.*

Xavier vyzeral byt nesmierne skli¢eny. ,,Vergyl,
bojim sa, ze nakoniec pride tvoja prilezitost’. Tento Dzihad sa
tak skoro neskon¢i.*
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DUNE

WHIPPING MEK

A tale of the Butlerian Jihad

Brian Herbert and Kevin J. Anderson

I

hen the armored Jihad warship arrived, the population

of Giedi Prime 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 Colony had not gone at all as planned.

On the crowded fringe of Giedi City Spaceport, Vergyl
rushed forward, pressing against the soldiers stuck there as
ground troops, like himself: wide-eyed green recruits or veterans
too old to be sent into battle against Omnius‘s combat robots.
His heart hammered like an industrial piston in his chest.

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

The damaged battleship heaved itself into the docking
circle like a dying sea beast beached on a reef. The big engines
hissed and groaned as they cooled from the hot descent through
the atmosphere.

Vergyl stared at the blackened scars on the hull plates
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and tried to imagine the kinetic weapons and high-energy
projectiles that combat robots had inflicted upon the brave jihadi
defenders.

If only he had been out there himself, Vergyl could
have helped in the fight. But Xavier - the commander of the
battle group - always seemed to fight against his brother‘s
cagerness with nearly as much persistence as he fought against
the machine enemy.

When the landing systems finished locking down,
dozens of egress hatches opened on the lower hull. Middle-
ranking Jihad commanders emerged, bellowing for assistance.
All medically qualified personnel were called in from the city;
others were shuttled from across the continents of Giedi Prime
to help the wounded soldiers and rescued colonists.

Triage and assessment stations were set up on the
spaceport grounds. Official military personnel were tended first,
since they had pledged their lives to fight in the great struggle
ignited by Serena Butler. Their crimson-and-green uniforms
were stained and badly patched; they*d obviously had no chance
to repair them during the many weeks of transit from Peridot
Colony. Mercenary soldiers received second-priority treatment,
along with the refugees from the colony.

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 someone who could tell him
what had happened to Segundo Harkonnen. Worry scratched
at Vergyl‘s mind while he worked. Perhaps everything was
all right . . . but what if his big brother had been killed in a
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heroic rally? Or what if he was injured, yet remained aboard the
battered ship, refusing to accept help for himself 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 through. Sweating and
exhausted, he worked himself into a trancelike stupor, following
orders, helping one after another of the wounded, burned, and
despairing refugees.

He heard muttered conversations that told of the
onslaught that had wiped out the small colony. When the
thinking machines had attempted to absorb the settlement into
the Synchronized Worlds, the Army of fhe Jihad had sent its
defenders there.

Peridot Colony had been but a skirmish, however,
like so many others in the dozen years since Serena Butler
had originally rallied all humans to fight in her cause, after the
thinking machines murdered 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 machines continued
to build fresh combat robots, lost human lives could never
be replaced. Serena gave passionate speeches to recruit new
soldiers for her holy war. So many fighters had died that the
Jihad no longer publicly revealed the cost. The struggle was
everything.

Following the Honru Massacre seven years earlier,
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Vergyl had insisted on joining the Army of the Jihad himself.
He considered it his duty as a human being, even without his
connection to Xavier and the martyred child, Manion. At their
estate on Salusa Secundus, his parents had tried to make the
young man wait, since he was barely seventeen, but Vergyl
would hear none of it.

Returning to Salusa after a difficult skirmish, Xavier
had surprised their parents by offering a waiver that would allow
underage Vergyl to begin training in the army. The young man
had leaped at the opportunity, not guessing that Xavier had his
own plans. Overprotective, Segundo Harkonnen had seen to it
that Vergyl received a safe, quiet assignment, stationed here on
Giedi Prime where he could help with the rebuilding work - and
where he would stay far from any pitched battles against the
robotic enemy.

Now Vergyl had been in Giedi City for years, rising
minimally in rank to second decero in the Construction
Brigade... never seeing any action. Meanwhile, Xavier
Harkonnen‘s battleships went to planet after planet, protecting
free humanity and destroying the mechanized legions of the
computer evermind Omnius...

Vergyl stopped counting all the bodies he‘d moved.
Perspiring in his dark green uniform, the young construction
officer and a civilian man carried a makeshift stretcher, hauling
a wounded mother who had been rescued from her devastated
prefab home on Peridot Colony. Women and children from
Giedi City hurried among the workers and wounded, offering
water and food.
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Finally, in the warm afternoon, a ragged cheer
penetrated Vergyl‘s dazed focus, as he set the stretcher dawn
in the midst of a triage unit. Looking up, he drew in a quick
breath. At the warship‘s main entrance ramp, a proud military
commander stepped forward into the sunshine of Giedi Prime.

Xavier Harkonnen wore a clean segundo‘s uniform
with immaculate golden insignia. By careful design, he cut a
dashing military figure, one that would inspire confidence and
faith among his own troops as well as the civilians of Giedi City.
Fear was the worst enemy the machines could bring against
them. Xavier never offered any observer reason for uncertainty:
Yes, brave humanity would eventually win this war.

Grinning, Vergyl let out a sigh as all his doubts
evaporated. Of course Xavier had survived. This great man
had led the strike force that liberated Giedi Prime from the
enslavement of cymeks and thinking machines. Xavier had
commanded the human forces it the atomic purification of Earth,
the first great battle of Serena Butler‘s Jihad.

And the heroic Segundo Xavier Harkonnen would
never stop until the thinking machines were defeated.

But as Vergyl watched his brother walk down the ramp,
he noticed that the brave commander‘s footsteps had a heavy,
weary quality, and his familiar face looked shell-shocked. Not
even a hint of a smile there, no gleam in his gray eyes. Just flat
stoniness. How had the man gotten so old? Vergyl idolized him,
needed to speak with him alone as a brother, so that he could
learn the real story.

But in public, Segundo Harkonnen would never let
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anyone see his inner feelings. He was too good a leader for that.

Vergyl pushed his way through the throng, shouting
and waving with the others, and finally Xavier recognized him
in the sea of faces. His expression lit with joy, then crashed, as if
weighed down by the burden of war memories and realizations.
Vergyl and his fellow relief workers hurried up the ramp to
surround the lead officer and escorted him into the safety of
Giedi City.

I

long with his surviving sub-commanders, Xavier

Harkonnen spent hours dispensing reports and debriefing
League officials, but he insisted on breaking away from these
painful duties to spend a few hours with his brother.

He arrived at Vergyl‘s small home unrested, eyes
bloodshot and haunted. When the two of them hugged, Xavier
remained stiff for a monent; before weakening and returning
his dark-skinned brother's embrace. Despite the physical
dissimilarities that marked their separate racial heritage, they
knew that the bonds of love had nothing to do with bloodlines
and everything to do with the loving family experiences they had
shared in the household of Emil and Lucille Tantor. Leading him
inside, Vergyl could sense the tremor Xavier was suppressing.
He distracted Xavier by introducing him to his wife of two
years, whom Xavier had never met.

Sheel was a young, dark-haired beauty not accustomed

27

DUNA: FACKOVACI MEK

to receiving guests of such importance. She had not even
traveled to Salusa Secundus to meet Vergyl‘s parents or to see
the Tantor family estate. But she treated Xavier as her husband‘s
welcome brother, instead of as a celebrity.

One of Aurelius Venport‘s merchant ships had arrived
only a week before, carrying melange 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 remained subdued and
casual, avoiding any mention of war news. Weary to the bone,
Xavier seemed barely to notice the flavors of the meal, even
the exotic melange. Sheel seemed disappointed, until Vergyl
explained in a whisper that his brother had lost much of his sense
of taste and smell during a cymek gas attack, which had also cost
him his lungs. Although Xavier now breathed through a set of
replacement organs provided by a Tlulaxa flesh merchant, his
ability to taste or smell remained dulled.

Finally, as they drank spice-laced coffee, Vergyl could
no longer withhold his questions. ,,Xavier, please tell me what
happened at Peridot Colony. Was it a victory, or did the - ,, his
voice caught - did the machines defeat us?*

Xavier lifted his head, looking far away. ,,Grand
Patriarch Iblis Ginjo says that there are no defeats. Only victories
and . . . moral victories. This one fell into the latter category.*

Sheel squeezed her husband‘s arm sharply, a wordless
request that he withdraw the question. But Vergyl didn‘t
interrupt, and Xavier continued, ,,Peridot Colony had been
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under attack for a week before our nearest battle group received
the emergency distress call. Settlers were being obliterated. The
thinking machines meant to crush the colony and establish a
Synchronized World there, to lay down their infrastructure and
install a new copy of the Omnius evermind.*

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

,»The Army of the Jihad had little presence in this area
aside from my warship and a handful of troops. We had no
choice but to respond, not wishing to lose another planet. I had a
full shipload of mercenaries anyway.*

,-»Any from Ginaz? Our best fighters?*

»Some. We arrived faster than the thinking machines
expected, struck them swiftly and mercilessly, using everything
we had. My mercenaries attacked like madmen, and many of
them fell. But a lot more thinking machines were destroyed.
Unfortunately, most of the colony towns had already been
trampled by the time we got there, the inhabitants murdered.
Even so, our Army of the Jihad drove in - and by a holy miracle
we pushed back the enemy forces.” He drew a deep, convulsing
breath, as if his replacenent lungs were malfunctioning.

,Instead of simply cutting their losses and flying away,
as combat robots usually do, this time they were programmed to
follow a scorched-earth policy. They devastated everything in
their wake. Where they had gone, not a crop, structure, or human
survivor was left behind.*

Sheel swallowed hard. ,,How terrible.

,lerrible? Xavier mused, rolling the sound of the
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word on his tongue. ,,I cannot begin to describe what I saw. Not
much was left of the colony we went to rescue. Over a quarter of
my jihadi fighters lost their lives, and half of the mercenaries.*

Shaking his head sadly, he continued. ,,We scraped
together the pathetic remnants of settlers who had fled far
enough from the primary machine force. I do not know - nor
do I want to know - the actual number of survivors we rescued.
Peridot Colony did not fall to the machines, but that world is no
longer of any use to humans, either. He heaved a deep breath.
,,It seems to be the way of this Jihad.“

,,That is why we need to keep fighting.” Vergyl lifted
his chin. His bravery sounded tinny in his own ears. ,,Let me
fight at your side against Omnius! The Army of the Jihad is in
constant need of soldiers. It's time for me to get into the real
battles in this war!*

Now Xavier Harkonnen seemed to awaken. Dismay
flashed across his face. ,,You don‘t want that, Vergyl. Not ever.*

11

ergyl secured an assignment 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
least he could be here recharging weapons, replacing damaged
Holtzman shield systems, and strengthening armor plating.
While Vergyl diligently performed every task the team
supervisors assigned to him, his eyes drank in details about how
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the ship‘s systems functioned. Someday, if Xavier ever relented
and allowed him to participate in the Holy Jihad, Vergyl wanted
to command one of these vessels. He was an adult twenty-three
years old - but his influential brother had the power to interfere
with anything he tried to do... and had already done so.

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

Rushing into the chamber, Vergyl stopped and stared in
astonishment. A long-haired, battle-scarred man - a mercenary,
judging front his wild, disheveled appearance - threw himself
in violent combat against a fighting robot. The machine had
three sets of articulated arms, each one holding a deadly-
looking weapon. Moving in a graceful blur, the mechanical unit
struck blow after blow against the man, who defended himself
perfectly each time.

Vergyl‘s heart leaped. How had one of the enemy
machines gotten on board Xavier‘s battleship? Had Omnius
sent it as a spy or saboteur? Were there others spread out around
the ship? The beleaguered mercenary landed a blow, with his
vibrating pulse sword, causing one of the mek*s six arms to drop
limply to its side.

Letting out a war cry, knowing he had to help, Vergyl
snatched the only weapon he could find - a training staff from a
rack by the wall - and charged forward recklessly.

The mercenary reacted quickly upon hearing Vergyl‘s
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approach. He raised a hand. ,,Hold, Chirox!*

The combat mek froze. The mercenary, panting,
dropped his fighting stance. Vergyl skidded to a halt, looking in
confusion from the enemy robot to the well-muscled fighter.

,Don‘t alarm yourself,” the mercenary said. ,,I was
simply practicing.*

,,With a machine?*

The long-haired man smiled. A spiderweb of pale scars
covered his cheeks, neck, bare shoulders, and chest. ,,Thinking
machines are our enemies in this Jihad, young officer. If we must
develop our skills against them, who better to fight?*

Awkwardly, Vergyl set his hastily grabbed staff on the
deck. His face flushed hot with embarassment. ,,That makes
sense.*

,,Chirox is just a surrogate enemy, a target to fight. He
represents all thinking machines in my mind.*

,,Like a whipping boy.*

,»A whipping mek.* The mercenary smiled. ,,We can set
it to various fighting levels for training purposes.” He stepped
closer to the ominous-looking combat robot. ,,Stand down.*

The robot lowered its weapons-studded limbs, then
retracted them into its core, even the impaired arm, and stood
waiting for further commands. With a sneer, the man slammed
the hilt of his pulse sword against the mek‘s chest, knocking the
mek backward a step. The optic-sensor eyes flickered orange.
The rest of the machine‘s face, with its crudely shaped mouth
and nose, did not move.

Confidently, the man tapped tha metallic torso. ,, This
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limited robot - I dislike the term thinking machine - is totally
under our control. It has served the mercenaries of Ginaz for
nearly three generations now.* He deactivated his pulse sword,
which was designed to scramble the sophisticated gelcircuitry
of a thinking machine. ,,] am Zon Noret, one of the fighters
assigned to this ship.*

Intrigued, Vergyl ventured closer. ,,Where did you find
this machine?*

»A century ago, a Ginaz salvage scout found a
damaged thinking machine ship, from which he retrieved this
broken combat robot. Since then, we‘ve wiped its memories and
reinstalled combat programming. It allows us to test ourselves
against machine capabilities.*

Noret patted the robot on one of its ribbed metal
shoulders. ,,Many robots in the Synchronized Worlds have been
destroyed because of what we learned from this unit. Chirox is
an invaluable teacher. On the archipelago of Ginaz, students pit
their skills against him. He has proved to be such an advantage
and a repository of information to utilize against our enemy that
we mercenaries no longer refer to him as a thinking machine,
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 like the
mane of a comet. ,,Many things are done in this Jihad without
Serena Butler knowing. I wouldn‘t be surprised to learn of other
meks like this one under our control.“ He made a dismissive
gesture. ,,.But since we all have the same goal, the details
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become insignificant.*

To Vergyl, some of Noret's wounds loocked only
freshly healed. ,,Shouldn‘t you be recuperating from the battle,
instead of fighting even more?*

,»A true mercenary never stops fighting.” His eyes
narrowed. ,,I see you‘re an officer yourself.*

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

Noret wiped sweat from his brow. ,,Your name?

,,Second Decero Tantor.”

With no flicker of recognition at the name, Noret looked
at the combat mek and then at the young officer. ,,Perhaps we
can arrange a little taste of battle for you anyway.*

,,You would let me... 7 Vergyl felt his pulse 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 more.*

I warn you, this may be a training mek, but it is
lethal. I often disconnect its safety protocol during my rigorous
pratices. That is why Ginaz mercenaries are so good.*

,There must be fail-safes, otherwise it wouldn‘t be
much good as an instructor.*

,Training that entails no risk is not realistic. It makes
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 myself. I‘ve gone through jihad training
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of my own.“ But he wanted a chance to prove himself, and
this combat robot might be as close to the fight as he ever got.
Vergyl focused his hatred on Chirox, thought of all the horrors
the thinking machines had inflicted upon humanity, and wanted
to smash the mek into scrap metal. ,,Let me fight it, just as you
were doing.”

The mercenary raised his eyebrows, as if amused and
interested. ,,Your choice of weapons, young warrior?“

Vergyl fumbled, looked at the clumsy 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 these?*

,,That looks like one we used in basic training, but a
newer model.*

,,Correct.” Noret activated the weapon and handed it to
the young man.

Vergyl hefted the sword to check its balance.
Shimmering arcs of disruptive energy ran along the surface of
its blade.

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

When the mercenary activated the mek, only two of the
six mechanical arms emerged from the torso. One metal hand
clasped a dagger, while the other was empty.

LHlt‘s fighting me at a low difficulty setting,” Vergyl
complained.
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,,Perhaps Chirox is just testing you. In actual combat,
your adversary will never provide a resumé of his skills
beforehand.*

Vergyl moved carefully toward the mek, then shifted to
his left and circled holding the pulse sword. He felt moisture an
his palm, loosened his grip a bit. The mek kept turning to face
him. Its dagger hand twitched, and Vergyl jabbed at the robot‘s
weapon with the electronic sword, hitting it with a purple pulse
that caused the robot to shudder.

,,Looks like a dumb machine to me.*“ He had imagined
combeat like this. Vergyl darted toward his opponent and struck
the torso with the pulse sword, leaving a purple discoloration on
the metal body. He tapped a blue button on the weapon‘s handle
until it reached the highest pulse setting.

,,Go for the head,” Noret counseled. ,,Scramble the
robot‘s circuits to slow him. If you strike Chirox just right, he
will need a minute or two to reconfigure.” Again Vergyl struck,
but missed the head, sliding down to the armored shoulder.
Multicolored sparks covered the mek‘s outer surface, and the
dagger dropped from its mechanical grip to clatter on the floor
of the training chamber. A wisp of smoke rose from the robot‘s
hand.

Vergyl moved 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 molten remains. He thought of Serena, of little
Manion, of all the humans slaughtered... and of his own inability
to fight for the Jihad. This scapegoat mek would have to do for
now.
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But as he stepped forward, suddenly the flowmetal 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 matching weapon also formed there.

,,Careful, young warrior. We wouldn‘t want the Army
of the Jihad to lose your construction skills.*

Feeling a surge of anger at the remark, Vergyl snapped,
,.I‘'m not afraid of this machine.*

,,Fear is not always unwise.*

,»,Even against a stupid opponent? Chirox doesn‘t even
know I‘m ridiculing him, does he?*

,,] am just a machine,* the mek recited, his synthesized
voice coming from a speaker patch. Vergyl was taken aback,
thinking he had caught just a hint of sarcasm in the robot‘s voice.
Like a theatrical mask, his face did not change its expression.

,,Chirox doesn‘t usually say much,* Noret said, smiling.
,,G0 ahead, pound him some more. But even I don‘t know all the
surprises he might have in store.*,

Vergyl moved back to reassess his opponent. He
studied the robot‘s optic sensors, which glowed a steady orange,
focused on the pulse weapon.

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 shallow gash opened on
one of his arms. He went into a floor roll to escape, then glanced
at the wound as he leaped back to his feet.

,,Not a bad move,” Noret said, his tone casual, as if he
didn‘t care whether the robot killed Vergyl. Killing was both
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sport and profession to him. Maybe it took a harsh mindset to
be a mercenary for Ginaz, but Vergyl - endowed with no such
harshness - worried that he had gotten into this situation on
impulse and might be facing a challenge more difficult than he
was ready for. The combat mek kept advancing with jerking,
unpredictable speeds, sometimes lunging, sometimes with an
astonishing fluidity of motion.

Vergyl darted from side to side, striking blows with
the pulse sword. He executed proficient rolls and considered
attempting a showy backflip, but didn‘t know if he could pull it
off. Failure to properly execute a move 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 arm
emerged from the robot‘s torso and adjusted something inside.

LIt can repair itself?*

,,Most combat meks can. You wanted a fair shot at a
real machine opponent didn‘t you? I warned you, this robot does
not fight below it‘s abilities.*

Suddenly Chirox came at Vergyl harder and faster than
before. Two more arms extruded from the body core. One held a
long dagger with a jagged tip for snagging and ripping flesh. The
other held a shimmering branding iron.

Zon Noret said something 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.

.1 am a jihadi,” Vergyl whispered. He resigned himself
to fate and at the same time decided to inflict as much damage as
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he could. He recalled a pledge that even the Construction Brigade
had to memorize: ,,If I die in battle against the machines, I will
join those who have gone to Paradise before me, and those who
follow.” He felt a near-trancelike state consume him and remove
all fear of death.

He plunged into battle, flailing away, striking the pulse
sword against the mek, discharging the weapon repeatedly. In
the background, someone shouted something, words he couldn‘t
make out. Then Vergyl heard a loud click, saw a flash of color,
and bright yellow light immersed him. It felt like a blast from a
polar wind and froze him in place.

Immobilized, helpless, Vergyl shuddered, then toppled.
He fell for what seemed like a great distance. His teeth chattered,
and he shivered. He didn‘t seem to land anywhere.

Finally he found himself looking up in to the robot‘s
gleaming optic sensors. Totally vulnerable. ,,I can kill you now.*
The machine pressed the jagged tip of the long dagger against
Vergyl‘s neck.

The combat mek could thrust the blade through his
throat in a microsecond. Vergyl heard shouts, but could not
squirm away. He stared up into the implacable optical sensors
of the robot, the face of the hated machine enemy. Thinking
machine was going to kill him - and this wasn‘t even a real
battle. What a fool he had been.

Somewhere in the distance, familiar voices - two of
them? - called out to him. ,,Vergyl! Vergyl! Shut the damn thing
off, Noret!*

He tried to lift his head and look around, but could
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not move. Chirox continued to press the sharp point against his
jugular vein. His muscles were paralyzed, as if frozen inside a
block of ice.

,Get me a disruptor gun!“ He recognized the voice
at last. Xavier. Somehow, incongruously, Vergyl worried more
about his brother‘s disapproval than dying.

But then the mek straightened and removed the dagger
blade from his throat.

He heard more voices, the thumping of boots, and the
clattering of weaponry. Peripherally, Vergyl saw movement,
and the crimson-and-green of jihadi unifoms. 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 glimmer.

Zon Noret placed himself in front of the robot. ,,Don‘t
shoot, Segundo. Chirox could have killed him, but didn‘t. His
programming is to take advantage of a weakness and deliver a
mortal blow, yet he made a consious decision against it.*

LI did not wish to kill him.“ The combat robot reset
itself to a stationary position. ,,It was not necessary.

Vergyl finally cleared his head enough to push himself
into a stiff sitting position. ,,That mek actually showed...
compassion.* He still felt dazed from the mysterious stun blast.
,Imagine that, a machine with feelings.*

LIt wasn‘t compassion at all, Xavier said, with a
contentious scowl. He reached down to help his brother to his
feet.

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

Zon Noret, intent on his training mek, looked into the
machine‘s panel box, studied instrument readings and made
adjustments. ,,Chirox simply assessed the situation and went
into survival mode. But there must have been something buried
in his original programming.*

,»,Machines don‘t care about survival,* Xavier snapped.
»You saw them at Peridot Colony. They hurl themselves into
battle without concern for personal safety. He shook his head.
,»There‘s something wrong with your mek‘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 something
animate, which intrigued and frightened him at the same time.

,Humans can learn compassion, too,” Chirox said,
unexpectedly.

,L°1l run it through a complete 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 voice as he led his brother
out of the training chamber. ,,That was quite a scare you gave
me.*

,I just wanted to fight... a real enemy for once.*

Xavier looked deeply saddened. ,,Vergyl, 1 fear that you
will have your chance, eventually. This Jihad will not be over
any time soon.*
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