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here yah go...hope someone can use these

[Posted with Gsiris]

Chapter 1

ELEANDOR- BESTI ENNE

WIf Brimpointed into the shimrering globular display and gl ared across the
drafting console, angry nowin spite of hinself. "If Nik Usis says a wavegui de
installed like that could short the Vertical CGenerators," he insisted to a
determ nedly unpliant Senior Engineer, "then a xaxtdamed wavegui de installed
like that could short the Vertical Cenerators. Nobody understands antigravity

| i ke Sodeskayan Rears, and you bl oody well knowit!"

"Bears or no Bears, | was not placed in ny position of trust and authority
to question Admiralty plans, Lieutenant," the engineer sniffed haughtily. He was
a tall, aristocratic man whose expression was the perfect physical manifestation
of bureaucratic arrogance, though his features thenselves were indifferent to
the point of banality. "I build starships strictly to specification," he said,
"and | greatly resent the interruption of nmy busy day with conplaints from
flight crews. You may be certain your superiors will hear of this

i nsubordi nati on. |magi ne, summoni ng a senior engineer-with wild tales of design
flaws. Certainly you do not believe we neet production quotas by chall engi ng
Admiralty design teans, do you?"

"Voot's beard!" Brimexclaimed. "This has nothing to do with a chall enge."
He pointed to a drafting console. "Look for yourself-your design diagrans are
just plain wong! A hit anywhere near the KA PPA tower could cripple both
Vertical Gravity Generators-trip 'emout conpletely. And Verticals are the only
things | know about that keep starships fromfalling outof the sky, at |east
when they're anywhere near sonething that's got gravity-like for instance the
pl anet we're standing on.

Beside him Ursis, a Geat Sodeskayan Bear, frowned, shifted his peaked
officer's cap between furry russet ears, and thrumred six tapered fingers on the
consol e-clearly struggling with his own tenper. Presently, he smiled, dianond
fang stones gleaming in the bright Iights of the quiet drafting room "I thank
you for your support, friend WIf," he said in deep, carefully neasured words,
"but we have reasoned fruitlessly for nore than twenty cycles, and | for one
possess sufficient of this nonsense.” Wth that, he gripped the massive drafting
console and ripped it fromits nmountings in a cloud of sparks and acrid snoke.
"Per haps now, ny good nan," he said, turning to the startled engineer, "you wll
have an easier tinme shifting your nind fromsynbolic diagrams to reality, eh? In
spite of what you might think, starships have no lifting devices such as w ngs,
or the like-only Vertical Gravity CGenerators keep themup. They are of critica
i mportance, yet these could be disabled by as little as a chance |ightning
strike on the KA PPA tower." Before the civilian could recover, Usis lifted him

by his ornately enbroidered |apels to a position no nore than a mlli-iral from
hi s huge, wet nose. "Wen | replace you on your feet, M. Senior Engineer," he
grow ed ominously, "you will |locate a workable drafting display and carefully

study what Lieutenant Brimand | have attenpted to explain this afternoon. Do
you under st and?"

The nman's face drained of color. "B-but the p-plans s-show..." he
stamered, pointing to the darkened drafting console as if it were still a
functioning instrument. Al the bluster had suddenly gone from his voice.

"Defiant is the first warship of her class," Uuis stated firmy. "The
i magi nary machi ne pictured by your precious plans has never so nuch as lifted
fromthe i mage of a globular display, nmuch | ess east off for deep space. There
are bound to be errors. That is what you engineers are for-to catch m stakes
before they hurt soneone...." Hi s laugh returned again, this time with alittle
of his normal hurmor. "It wouldn't be so good if one of your creations lost its
Verticals and fell out of the sky, now would it? Sonmeone could be hurt!"

The nan only stared into the huge Bear's eyes, nesnerized.

"Well, civilian engineer?"

"N-no...."

"No, what?"

"N-no... ah, I, ah, wwouldn't want a starship t-to f-all out of the
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sky..."
"And what will you do to ensure this does not happen?”
"F-fix it-t-the waveguide so the Verticals are b-better insulated from
energy strikes...."

"Excellent," the Bear exclained, gently placing the engineer on his feet.
"Your cooperation is nost gratifying, civilian. | shall nention it favorably to
my superiors. But," he added, "your equi pnent here is poor. Behold, WIf, this
very drafting display is not functional."

Brimcould only nod as he fought the gale of laughter that threatened to

overwhel mhis control. "I'd noticed that,"” he choked.
"You shoul d endeavor to find a workable instrunment” Ursis advised the man
seriously. "Immediately. Oherwise, by the tine you order this waveguide to be

reversed, it will be a difficult operation-every netacycle that passes sees new
equi pnent installed in Defiant's already crowded nmachi nery spaces. Eh?"

"OfF c-course, Lieutenant," the engineer whispered as if he were badly out
of breath. Suddenly, he turned and ran nadly al ong the consoles until he
di sappeared through a door at the end of the room

Ursis pursed his lips and frowned. "I only hope he really will do sonething
about that waveguide," he said, "instead of just covering the mstake with a
m nor insulating job. Once the hull is buttoned up, there will be no way | can

check." Then he sniled wyly and shook his head. "Groaning trees and grow ing
wol ves are all the sane in a spring snowstorm eh?"

"Huh?" Brimresponded, |ooking up fromthe weckage of the drafting table.

"An old saying fromthe Mther Planets,"” the Bear answered with a grinace,
"and-it seens that | shall never learn to hold ny tenper," he observed. "Now we
are probably both in trouble.”

Brimshrugged. "Alittle, naybe. But it's at |east possible now that
sonet hing may be done to protect the Verticals. If we'd kept our nouths shut,
nobody woul d even had | ooked. Besides," he chuckled as they boarded an el evator
for the observation balcony, "lI've dealt with bullies all ny life. Once you
scrape away their rank, as you did so well, they're all the same sort of
cowards." He winked. "Now, if you want to talk about real trouble, inmagine us
fighting a dead ship after sonething like a lightning strike tripped the
Verticals at low altitude-maybe during a |l anding. Universe...."

Nergol Thannic's all-consum ng galactic conflict seened terribly renote
that day anpng the ancient starship yards of El eandor-Bestienne. Qutside a |lofty
Engi neering Tower in the Orange-Eight district, cobalt skies and soft puffs of
sunmmer clouds ruled the late afternoon over Construction Conplex 81-B. On an
open bal cony, a warm breeze rustled the blue Fleet Cape at Brinis neck and
rai sed whitecaps out on Elsene Bay. It carried with it the clean fragrance of
green vegetation-tenpered by frequent whiffets of hot nmetal and fused | ogics
fromthe frantic wartime construction bel ow

The object of Brinis attention-energing fromthe water-front clutter of
bowi ng, swi ngi ng shipyard cranes-was the flattened teardrop shape of a
hal f-finished starship hull that rested on a tangle of rusting construction
stocks: |.F. S. Defiant Inperial hull designator CL.921, and the first ship in a
whol e new class of light cruisers. As such, she was new in nmany ways-and subj ect
to all the ills of each. The norning's wavegui de |Incident was only one-al beit
the nost serious-of a hundred-odd irregularities and di sorders uncovered since
the starship's keel was laid. In spite of her great prom se for the future,
Defiant was starting life as a nost troubl esome ship...

Wil e Bri mnused, he overheard the voice of Lieutenant Xerxes O Flynn
joking with Ursis. Flynn was Defiant's nedical officer-the position he had
previously filled aboard I.F. S. Truculent. Ho was short, fair, and balding, with
a reddish face and a quick smle. "I say, N kolai Yanuarievich," he said, "do
you suppose yonder Principal Hel neman has becone Inpatient to fly already? He
shows up this tinme every day to watch them build our ship."

"Well, Doctor," observed the Bear, "either inpatience guides his actions-or
a wel |l -known conpul sion to single-handedly confound the League of Dark Stars. As
we say on the Mother Planets, 'Wen the nountain dances with ice maidens, cold
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wand cones quietly at the hearth.'" He grinned suddenly. "One inmagi nes anything
i s possible of persons who spend nobst waking hours flying a sinulator-even
Hel nsnen.

Brimturned to grin at his old shipmates, fellow survivors of Regul a
Col l'i ngswood' s battl e-shattered destroyer |.F. S. Truculent. "You're both right,"
he asserted, "I do spend nost of ny tinme flying ' The Box.' But | amclearly not
the only one inpatient to get back into space-or the war. In fact, | personally
know a certain G eat Sodeskayan Boar who spends nost of his tinme checking
starship plans-and |'msure he has the same thing in mnd. Besides, it's rarely

| onesone here on the bal cony, as you both well know. " He chuckled. "I understand
people are starting to call it 'Point Defiant."'"
"Actually," Flynn admtted, "I might just prefer a battle zone if | had ny

choi ce-sone place where | could occasionally contribute to the war effort by
treating disorders nore serious than neem hangovers." He shook his heed. "That
one task seens to occupy nost of my duty tine while we wait for those bl oody
civilians to build our ship."

Ursis | aughed as he charged the bowl of his Zenpa pipe with Hogge' poa. "You
must never underestinmate your contribution here, ny dear Doctor," he asserted,
tanmpi ng the weed with a professional countenance. "Hangovers are inportant on
wor |l ds |i ke El eandor-Bestienne. Especially since neemand the drinking
thereof -remai ns the principal diversion." He nodded sagely while he puffed a
glow into the bow of his pipe. "You will soon enough be up to your el bows in
battl e bl ood again."

FIl ynn nodded. "That's why | drink meem" he said winkling his nose as a
cloud of snoke monentarily envel oped his face. "And they're nmy own hangovers, by
the way."

Wiile the two continued their salty banter in the |engthening shadows, Brim
returned his attention to the stocks. For the thousandth tine, he traced
Defiant's convexed upper deck as it gently arced froma pointed bow and peaked a
regulation thirty irals fromfour Drive outlets in her ponderously rounded
stern. Dramatically larger than old Trucul ent, her very size seened to
Synbol i ze- dauntingl y-the new responsibility Brimwas about to shoul der as her
Princi pal Hel nsman. Abaft the forward nooring cupola, work gangs were
energetically fishing heavy-gauge cable of sone sort between two circular access
hat ches. Farther back, a pair of surveyors appeared to be checking the hull's
loft Iines against a fat book of blue-prints. The ship's ebony hullnetal was
everywhere marred by bright blue of welding, and her upper decks were littered
with cuttings, fastener cartridges, cables, and general sweepings. Apparently a
great deal of the norning's construction effort had been expended preparing for
installation of the two ventral turret assenblies. Wth the acrid snell of
Hogge' poa burning his nostrils, Brimwatched a heavy nounting ring glide slowy
beneath the starboard beam towed by one of the ubiquitous yellow shipyard
| oconotives. The two dorsal tw n-nounts had been in place abaft the bridge for a
week now, they required only installation of their |ong-barreled 152-nm
di sruptors. The final turret, however, a single-nounted 152 that woul d conpl ete
the ship's primary armanent, was still marked by little nore than a circul ar
opening in the hullmetal directly forward of the skeletal bridge.

Presently, a fourth voice joined the others on the bal cony. Elegant and
polished, it bel onged unni stakably to Comander Regul a Col |l ngswood, Defiant's
Captai n and comandi ng of ficer. She was a statuesque wonman, tall and well-shaped
with a long, patrician nose, piercing hazel eyes, and soft chestnut hair that
she wore in natural curls beneath her peaked uniform hat. An extraordinary
commander of mlitary warships, her appearance never for a nonent |et anyone
forget she was also a wonan, every milli-iral of her, She was known throughout
Kabul Anak's fleets as a very dangerous adversary, and had lived with a price on
her head for years. She seened to enjoy the distinction. Brimsaluted wit the
ot hers.

"I rather expected | might find the three of you here," she pronounced wth
a fatigued snmle. "I too need tangi ble evidence that soneday we shall find
oursel ves back in space. Especially since | presently spend nost of ny life
staring at desiccated verbiage in a display." She grimced at the portfolio
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under her arm And maki ng peace with angry shipyard bosses," she added hotly,
scowming first at Brimand then at Usis. "Wat in the name of the Universe did
you do to that poor engineer? H's manager found himreduced to tears at a
drafting display and rmunbling nonsense about |ightning strikes and Bears-as wel |
as Carescrians. WIf Ansor Brim"

Brimand Ursis began to speak at the sane tine, but Collingswod held up a
perfectly mani cured hand. "Don't bother, either of you. There was also the
matter of the reversed wavegui de that they installed-everybody in the yard was
overjoyed that | declined to fuss to the Admralty about that little blunder-a
dammed serious problemas | amgiven to understand."

"We, ah, did bring it to the engineer's attention," Brim stammered.

"Indeed," Ursis seconded, "one of the senior types initially found it
difficult to separate his diagrans fromthe reality of hullnetal."

Col I'i ngswood cl osed one eye and winkled her nose. Then she nodded pointing
an accusing finger at the Bear. "O course!" she exclainmed. "You hel ped him
understand how to do it, didn't you? That probably explains the uprooted
drafting table. W all sort of wondered about that bit of mayhem" She shook her
head agai n, then chuckled. "At any rate, now that the two of you have fi nished
dealing with recalcitrant civilians on your own side of the war, | trust you
have saved a little violence to counter the prom ses of our opposites fromthe
League as well."

Her voice trailed off. Everyone in the Fleet knew Enperor Nergol Triannic's
boast of slavery and death-at best-for every Inperial Blue Cape who stood in the
path of his plans to sack and subjugate the gal axy for his League of Dark Stars.
And for eight grimyears, the badly outnunbered Fleets of Enperor Geyffin IV
had spoiled those plans out of all proportion to the nmeager resources at their
di sposal. Now, thanks to efforts Iike the one in the shipyard bel ow, those
fleets were growing |larger-and nore powerful....

Sudden t hunder boomed and crackl ed overhead as two pairs of starships
plunged in formation fromanong the clouds. Brimidentified themeven before
they entered the shipyard' s |landing pattern: Sinister-class light cruisers. At
315 irals overall, they were only a little snmaller than Defiant and carried
150-mm disruptors. Although they were known as handy ships with excellent
habitability, experts considered that placenent of blast deflectors near the aft
deck house provided an ungai nly appearance.

Ungai nl y-1 ooki ng or not, these certainly could maintain formation
Perfectly synchroni zed, they banked into an abbreviated base leg, then rolled
out on final, antigravity generators bellowing as they drew into |ine abreast
and descended toward the bay. Cycles later, they were skinmm ng the whitecaps,
cooling fins whistling in the slipstream Brimwatched with professiona
j udgrment while their speed dropped and the ships gently unl oaded nmass onto the
Verticals buried '"midships in their hulls. Each of the cruisers cane to a
hovering stop twenty irals or so above the thrashing footprint it pushed into
the surface of the water, then turned smartly to taxi toward the wharves beyond
the shipyard. Still in line abreast, they crossed between Bri mand
El eandor-Bestienne's cl ose-set trio of suns, now setting on the horizon. For an
instant, every hull plate stood highlighted in the rippled path of blazing
colors; then the starships continued on their way and di sappeared into the
forest of gantry cranes.

"Did that landfall neet with your professional approva, friend WIf?" Usis
asked quietly, bringing Brimonce nore to reality.

He felt his cheeks burn. "They all |ook good to ne, N k," he admtted with
agrin. "l wn't be able to judge until I've had a bit of real experience
landing a light cruiser." Then he | aughed. "But fromwhat |'ve been able to
simulate in The Box, |'d allow we were watching sone pretty conpetent
hel msnmanshi p. "

"l suspect you'll find yourself at real controls sooner than you think,
WIf," Collingswood interrupted with a knowing smle. "Sonething big seens to be
in the wind." She paused significantly to | ook each of themin the eye. "I have
been informed that managenent here has specially stepped up Defiant's conpletion
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schedul e on direct orders of the Admiralty-even though the yard is already far
beyond its rated capacity. That, and a few other hints | cannot share at this
time, lead ne to believe that we can expect a nost difficult-and

critical -assignnment." She paused for a noment in thought, watching a destroyer
stand out into the bay for takeoff. As its running lights pierced the

earl y-eveni ng darkness, she turned again to her three senior officers. "And,"
she continued, "before the year is over, we may well help decide the outcone of
the entire war...."

Weary netacycles later, Brims strenuous workday finally canme to an end
when he clinbed gratefully froma sinmulator and signed out of the Training
Qperations Conmplex for the night. Under a mighty canopy of midgalactic star
swar s, he waved off a hovering tramand nmade his way inland on foot, follow ng
a maze of streets winding circuitously through the shipyard conplex. A danp bay
breeze plastered the Fleet Cape to his side as he picked his way over gl ow ng,
mul ticolored tracks that crisscrossed the cracked and pot hol ed pavenents on the
way to his tenporary quarters. To either side, the shipyard' s ear-splitting
cacophony conti nued unabated fromthe daylight hours while shadowed forns of
hal f-fini shed starships hovered under Karlsson |anps. Here and there hul | metal
wel ding torches filled the sky with fountains of sparkling color, and high above
it all the nonstrous cranes swng and bowed to a rhythmall their own.

Brimsniled as the officers' quarters cane into view fromthe top of a
slight rise. Hs step quickened in spite of his deepening fatigue. Down there in
his spartan room a nmessage would be waiting from hal fway across the gal axy.
Today was the day she custonarily posted.

Casual ly returning salutes fromsentries at either side of the doors, he
strode across the lobby to the bank of lifts on the far wall. Cycles later, he
entered the tiny cubicle that was his tenporary honme on El eandor-Besti enne. As
he hoped, the nessage indicator was flashing over his bunk: YOU HAVE- NEW MAI L.
YOU- HAVE- NEW MAI L. . ..

He closed the door and settled hinself before the tiny desk that-along with
its totally inadequate chair-constituted the only furniture in his tiny room
Instantly, a globular display materialized above the surface of the desk, then
filled with a list of correspondence received since he | ast accessed his nessage
queue. He smiled with pleasure, then selected the entry sourced "Margot
Effer'wck, Lt., I. F. @Admiralty/Aval on 19-993. 367."

A swirl of danp, golden curls and a flashing snile filled the display.
Margot Effer'wyck was a princess in every respect. Tall and proud-I|ooking, she
was an anpl e young wonman with oval face, full moist |ips, sensually heavy
eyelids, and the nobst endearing habit of frowning when she smiled. Her
conpl exi on was al nost painfully fair and brushed with pink high in her cheeks.
She had snallish breasts, a tiny waist for her size, and |ong, shapely legs. To
WIf Brim she was the nost beautiful woman who ever drew breath.

Di scontent with nonproductive court life, she served on and off as an
i nordi nately brave-and successful -young "operative" who risked her life on a
nunber of clandestine assignnents to Leaguer planets for Enperor Geyffin's
Enpire. Now unwi |l ling subject of that same enperor's protection-she stil
commanded a highly secret intelligence-gathering section at the Centra
Admiralty. But her days of life-threatening danger were now at an end. She was
too politically valuable to risk

In the background, Avalon's trees wore their brilliant autum col ors under
a gray and | owering sky. Wen she spoke, her voice was soft and nodul at ed:

"I have toiled sufficiently for the Enpire today, dearest," she began. "Now
I"'mfree to wal k honme instead of taking the |inousine, so | can steal a few
moments al one to conpose."” She sniled and | ooked into the sky, eyes slitted
against a misting drizzle. "Aval on has not yet quite accommpdated itself to the
comng of winter. On the side wal ks, |eaves are sodden and slippery, and the
rain has just let up alittle.”

She cl osed her eyes and smiled wistfully. ""Red o'er the city peeks the
setting star,'" she recited, " 'The line of yellow light dies fast away / That
crowned the eastern roofs; and chill and dun / Falls on the streets this brief

autummal day. . .
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Presently she brightened. "That's not really nmy autumm, WIf," she said

"Not when | dream of you. Anshelms Ode to Autum | think is nuch nore like it:

' Season of gold and m sted grace, / Cose bosomfriend of the |ife-granting sky;

/ Enveloping all with thy warm ng enbrace, / Fruiting the vines the 'round ny

gardens lie...."" She shook her head slowy. "Ch, but how | miss the harvest of

| ove you bring to nmy life, 'Wat gleaning half so sweet is / As still to reap

thy kisses / Gown ripe in sowing? / And straight to be receiver / O that which

thou art giver, / R ch in bestow ng?"

Brimfrowned. Wio wote that |ast poen? Conpton?...Cal pon?...Canpion! That
was who. Thomas Canpion-a little-known ancient froma |long-forgotten star
system Only the playful lyrics survived himand his whole civilization. He
shook his head. "All passes. Art alone endures," as Margot often put it. Smling
wistfully, he recalled the archaic | ove of verse they shared-a nearly forgotten
art formthat brought themtogether for the first time in old Truculent's
wardroom It seened like a mllion years ago. Not nany of Truculent's crew
survived her last battle off the planet of Lixor in the Ninety-first Province.

"Ch WIf, | mss you so today," Margot continued. "Not a sad m ssing
anynore, mnd you-not |ike just after we've been together when there's rea
pain." A sudden swirl of wind rushed | eaves past her face; she absently pushed a
curl back in place. "But, after six nonths or so, you are the warnmest spot in ny
heart. You are the part of ne that petty politics can never reach-and the
sanctuary to which | can always escape."”

The rain began again, and she pulled her Fleet Coak tighter about her
neck. "I use many routes to wal k homre fromthe Agency," she continued, "short
and not so short. Usually | take the one that crosses the old Broix River
bridge. You' ve seen the district: narrow streets and tall, beautiful houses.

Toni ght, though, 1've chosen the | onger one that passes the Lordgl en House. It
al ways rem nds nme of you sonehow and the ball they gave for..." Her |augh
sparkl ed |i ke sudden starlight. "I forget now. That's how inportant he was. But
you were there-and you never did have a chance to stay the night in that great
house of state, did you, poor WIf? | shall always hope sharing ny bed for the
first tinme was adequate reconpense...."

She bl ushed suddenly. "It's alnobst as if Gol'ridge wote Ristobel about ne
that night-our night. Renenber? 'Before ny lover's gaze | bowed, / And slowy
teased nyself around; / Then drawing in ny breath aloud, / Wth | oving pl easure,
I unbound / The coverings that concealed ny breasts: / My silken gown and inner
vests, / Dropt to ny feet and full in view, / Behold! ny bosomto pleasure you-
/ And |l egs and hips and secret place! / Ch cone and fill me with thy grace!...""

Wil e the | ong nessage played, Brimmarvel ed, as he did so often, that this
young nobl ewoman-and qui etly genui ne war heroi ne-was actually in love with him
O course, she was not entirely his in any sense-nerely in love with him Being
a princess cane with certain requirenments, and Princess Margot Effer' wyck woul d
soon enough pay her dues in a political marriage to (The Hon.) Rogan LaKarn,
Baron of the Torond. Their weddi ng date-nmandated by no | ess a personage then
Enperor Geyffin IV hinself-was to be set shortly.

And while Brimknew he could probably tolerate the marriage itself, he had
| ong ago given up trying to nake hinself accept the fact that LaKarn would al so
share Margot's bed-even though he knew full well that no real |ove existed
there. She was al ways careful that he understood where she stood on that point.
In the privacy of her suite at the Enbassy, she had concluded the nessage so
erotically she left himsweating and short of breath. He fell asleep after his
fifth replay...

Next norning, as Chief Steward Ginsby, Collingswood' s ancient famly
retainer, chauffeured the foursonme to the stocks, Flynn sat bolt upright in his
seat the nonent Defiant cane into view "Wwo is that?" he exclai ned, pointing
through the skimer's w ndscreen, "and what in the Universe is he doing?" At the
entrance, a huge, famliar figure was intently raising a great blue-and-gold
banner onto a flagstaff newy attached to one of the gate uprights.

Bri mrecogni zed "who" in an instant, even though the man's broad back was
turned fromthe road. "That's Barbousse!" he excl ai med, hoppi ng through the
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hatch before Grinsby could fully bring the vechile to a stop

"Lieutenant Brim" the huge rating bellowed, turning to salute with his
free hand. He stood half an iral taller than Brim was conpletely bald under his
garrison cap, and might have weighed a quarter millstone-yet there was clearly
not a neasure of fat on his powerful body. He had gentle brown eys that shone
with intelligence and conpassion, the nose of an eagle, and a jaw that nust have
stopped a thousand fists-clearly to the detriment of the fists. He had | arge
hands and feet, yet he was perfectly proportioned in every respect. And he wore
a huge, ear-to-ear grin. "Defiant's a beauty, sir," he exclained, "every iral of
"er."

Col I'i ngswood followed Brimfromthe skinmer with Ursis and Flynn cl ose on
her heels. "Urillo Barbousse," she whi spered, shaking her head in hel pl ess
wonder nent, "you weren't supposed to report for at |east a week. | thought you
were on | eave...."

"Aye, Captain," Barbousse admitted, saluting again, "that | was. But..
Well... | sort of figured the four of you would have your hands full gettin' the
new ship finished and all." He shrugged and bl ushed nonentarily. "An' to tel
the truth, | was gettin' tired of nothin' inportant to do, so..." He saluted
Ursis and Flynn, then nodded toward the ship while he secured the flag hal yards
to a cleat on the flagpole. "I thought it wouldn't hurt if | pitched in signin'
on the new crew. "

Col I'i ngswood suddenly seened to have sonmething in her eye. She | ooked up at
the great flowi ng pennant with its colorful depiction of a deadly Rhondel
falcon-Defiant's hallmark-then bit her lip for a noment before she spoke. "It's
a nost el egant banner, Barbousse," she said, "and we can certainly use your help
with the crew "

Ursis kissed his fingertips and shook his great, furry head. "Urillo, ny
friend," he interjected with a baleful eye, "this new banner will make such a
fine inpression on the entire shipyard that we shall have our hands full nerely
preventing other crews from signing on wthout orders."

Flynn frowned and stared at the great pennant flying lazily in the
early-evening breeze. "How in the world did you nanage to get your hands on..."
His voice trailed off and he winced. "Ah, belay that, ny friend," he said
hurriedly.

"Aye, sir,
agai n.

Brimstifled a | augh as Col li ngswood suddenly scanned the enpty sky as if
expecting the arrival of an extrenmely inportant starship. No one who had ever
shi pped with Barbousse really wanted to know how the big rating acquired
war -vani shed luxury items |ike cases of fine old Logi sh Meem and flagstaffs
with custom pennants far in advance of |aunch cerenonies, only the he could and
did-with satisfying regularity.

"Bar bousse," Brimchoked presently, "your banner is perfect-as is your
timng."

"True," Ursis agreed, nodding his head gravely. "'Wnter songbirds trill
lustily fromautum treetops,' as we say-and with your arrival, Urillo, cones
my own personal feeling that this war nay yet be won by our tired old
Empire...."

Duri ng the next days, specialists anong Defiant's crew began to report
aboard. For the nobst part, they were engineering technicians assigned to the big
antigravity generators that |lifted and propelled the ship at speeds bel ow
Shel don's Great LightSpeed Constant. They went to work i mediately on the two
Admiralty CL-Standard-84 Verticals that woul d soon be needed when she was towed
fromthe stocks for finishing.

One new |ieutenant who was not assigned to the Engi neering spaces appeared
one norning at the simulators and reported directly to Brim He was tall
redheaded, and barrel - chested-and he was not dressed in the blue cape of Enperor
Geyffin's Galactic Fleet. Instead, he wore a stiff crinson collar, dark knee
breeches with crinson side stripes, and |ightweight, knee-high boots.

He could also fly-with no help fromthe machi nes. M dway between his
shoul ders, his tunic opened to acconmpdate a pillowsized swelling conmon to his

Bar bousse nunbl ed, busying hinself with the flag hal yards
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species known as a "tensil." This protrusion covered an outgrowh of his

refl exi ve nervous systemthat automatically coordinated the conplex notions of

an enornous pair of auburn wings-really a second, specialized, set of arns-that
arched upward |ike sandy cows trailing long flight feathers in cascades that
reached all the way to the floor

He was an A' zurnian, dressed in the wonderfully ol d-fashioned regi nental s
of his hone planet, the mld, lushly vegetated world on the edge of Gl actic
Sector 944. Entirely populated by flighted-determ nedly peaceful -being, A zurn
had been easily seized by League invaders early in the war. Less than a year
previously, Brimdistinguished hinself in a daring raid to assist the very
active A zurnian resistance novenent-and was subsequently decorated for his
efforts by Crown Prince Leopold, |eader of the Free A zurnian
gorvennent-in-exile at Aval on. There was sonet hing about the cut of this
lieutenant's uniformthat said "unusual." Especially his shiny, new Hel msman's
insignia that fairly shouted of recent graduation fromthe Acadeny near Aval on
He had a wide forehead and narrow chin with a sharply chiseled nose. H's huge
eyes were those of a born hunter, and they sparkled with intelligence and
conpassi on, as well as hunor.

"Leadi ng Tor pedoman Bar bousse suggested | report directly to you after |
signed in," the young A zurnian said in a strong, steady voice, saluting
formally. "I am known as Aram of Nahshon, and | have w shed to neet you since
| earned that you personally freed ny father on A zurn."

"Your father?" Brim asked in astonishment.

"Yessir," the lieutenant said. "A man in a tricornered hat. You gave him
your captured field piece-just before you boarded the |launch for hone. Do you
renenber ?" he asked anxiously. "Torpedonman Barbousse did."

"Uni verse,"” Brim whispered. "OfF course | renenber-the nobl eman.”

Aram smled. "Yes," he said. "First Earl of Xeres-and cousin to Crown
Prince Leo who decorated you. The other A zurnian in the field piece was
Thar shi sh of Josias, our Prime Mnister at one tinme. You and your nen freed them
both fromthe prison at the Research Center. It was by their personal petitions
that you were awarded our Order of C oudless Flight."

Bri mground his teeth as gruesone nenories of the raid fl ooded back. The
prisoners had all been horribly mangl ed-wi ngs cruelly snapped in half to prevent
their escape. To the Leaguers, such treatnent was quite nornmal -there was no
conscious desire to inflict punishnment. Pragmatismruled their entire mlitary
establ i shnent-especially the black-uniformed Controllers. Wngless prisoners
simply required fewer guards than one who could fly.

"Never for a nonment pity them" Aramsaid gently, breaking the Carescrian's
awful reverie. "Even though they are now flightless, they are still proud-and
qui te capabl e of considerable fight, as the Tyrant discovers each new day they
are free."

Brimsniled and nodded his head. "Yes,
by looking into their eyes."

The A zurnian lieutenant returned Brimis smile. "Thank you," he said
sinmply. "Perhaps aboard Defiant | can sonehow begin to repay ny personal debt to
you and M. Barbousse."

It took Brima few nonents to understand just what the young A zurni an was
tal ki ng about. Then he shut his eyes and shook his head. "No one owes anything
to anybody," he stated firmy. "Barbousse and | were only doing our jobs as
imperial soldiers." He |aughed. "Besides, if you have even half the guts of the
other A zurnians | net during that raid, then we'll all feel xaxtdammed |ucky to
have you aboard. We've got one hell of a war on our hands-all of us." Wth that,
he noti oned Defiant's new Hel msman Second C ass into the sinulator room "Now,
let's introduce you to this new ship of ours...."

On the stocks, Defiant herself gained a sonewhat finished appearance amd
the coils of wire, hullnetal plates, cables, ducting, hoses, runbling
generators, and other detritus that littered the construction site. Wthin two
weeks, the officers' quarters were nore or |ess conpleted, and Bri m noved
aboard-marveling that his fortunes had so inproved that he now required two

he said quietly. "I understood that
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traveling cases instead of the one that bobbed at his heels when he first passed
through the gates of the Eorean Conplex on G nmas Haefdon, fresh fromthe
Acadeny.

Wil e nmore systems were conpleted within the hull, each succeeding day saw
| arger groups of crew nenbers nuster through Barbousse's nakeshift office near
the mai n hatch, and the ship began to take on sonme aspects of an operationa
Fl eet unit.

In due course, Defiant's hull and superstructure exteriors were finished,
and the day arrived when the starship could be noved to an ordinary gravity pool
for conpletion. According to hoary tradition, a small |aunching cerenony marked
the occasion-sadly rushed by a nysterious construction speed-up that had
suddenly affected the entire shipyard.

Brimand Ursis witnessed the | ate-afternoon proceedings fromDefiant's
rai n-soaked, half finished bridge with the ships two CL-Standard-84 Vertica
Gravity Generators runbling steadily in the background. Barbousse's great banner
snhapped and fluttered in the strong wind froma tenporary flagstaff at the bow
Overhead, a dreary sky was pregnant with | owering, scuddi ng cl ouds-sure
precursors of another in a constant parade of violent sumrer thunderstorns that
had darkened nost of the day and wrinkled the | ead-toned bay with whitecaps.

"Defiant is certainly a nuch larger ship than was our little Truculent,"
the Bear observed, standing at the forward starboard corner of the bridge beside
the only control console yet installed. He was holding on to his hat and
motioning toward a pair of large, hunpbacked tugs that had turned fromthe main
wat erway and were battling into the teeth of the wind toward the stocks. The
powerful vessels rode atop streamning clouds of spray and foam as they pl oughed
contenptuously over the deeps troughs. "I have often seen T-class destroyers
moved with a single tug," Usis observed with a grin, "but even inconplete, our
Defiant requires at |least two." He bent over the shoul der of Sublieutenant Al ex
Radosni Provodni k to check the Vertical readouts personally. Provodnik, a new
engi neering officer fresh from Sodeskaya, was a nuch snaller Bear who had been
assigned to Defiant only a short while. He had sharper, nore pointed ears than
nmost of his colleagues and smaller fangs-inlaid with two positively i mense
St arbl azes. The young Bear was clearly scion of an extraordinarily wealthy
Sodeskayan fami|ly. He was al so enthusiastic about anything that provided an
opportunity to | earn about starships, and had quickly becone the darling of the
whol e crew.

Brimsniled as he | eaned his el bows on a control |edge beneath enpty franes
for the ship's Hyperscreens-glasslike crytals that provided "normal" views of
the outside at faster-than-light velocities. "Fromthe feel of things in The
Box, Defiant will be a lot bigger to fly, too," he observed with a chuckle.
"Probably a Iot like one of those tugs."

"If that is the case, friend WIf," Usis growed with a sparkle of hunor
in his eyes, "we shall tow Nergol Triannic to his doom One fights with the
weapons one finds at hand." His wi nk was punctuated by a | engthy runble of
approachi ng t hunder.

Aft, at the beamends of Defiant's stern, teans of shipyard workers dressed
inreflective clothing were already bal anci ng thensel ves on the slippery
hul l metal while they retracted protective covers fromstout optical cleats set
in the afterdeck end of the sheer strakes. By this tinme, the tugs had | unbered
into position some two hundred irals out fromthe stocks and were hovering just
clear of the tossing waves. Presently, thick hawser beans flashed fromtheir
huge optical bollards, contacted the cleats, and brightened as the tugs snoothly
shifted into reverse, laying on the tension against Defiant, which was stil
fastened securely to the stocks.

To landward, a small crowd had gathered at a tenporary platform near the
bow aut omati c unbrellas bobbed and hovered nervously in the gusty wi nd. Soneone
read a short speech that was totally unintelligible on the bridge. Then a brass
band energetically yerked out a few off-key bars of Heroic Misic fromthe
G at' nooz Sector-that came through all too well, at least to Brims way of
t hi nki ng.

"Hul I 921," a voice rasped suddenly froma tenporary COW nodul e fastened
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to a stringer by two oversized C-cl anps, "contact Lauch Qperations on GID zero
five one. Good afternoon, sir."

"Hul | 921 on GID zero five one, and thank you," Brim answered, swi tching
frequencies on the battered little box. "Hull 921 checking in fromthe stocks."
"Hul I nurmber 921, good day," a female voice answered pronptly. "Verify

readiness to nelt the trennels, please."

"Hul I 921, one nmonent," Brim answered. He | ooked as Ursis and raised his
eyebrows. "OPS wants to know if we're ready to nelt the fastenings to the
stocks," he said.

The bear bent to peer at the readouts again, frowned, then shook his head
thoughtfully and spoke to Provodni k at the console. "Before the | aunch crew
frees us fromthe stocks, Al exi Radosni," he said gently, "you may wish to
bal ance the gain on the portside Hartzel feedbacks. W want Defiant to ride an
even keel fromthe very beginning, eh?"

"I think ve mayeh have problem here, Nikolai Yanuarievich," the younger
Bear said, passing delicate hands over an array of power controls. Inmrediately,
a bank of indicators turned fromyellowto steady green. "Is third tine port
generators have | ost balance in |ast couple of cycles,"” he asserted; "I vas
about to bring this to your attention." As he spoke, the indicators suddenly
changed col or again. "Ah, like that, sir," he added. "One of the feedback
circuits seens to drop control data. Ten'stadt Fields there in X-Danper quadrant
dunp all the vay to m nus sixtyeh-seven just before it happens.”

Ursis bent and gl owered at the readouts. "HmMm " he nuttered. "Isee what you
mean. " He frowned as he studied the flowing colors on the consol e readouts, then
turned to Brim "As you have probably gathered, WIf," he said with a serious
| ook on his face, "we have | ost automatic bal ance of the port Verticals." He
thought for a nonent, staring out over the tossing gray water of the w nd-swept
sound. "Perhaps it would be wise to request a brief systens delay."

Bri m nodded. "Hull 921," he announced after another, much |ouder, crack of
thunder rattled to a conclusion in the distance. "Request five-cycle systens
check, please."

There was a neasurabl e pause before an answer cane. "Hull 921: cleared for
one five-cycle systens check," the woman's voi ce acknow edged with a slight
edge. Brimunderstood that | aunch operations were neticulously tinmed, and del ays
of any kind could result in horribly tangled schedules. "Check in inmredi ately
when you conpl ete, please,”" the controller added

"Hul | 921. Many thanks,"” Brim answered, then nodded to Ursis. "You' ve got
five cycles, N k," he said.

Ursis and Provodni k huddl ed for perhaps two cycles, conversing rapidly is
Sodeskayan and exercising the controls. Presently the ol der Bear straightened
and nodded to Brim "It seens that we have serious problens indeed, ny friend,"
he said, nodding his head gravely. "Probably Alexi and | can jury-rig a fix
around the trouble in perhaps a netacycle. Wuld you inquire as to what that
m ght do to the | aunch schedul e?"

Bri m naddoed. "Hull 921. Requesting one-netacycle systens workaround," he
said, but was pretty sure of the answer before he started.

The controller's voice returned al nost imrediately. "Hull 921: sorry, that
is a negative. Do you need to scrub your | aunching?"

"Hul | 921. How | ong before you could schedul e us again, please?"

"Hul I 921," the controller answered after a slight pause, "estimate ten
standard days before we have openings."

Brim | ooked at the Bear, who had been listening to the conversation. "Wat
now, N k?"

Ursis turned to Provodni k. "W could take the starboard generator off
Automatic and run it ourselves, Al exi Radosni," he suggested. "O herw se, we
cause i mredi ate cancel |l ation of the | auch-and put Defiant at |east a week behind
schedul e." He stared the young Bear directly in the eye. "Do you think you can
use the manual controls here to balance the generator with its mate to port?..
If you feel any uncertainty at all, | should count it a privilege to take your
pl ace at the consol e-i mediately."
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Provodni k considered for a noment. "I am sorelyeh tenptesd to claimthat |
can, Ni kol ai Yanuarievich," he said, sliding fromhis seat, "but that would be
irresponsible. My sole experience with CL-Standard-84 generators is aboard this
ship-and | arrived on El eandor-Bestienne only ten days ago fromthe Mother
Pl anets. "

"Your honesty is appreciated, Alexi Radosni," Ursis replied pointedly
frowning up through a network of bare franes and stringers at the
fast-approaching storm "This is definitely no tinme for heroics of any kind."
Then he pursed his lips and slid into the seat at the first drops of rain began
to spatter the console. "WIf," he said, "you will please to inform Operations
that we shall be ready to proceed nonentarily."

Bri m nodded and touched the COW "This is Hull 921," he said, raising his
voice to nake it heard over the hiss of the rain. "Stand by for affirmative on
| aunch deci sion."

"Hul I 921: Much appreciated!" the wonman's voice crackled fromthe COW
nmodul e. "Standing by...."

"Defiant requires approximately one hundred ten on the Verticals," Usis
expl ai ned to the younger Sodeskayan as new col or sequences began to cascade over
the readouts. "So..." his hand hardy noved over the controls, but the generators
changed pitch slightly and a nunber of indicators wi nked on the console. "Only
the slightest Iift while they melt the retaining trennels,"” he said, his voice
now hardly audi bl e over the drunmming rain. He was all business now. a conplete
professional -totally consunmed by his work. "Call out the vectors, Al ex
Radosni -as they appear.”

"One hundred ten in vertical," Provodni k repeated, staring at the readouts
in rapt concentration. The runble from' m dships increased noticeably as Usis
shifted a section of the control fromgreen to a reddi sh orange. "And
steady...."

The el der Bear | ooked up nonentarily and nodded to Brim "W are now ready
when Operations is, WIf," he said

"Hul | 921. Prepared to detach i mediately," Brimreported.

The wonan's matter-of-fact reply cane within a noment: "Hull 921: stand
by." Her words were alnost coincident with the actual firings of the trennels
that held the ship to the stocks.

Bright flashes strobed in the storny grayness from beneath the hull
acconpani ed by an ear-splitting volley of sharp reports that cascaded fromthe
bow to the stern and rocked the ship like |l owaltitude turbul ence. C ouds of
acrid snmoke swept the deck and burned Brims nostrils while Ursis's hands noved
surely over the gravity controls and lightning flashed fromthe | owering storm

"One hundred fifteen in vertical..." Provodnik intoned. "One hundred twenty
and steady...."

The sound of the ship's Vertical generators rose alnmost neg ligibly and the
deck swayed beneath Brims feet. He | ooked out the Hyperscreen frane in
surprise. Defiant was already hal fway off the stocks and noving swiftly over the
darkening shoreline in the wake of the two tugs. A sudden cacophony of air horns
and sirens crashed through the teeming storm Defiant's welcone to the world. A
smal | knot of dockyard technicians |ining the quayside broke out in cheering-al
ragged and spontaneous. Shipwights from other stocks paused to wave their
hel mets as she passed. These nmen had built countless starships, both in war and
in peace, and-the Universe willing-they would build countless nore. Their cheers
reflected fierce professional pride and sent a gesture of goodwill to the star
sailors who would man this, the latest result of their craft. Brimfelt his eyes
fill for a nonent-it was not the rain...

Then all noise was abruptly swallowed in a stunning-deafening-strike of
I'ightning on the high KA PPA tower directly aft of the bridge. For a nonent, the
entire structure and its enpty KA PPA studs bl azed out |ike sonme skel etal
beacon. Bri mwas knocked gasping to the deck by the concussion-and a trenendous
thunderclap that instantly proceeded fromit.

Nearly deafened by the violent discharge, he clinbed shakily to his feet
only to catch the rasping shriek of a runaway gravity generator. He'd heard that
ugly sound a nunber of tines before on failing Carescrian ore barges. They al
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sounded pretty much the sane. It was the port Vertical this time-clearly its
aut omati ¢ danper had been blown out by the lightning strike, and the big
generator was now spooling up to full power!

More blinding flashes of nearby |ightning burned i nages of Ursis's grim
visage in Brims eyes as the Bear desperately fought Defiant's controls. "Cap
that machi ne, Alexi Radosni!" he roared to Provodni k as the deck canted up
crazily to starboard, "NOW" Hi s words were nearly drowned by another cascade of
crackling thunder. Eerie green light continued to flash fromthe enpty KA PPA
masts and flickered al ong the network of open stringers above the bridge.

Wth no directional controls installed on the bridge, Brimcould only hang
on and watch hel plessly while both deck crews aft slid across the stream ng
hullmetal in their protective suits, scranbling desperately for nonexistant
handhol ds. One by one, the scream ng nen dropped over the nmetal precipice into
the thrashing water beneath the ship. On the bridge, |oose gear and small tools
cascaded i nto heaps al ong the starboard bul khead. G abbi ng an open Hyperscreen
housing, Brimhung on while the big starship tilted toward vertical, blanking
the storny sky with the darker mass of her own deck. She was goi ng over on her
back!

Suddenl y through the driving downpuor, he saw Provodni k scranbl e across the
crazily canted deck of the bridge using enpty consol e supports for footholds. In
nmere clicks, the young Bear grabbed a handl e on the energency power panel,
twi sted the door open, and-incredibly without losing his grip-pulled a nain fuse
bl ock to the automatic controls. Instantly, the ear-splitting shriek died to an
even runbl e as the runaway generator spooled down to default power settings and
Defiant slowy returned to an even keel. Aft, the ungainly tugs had been caught
of f guard and were conpletely unable to react at all, except for the knots of
crewnen that poured fromthe hatches, pointing with astoni shnent as the big ship
settled back on an even keel

Heart thunping wildly in his chest, Brimglanced forward toward the
recedi ng stocks just as ten broken bodi es appeared in Defiant's frothing wake:
remai ns of the hapless work crews who were caught in the nael strom of raging
gravitrons beneath the ship. His skin crawl ed. Such absol ute destructive
potential was only one reason why powerful vessels |like starships were rarely
permtted to fly across |and nasses-at |east at |ow altitudes. He shuddered in
the chill air-had he grabbed at the Hyperscreen housing even a click |ater than
he did, he m ght have fallen fromthe bridge and joined them hinself....

A fewirals away, Ursis and the younger Sodeskayan were again totally
engrossed in the control console, each running one of the generators by hand.
Apparently Provodni k had suddenly received a great dose of confidence in his
ability at a console. Sudden necessity had a way of naking that happen-Brim
under stood the process well. The very best of Carescrian ore barges he had fl own
could supply three lifetines' worth of sudden necessity-in a single trip!

Shaking his head, he realized for the first tine that it was no | onger
rai ni ng.

The resulting inquest extended over nearly twenty-five interm nabl e days,
depriving Brimand Ursis of valuable netacycles they shoul d have spent hel pi ng
prepare Defiant for space. It was tine that had to be nade up fromtheir own
| ives-but manpower was too short in those wartine years to pernit substitutes at
any j ob.

When the tribunal ended, however, all three officers present on the bridge
were pronouced to be "without fault," and references to the incident were
del eted inmmediately fromtheir Admralty records. Surprisingly, the officia
"culprit" in the shipyard report was not the lightning strike. Instead, sole
bl ane was fixed on the defective signal m xer whose inproperly synchronized
feedback | ogic had slowy destroyed both autonmatic control nechani sns during the
precedi ng weeks of intense systemtesting. But Brimand Ursis both noted a great
deal of coincident work being done on the KA PPA-tower insulation-and conplete
reisolation of the Vertical's wavegui de system

Nei t her the Carescrian nor his Sodeskayan friend nentioned anythi ng about
the wavegui de work outside Defant's inmediate flight crew, but Commander
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Col I'i ngswood subsequently messaged a nunber of highly classified reports to Vice
Admiral Plurton-a close friend in the Adnmiralty-in case the trouble should
surface at sone later tiem "It never hurts to have one's political honmework
pronptly done," as she stated one norning in the wardroom "You never know when
a folder of well-placed reports mght cone in very handy."

Perhaps the only positive result of the tragedy was a totally revanped
Veritcal specification for the remainder of the Defiant-class ships. But the
changes were far too late for Defiant hersel f-whose nmajor systenms were al ready
on board and could only be retrofitted, not wholly replaced. Unfortunately, as
Usis often out it, "A whole year's worth of patches is often inferior to a

five-mnute design nodification.” In addition, Defiant herself was now w dely
known as a troubled ship, a reputation Brim suspected she woul d never fully
escape.

And, of course, there was not much that could be done for the men who were
killed. Defiant's crew joined the shipyard workers in a generous collection for
their famlies, but a fewthings in that day and age were still beyond the
capabilities of technol ogy...

Wth each new norning, the starship becane nore and nore conpl ete-inside
and out-and crew nenbers began to arrive in a steady stream A new |ieutenant
commander reported aboard early one norning sone two weeks followi ng Defiant's
near disaster. He was m ddl e-aged, handsone in a weather-beaten way, and | ooked
as if he were clearly accustoned to conmand-al t hough he had only a reserve
commi ssion. There was a certain agel essness to his face, framed by a gray beard
and nustache, and even froma distance his gray eyes sparkled with the keen
wi sdom and hunor of a longtinme starsailor. One ring with an enorous StarBl aze
graced his long fingers, and his new uniform though casually worn, had clearly
been fashioned for a prince-at a princely sum

Brimwas taking a fresh-air break when the man strode across the brow and
stopped just short of the main entrance hatch. He | eaned back to gaze at the
bridge for a monent, then shrugged in a sort of pained resignation. This ritua
conpl eted, he stopped to critically inspect Brimas if the latter had purposely
presented hinself there for just such an occasion. "They ca' me Baxter gl ethorp
Cal houn," he said abruptly in a rich baritone. "I'mto be Defiant's Executive
Oficer-an', M. WIf Brim with nyself on board, ye are no mair the only
Carescrian in the crew "

Brimfelt his heart skip a beat-he'd spent years |osing the sane sort of
thick Carescrian burr he'd just heard. "A Carescrian?" he stanmered.

"Ay, chield, '"tis indeed a thing you'd better believe," Calhoun said with a
grin, "even if ye have decided to forsake the old tongue. But don't get your

hopes up for any 'down-home' comm zzeratn'. 'Tis been so long since | ha' |uiked
upon that awful place, | hardly remenber onything o't-except 'tis a good place
to be from Forever!"

"You'll get no argunents fromne on that score, Number One," Brim vowed.

"But howis it you happen to know ne?"

"A better question is how mght | ha' avoided it, non," Cal houn decl ar ed.
"Ri ght noo, ye are the npst Carescrian in the Enpire-for which | ameternally
grateful. The likes o' ye keeps the public eye off the likes o' ne." He sniled
wi th obvious satisfaction, then abruptly pushed his way past and continued on
into the shinp.

"I think I"mhonored,” Brimreplied to the man's receding back. "What is it
you normally do in peacetime?"

"I am no stranger to space, young non," Cal houn nuttered w thout even
bothering to turn his head, "an' | may yet find nmy grave in it." He |aughed.
"For the nonce we'll say that I'"'min what you'd call the sal vage busi ness-an
the less ye ask o't, the better. Understand?"

Brimstarted to reply, but by that time, Calhoun was busy at the sign-in
desk, and Ursis was paging fromthe bridge. The young Carescrian chuckl ed as he
made his way up a conpanionway two treads at a tine. It |looked as if Defiant was
attracting a typical Collingswood gathering of mscellany. Sonehow, he wasn't
surprised-or disappointed-in the slightest.

Defiant's crew ranged all the way from seasoned space veterans to raw new
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recruits-officers and ratings alike. And all voiced happy surprise at conditions
aboard their new ship. The wardroons and spacenan's ness were constantly
supplied with all sorts of nornally unavail able food and pot abl es-courtesy of
the nmysterious Barbousse. Already the ship was devel opi ng her own personality.
Perhaps it was somewhat nore clublike in pradigmthan m ght be generally

consi dered desirable throughout the Fleet. But then a very simlar atnosphere
had been-at least in Brims opinion-largely responsible for old Truculent's
success before its near destruction while battling three NF-110s off Lixor in
the Ninety-first Province with Brimat the controls.

"If anything," Usis runbled to Brimone afternoon as they relaxed in
confortable wardroom chairs, "friend Barbousse has becone even nore discerning
since leaving old Truculent.” He lifted a ruby goblet to the light. "Look at
that color, WIf. Such nmeemcan only be described as 'glorious."" In the
background, a nunber of his countrymen were toasting each other heartily: "To
ice, to snow, to Sodeskaya wo go!..."

Brims tastes were in no way so sophisticated as Ursis's. before joining
the Hel nsman' s Acadeny, he had experienced the pleasures of neemonly twice in
his life. "It certainly tastes 'glorious,' N k," he said with a grim "lguess
I"l'l have to take your word on the color-I"mstill kind of |ow on experience."

"Then you vouch for the taste," the Bear said, "and | shall vouch for the
color."

"W have a bargain, N k," Brimlaughed. "Now, all we need is to find
sonebody who is interested in what we think."

"That," the Bear said with a thundering | augh, "nay be nore difficult than
the vouching itself."

"Not so," grunped a deep fenmale voice froma couch behind them "I only
signed on this afternoon. And | don't know anything about this wardroom at
al | -except you, WIf Brim"

Surprised, Brimwhirled around to confront a wonman of average height with
wi de shoul ders, narrow hips, long thin legs, narrow feet-and a perfectly awesone
bust. Her face was alnpbst totally round, with a button nose, intelligent eyes,
short fuzzy hair, and a toothy smle. He felt his jaw drop. Nobody else in the
Uni verse | ooked |ike that. "Professor-Conmander-Wellington!" he exclai ned,
scranbling to his feet. "I never m ssed a single one of your lectures at the
Hel msman' s Acadeny!" Wth a | ook of awe on his face, he placed a hand on Ursis's
shoul der. "Commander Wl lington, may | present N kolai Yanuarievich Usis, the
finest Systens Officer in the Universe?"

"I amindeed honored, Commander Wellington," Ursis said, rising to his
feet, then bowi ng deeply in the Sodeskayan manner. "And what place do you hold
in Defiant's crew?" he asked.

"My orders read ' Weapons O ficer,’

Vel | i ngton decl ared, scratching her

head. "But it all happened so quickly. A week ago, | didn't even own a battle
suit; | amreally a historian, you know. Then-zap!-1 got the assignnment by
message, and here | am M head's still spinning."

"Comander Wellington is probably the Universe's expert on antique weapons
systens, N k," Brim added.

Vel |i ngton | aughed. "Just between you, ne, and the bedpost," she said,
pl aci ng her hand conspiratorially beside her mouth, "I think they're getting a
little desperate for crews."”

"Say not so, good lady," Ursis said, eyes sparkling with good hunor. "It
woul d surprise no one if Defiant were to receive a battery or two of antique
weapons. "

"I thought of the possibility nyself,"” Wellington quipped, "so | brought a
few barrels of gunpowder with nme in ny kit. W nmay have a snmall problemwth
recoil in deep space, but..." She shrugged phl egmatically.

Ursis | ooked at Brimand grinned. "Nergol Triannic is in deep trouble now,
my Carescrian friend," he said. "He mght be able to fight radiation fires with
N-rays, but how can he hope to counter cannonballs and grapeshot? You are
clearly our secret weapon, Commander Wéllington!"

"That's 'Dora,' please! | won't know who anybody's talking to."
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"*Dora" it is, then," Ursis agreed. "Together, the three of us will blast
the League of Dark Stars into spinning atons."

"Wth a few deep-space recoil problens,” Wllington piped in.

"Which it appears we shall soon toast with Logish Meem" Briminterjected
as Ginsby magically appeared with a third filling goblet. "Probably not a
hal f-bad i dea, come to think of it," he nused as the ancient steward bowed and
set the goblet before Wellington. "Al'l problens dissolve eventually in this
magi ¢ sol vent."

"To ice, to snow, to Sodeskaya we go!" Ursis exclained. The three drained
their neemin the fashion of Bears, then touched the gobl ets together upside
down.

"Hear, hear!" Wellington replied with her eyes opened in surprise. She
| ooked at the goblet. "By the G eat Feathered Spirits of Higgins!" she
excl aimed. "Wiere in the Universe did you find this? | haven't tasted anything
like it since before the war started."

"W depend on a great deal of nmgic aboard this ship, Dora," Collingswood
interrupted fromthe doorway. "Wen | discovered dendora T. Wllington had

vol unteered for combat, | knew |'d found sonmeone who could help sustain it. So
personal |y asked for you."
"Regul a Collingswood!" Wellington squealed. "Well, | should have known."

The reunion lasted long into the hours of darkness...

Duri ng the next weeks, Brimand Aram were joined in the sinulators by
angel i ne Wal do, a Reserve Helmsman fromthe nmerchant service who deci ded she
wanted a ship that could fight back, Galen Fritz, a veteran
trooper -turned-Hel msman fromthe Bax cluster, and Ardelle Jennings, a junior
Hel msman fresh fromthe Inperial Acadeny. Each, Brimfound quickly, had a uni que
style at the helm

Jenni ngs, for example, flew absolutely by the book. She was so perfect it
was al nost annoyi ng, and she |eft absolutely nothing to chance. Brim i magi ned
that when she was at the controls, Defiant would | eave a neat red pen tracing
across space-exactly corresponding to the course she had laid out well in
advance of their passage. He hoped she would be able to performas efficiently
in the heat of battle, where the best-laid plans coul d-and often did-change with
each cli ck.

On the other hand, Fritz and Wl do- both experienced Hel nsnmen-fl ew easily,
al nrost casually. They were confortable at the controls. Even during the nopst
trying of circunstances the Master Sinulators could throw at them they renai ned
cal mand never "lost" the ship. Brimknew that Triannic's m nions would quickly
come up with nore taxing challenges than any the civilian operators m ght
conjure, but he expected that both would rise to the occasion. So |ong as the
ship was capable of flight, they'd nake sure her gunners acconplished their
m ssion. And that was what the war-and defiant-were all about.

Aside fromthat, Waldo had nagnificent |egs...

It was Aram however, that Brimfound truly astoni shing. Beneath his fornal
A' zurni an veneer, he was both technically astute and rel axed at the controls.
And he could |l earn anything at any tine, even after the many Sodeskayan neem
bashes, when everybody-including hinsel f-had toasted far nore than was even
remotely sensible. Not only that, he was absolutely unflappable in The Box. Even
after session that left Brimhimself on the edge of taking a blast pike to the
whol e conpl ex, Aram came through sweating but still firmy in control of every
situation. The young Hel nsman nodestly expl ai ned that being naturally flighted
made the act of piloting far easier for him but Brimknew better. Arm was
si mpl y xaxt damed good. ..

Gradual | y over the ensuing weeks, sounds of construction subsided inside
the ship , and her passages and conpani on-ways becanme |less cluttered wit | oose
Wi res, construction gear, and just plain dirt. Cosed access hatches for the
nmost part stayed closed as stores were packed away and secured for deep space.
The snell of the ship changed, too: from dust, bonding chenicals, and drying
pai nt to new carpeting, new el ectronics, hot food, and the unm stakable snell of
pol i sh-the universal elenment of every mlitary starship that had ever been
built.
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During this tinme, the nunber of dockyard workers between decks and on the
gangways al so changed, thinning to a trickle as civilian contractors were
repl aced by ever-increasi ng nunbers of the Blue Capes who would actually man the
conmi ssi oned ship. And-nuch to the ammzenent of neatly everyone-the shipyard
declared |.F.S. Defiant to be "officially" conplete two days ahead of schedul e.

The matter-of-fact announcenent was delivered by one J. Leel and Bl ake, a
tall, serious-looking builder's representative in the traditional stovepipe hat
worn by all shipyard managers. He appeared during Collingswood' s regul ar norning
status neeting in Defiant's shiny new wardroom

"Fol | owi ng the successful resolution of Action Reports 11235 through
11781," Bl ake reported pretentiously, "Starship |I.F. S. Defiant is hereby
decl ared to be an operational vehicle and cleared for imediate flight
trials...." He frowned and denied his throat while he peered into his display
and adjusted a pair of wire-rinmed spectacles. 'That, of course, specifically
excl udes Action Reports 791, 832, 5476, 9078, 9079, and 10517 through 11000," he
added. "However, those have to do with interface nodifications, and we agreed-|
believe-to deal with themafter Defiant's trial. Am| correct, Captain
Col I'i ngswood?"

Col I'i ngswood smil ed noncommttally and checked her own display carefully.
"That is correct, M. Blake," she said after a. nonent, then | ooked around the
table at her senior officers. "You' ve heard the gentlenman's words," she decl ared
with a smle. "If any of you have di sagreenents, now is certainly an appropriate
time to voice them N k, what of the systen? They' ve been troubl esone since
Defiant was on the stocks. Are you satisfied?"

Ursis scow ed for a nmonent, then nodded thoughtfully. "Defiant's systens
are as thoroughly tested as we can nake them Captain,"” he said evenly. "In
fact, Power and Propul sion appear to be virtually perfect." Then he held up a
warning finger. "Admttedly, sonme electronic problens do persist," he added,

"but nothing that appears serious-or schedul e-threatening."”

"Wad ye gi' her a full bill o' health noo, Nikolai?" Cal houn questioned,
peering over his gl asses.

Ursis nodded, "Yes," he said after some consideration. "Except perhaps for

the starboard Vertical. That still functions sonewhat on the rough side, thought
it has been operating in a steady state for nore than a week now. " He shrugged
phil osophically. "I suppose | nust admit that it is at |east

operational -although | do not fully trust it."

"There are no unresol ved Action Reports on the Verticals, Lieutenant
Usis," the civilian replied defensively. "Both generators operate conpletely to
speci fication, you know "

"Agreed," Ursis said dryly. "It is when | finally got to read the
specifications thenselves that | deternmined further conplaints were useless." He
crossed his legs and relaxed in the chair amd half-stifled guffaws and
choked- back snickers. The buil ders had been | ess than graci ous when asked for
system speci fications. Mdst other crews were satisfied with user operations and
mai nt enance manual s.

"And you, M. Brin?' Collingswood interjected. "Wat have you to add on the
subj ect ?

Bri m pi nned. "You' ve heard ne grunbl e about our troubl esone steering
engi nes, M. Blake. But they've done well enough for a week now and the new
Chai rman you downl oaded is the best anywhere. The nods for parall el
quant um vector analysis seemto nmake a |lot of difference in the way she keeps a
course. At least that's the way she feels in The Box."

"I trust she'll cone through at |east as well during actual flight," Bl ake
sai d proudly, regaining sone of his good hunor. "We've built sone fine ships
here over the past few hundred years-Defiant is one of the best, | am

certain...."

The neeting went on for nore than an hour afterward, but in the end the
pact was made. Col | i ngswood signed the shipyard' s Red Book, and Defiant was
ready for conmm ssioning.

The followi ng norning just after dawn, everyone assenbl ed outside the
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starship's main hatch while a polished brass naneplate was noisily fixed to a
bul khead with four ol d-fashioned rivets:

|.F.S. DEFI ANT

JOB 29921

ELEANDOR- BESTI ENNE  YARD

19/ 51995.

In a sinple cerenony, both Blake and Col | i ngswood gave short speeches
contai ning a nunber of necessary platitudes concerning the Enperor, honeg,
hearth, and duty. Then a |ocal beauty doused the bows with a bottle of Logish
Meem and-whil e Barbousse hoisted the Rhondel | -fal con banner to the top of the
KA PPA tower-Defiant entered the Fleet lists as a "commi ssi oned" vessel
Afterward, as the crew trooped back aboard to their stations (many first joining
Col I'i ngswood when she stopped to polish the new plaque with her sleeve), a
dockyard painting crew applied a Fleet Designator on both sides of her bow
"CL.921." |.FS. Defiant was-at |east officially-declared ready for flight.

Soon afterward taxi tests began, and the ship cane through with a few m nor
shags, but surprisingly well considering her past record. Two weeks | ater, she
slid for the first time into her own el enent space. |In spite of her size, she
appeared to be handy and naneuverable, surprisingly light on her feet and
astonishing in the way she could accelerate. Only the nost powerful destroyers
coul d outspeed her into Hyperspace, and in nearby taverns and neem halls, her
crew was quick to crow her talents. She was still known as a "troubl esome” ship,
not hi ng woul d ever change that. But she was early on known as a happy ship, too,
Probably that nmade nmuch of the difference...

Through the foll owi ng days of space trials, Defiant's crew took their first
real steps toward becoming a team capable-at |east-of flying the big starship
into deep space to run-in her four Adnmiralty CL-Standard 489.3G Drive crystals.
At Hyperspeeds, she once nore proved to be an extrenely swift and ninble ship.
Desi gned for a top velocity of no nore than 32000 Li ght Speed, on her final set
of speed trials she actually sustained 36100. Afterward, it was w dely runored
among the crew that Ursis and a nunber of other Bears-including old Borodov from
I.F.S. Truculent, now stationed at the Admralty in Aval on-had contrived to
alter her N(112-B) Power Chanbers at the tine the wavegui des were being
reoriented, but Ursis vociferously denied any such Sodeskayan conspiracy.

O course, nobody believed him

After the last of the speed runs were recorded, Brimreversed course for
El eandor - Besti enne. There were |ast-m nute nodifications to be nade foll ow ng
her first major excursion-and a nunber of discrepancies still required
correction. Nevertheless, the ship appeared to be as ready as nmen coul d nake her
for actual service. It alnost seened as if she had outgrown her origina
propensity for trouble.

Al nost . ..

Chapter 2

PREPARATI ON

Defi ant had been sl owed bel ow Hyperspeed for nore than a netacycle now and was
cruising steadily toward El eandor-Bestienne on her four lateral lateral gravity
generators alone. Inside the spacious bridge, only a few of her twenty-three
consol es were occupied: Brim Aram Ursis, and Cal houn operated the ship while
nmost of the other flight crew caught a few cycles' well-deserved rest. Ahead,
the shipyard planet nearly filled the nowtransparent Hyperscreens when Aram
spoke up fromthe starboard Hel neman's seat: "Il've just contacted Planetary
Center for arrival information at Orange-Eight Distrct, WIf."

"Let's hear it," Brimreplied, reluctantly interrupted in the mdst of a
particularly stinulating fantasy. Margot Effer'wck was never very far fromthe
surface of his m nd.

"Weat her twenty-six thousand irals: scattered; twenty-three thousand:
thunderstorns; visibility five ¢c'lenyts; tenperature one zero one; dew point
seven six; wind calm atnospheric density two nine eight two; visual approaches
in progress,” Aramrecited fromnmenory.
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"Very well," Brimsaid, shaking his head and grinning. The red-haired
A zurnian's ability to recall was absolutely prodigious. "M. Chairman," he
said, "check us in with Planetary Center for arrival at eighty-one-B
Orange- Ei ght . "

"Aye, Lieutenant," the Chairman answered. "Check in Planetary Center for
Orange Region, District-Eight yards, Conplex eighty-one-B."

pl anetary Center responded presently fromthe surface. "Fleet CL.921
cleared direct to North-el even-E synchronous buoy, Region Orange. On arrival,
continue descent to two five zero c¢'lenyts and decelerate to velocity two three
zero zero."

"Fl eet CL.921 acknow edges direct North-eleven-E arrival," Brimreplied.
"W are at two nine zero zero c'lenyts and two five zero zero velocity.
Decelerating to velocity of two three zero zero." Then he turned to Ursis. "How
do the Verticals | ook, Nik?" he asked.

"My readouts appear normal," the Bear replied fromthe corner console
directly to Aramis right. "Both have been running in auto-nodul ation for nearly
a nmetacycle now, but | amalso prepared for switching to manual control -at any
tine."

"Thanks," Brimresponded, bringing up the gravity pressure on both
generators as he slowed the ship. "I'lIl hope you don't have to do anything |ike
that."

"So will I," Ursis growl ed. After Defiant's disastrous encounter with
lightning on her first trip off the stocks, it was clear he meant it.

Less than half a netacycle after they surged past the North-el even-E
synchronous buoy, Defiant was well w thin the atnosphere and neasuring altitude
inirals rather than c'lenyts. Collingswood had taken her place at the
conmmander's consol e directly behind Bri mwhen Planetary Center cane back on the
COW "Fleet CL.921: descend and naintain flight [evel two four zero."

"Fleet CL.921 will continue descent to two four zero," Brim acknow edged.
He carefully checked t hrough the Hyperscreens for local traffic. The Center's
controll ers were good-but they were also brutally overworked, as was their
equi prent, and approaches to the great shipbuilding center were extrenely busy
during all watches. Disastrous collisions had occurred despite everything,
and-as the saying went-it took only one of those to ruin your whol e day.

"Probably it's tine to call the hands to stations, Nunber One," he said
over his shoul der to Cal houn, who sat beside Collingswood' s position in the
second row of consoles. "W'Il|l be down in half a metacycle."

The ol der Carescrian nodded. "M . Chairman," he said, "I wad ca'" t' all
stations, if ye please."

"You are connected to the bl ower, Conmander,'
presently.

Cal houn pulled a tiny whistle froma breast pocket and sounded a silvery
note throughout the ship. "All hands t' stations for |anding," he booned. "All
hands t' stations for |anding, ahoy."

Wth a smile of satisfaction, Brimlistened to alarnms sounding fromthe
decks below. In the intraship nonitors, he could see people gathering at their
flight stations fromevery quarter of the big ship. Landfall in a starship was
al ways a busy tinme-often too nmuch so.

To starboard, he followed the |ights of a departing ship that crossed their
path as she clinbed out toward space A | ook assured himthat Aram had seen it,
too. Wth a grin, he let Defiant plunge Through the ship's churning gravity wake
like a tramon a bad sector of roadbed. "Morning, Dora," he said to a surprised
Wl li ngton while she took her seat at the corner console next to his. Behind
him he could hear the firing crews stunbling to their positions at weapons
consol es al ong the port bul khead.

He concentrated for a nonent on the nuted thunder of the four big latera
generators and the slightly higher-pitched runble of the Verticals. A glance
past Aram showed Ursis at his systens panel with an inpassive | ook on his face.
But the Bear's eyes never strayed from his readouts-especially the overhead
sections where two suspect Verticals were displayed. Sonething was not
altogether right there; Brimknew it in his gut. But |ike his Sodeskayan friend,

t he Chairman acknow edged
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there was no way he could put his finger on anything specific. And Fleet repair
policies ran on specifics. O herw se, everybody would be so busy | ooking for
things that might go wong that they wouldn't have tine to fight a war....

During the next few nonents, Defiant descended into broken clouds and Brim
felt the first jarring of the turbul ence bel ow

"Ooo!" Wellington exclainmed gleefully beside him The weapons officer
seened to | ove rough air.

Chuckling to hinself grimy, Brimguessed she m ght soon get enough to
| ast her a lifetine-naybe even a bit nore, judging fromall the |ightning
flashes in the distance ahead. "Wonder if they'd let us deviate around to the
south of that weather we're making for," he nused al oud.

"Sonebody up there just asked for the sane thing and they wouldn't |et her
doit,"” Aramreplied. "The Orange-Ei ght zero one zero radial inbound."

Fl eet CL.921: descend and nmmintain one zero thousand irals, altineter is
two ni ne one, and suggest now a heading of two five zero-two five zero-to join
the Orange-Ei ght zero one zero radial inbound."”

Brimfrowewd as he estimated the intensity of the stormahead. It was a

big one, with a lot of lightning. "Fleet CL.921," he replied, "I'mlooking at a
big stormcell just starboard of two five zero, My energy detector says it's
pretty active, and |'d rather go around it one way or another."

"Fl eet CL.921: sorry, sir. | can't take you there-District Ei ght has a line

of takeoffs to the south. But |'ve had about sixty starships go through that
area, and they're reporting good rides-no problens."

"Well, lady, fleet CL.921 is |ooking at another cell right now," Brim
conpl ai ned, "on the port side of that sane heading, and its active, too. You've
got us bracketed."

"Fleet CL.921," the Center replied in a resigned voice, "take a headi ng of
270-when | can, I'Il turn you into the Orange-Ei ght beacon. It'Il be about the
one one zero radial."

"Fl eet CL.921," Brimsent, "many thanks."

"She nust be going to turn us before we get to those stormCells,"” Aram
observed.

"We' Il want everybody down, then," Brimsaid over his shoulder to Cal houn

"Aye, lad," Cal houn said. Instantly, chines began to ring through the ship
as the last duty hands raced for their seats.

"Lift augnenters at four," Brimdirected.

"Lift augnenters at four," Aramreplied. Noise |level on the bridge
increased as the Verticals spooled up to take the | oad.

"At nospheric radiators out...."

Defi ant shuddered as finned cooling radiators pushed out fromeither side
of her stern like stubby wings roaring in the slipstream

"At nospheric radiators out and...two green |lights-they're | ocked," Aram
reported presently.

"Fl eet CL.921: proceed direct to intercept O ange-Ei ght beacon zero
radial," the Center controller interrupted. "Cross the threshold at nine
t housand al titude."

"All right,” Brimreplied, "Fleet CL.921 direct to Orange-Ei ght arrival;
threshold at nine thousand and maintain altitude. Thank you, ma'am?"

"Checklist: altinmeters," Ursis warned fromhis seat beside Aram

"Altimeters read nine one and nine two-w thin tol erances.”

"Landing |ights?"

" Check. "

"The autopilot just disconnected,” Aramreported as the big ship bounced
and tw sted through increasing turbul ence.

"Check," Brimanswered, glancing off to port. "Xaxtdamed glad we didn't
have to go through either of those cells-look at the lightning, would you."

"Sonme of that ahead, too," Aramsaid calmy

"Yeah," Brimsaid. "I thought | saw sonme." Qutside, the clouds were closing
in and the air was becom ng increasingly rough. At he left, however, Wl lington
was still clearly having the time of her life.
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"Fl eet CL.921," the Center broke in, "turn ten degrees port, reduce speed
to one eight zero."

"Fl eet CL.921 acknow edges," Brimsent. "Crank in ten nore on the |ift
augnmenters, Aramand start the |anding checklist,"

"Augnenters at fourteen," Aramreported. "Checklist: continuous high-energy
flowto the gravs, N k?"

"On," Ursis reported, "and | ocked."

"Navi gation switches?"

"Swi tches set-and reset."

"Auto flight panels?. .."

"Fl eet CL.921," the Center controller broke in, "as soon as you have
reduced your speed, descend to five thousand."

"CL.921 slowing to one ninety, going to five thousand," Brim acknow edged.
"Did you say Auto flight panels, Aran?"

"Auto flight panels."

" Checked. "

"Ai rspeed EPR bugs?"

"One thirty-nine and cross-checked," Brimanswered, altering course
slightly while a powerful downdraft caught the starboard deck and threw the big
ship on her side.

"Speed brake control s?"

"Neutral,"” Brimanswered after he tolled back onto an even keel. He
frowned; it was | ooking bad ahead again. Aft, the atnospheric radiators were now
trailing thick clouds of condensation in the danp air.

"Lotsa lightning," Aram commented, |ooking up fromthe checklist display
panel . "ILS check...."

"ILS is tuned and identified," Brimanswered, continuing to nonitor the
storm ahead with growi ng concern. Bad enough flying through sonething |ike that
at such low altitude, but with Verticals he didn't trust into the bargain..
"This is Fleet CL.921," he transmitted to the Center "We'd like to go around a
bui l dup we have directly ahead of us, Can we turn to port a little bit and go on
the other side of it?"

"Negative, CL.921-traffic separation regulations. Please naintain present
course. Contact Conpl ex eighty-one tower on one one nine four."

Brimgrinmaced in disgust. "Here's your xaxtdamed regul ati ons,
to hinself.

"Say again, CL.921?"

"CL. 921 nmintaining present course," Brimgrunped in enbarrassnent,
"Checking in to Conpl ex eighty-one-and good day."

"Good day, sir."

"I think we're going to give Defiant a bath," Aramsaid, staring out the
forward Hyperscreens.

"And how," Brim answered. "Just |look at that storm" It was getting
downright difficult keeping the big cruiser on course, much | ess maintaining any
sort of accurate descent-and he still couldn't see the surface of the water
"Conpl ex ei ghty-one Tower: Fleet CL.921 with you at five thousand," he said,
shaki ng hi s head.

"Good day Fleet CL.921," Conplex eighty-one replied. "Reduce speed one
seven zero and turn port two seven one."

"Fleet CL.921 going to two seven one at one seven zero," Brim answered.
The cl ouds broke for a nmonent to starboard, and he spied a cruiser steering a
parall el path no nore than three c'lenyts away. He smiled. No wonder they hadn't
| et himdeviate!

"Fleet CL.921: turn port to two four zero, descend and maintain three
t housand, " Conpl ex ei ghty-one broke in.

"CL.921 is two four zero out of five for three," Brimsaid, glancing across
Aramis console to |IJrsis. The Bear was peerring at himw th a concerned
expression on his face. "How re those Vertical s?" the Carescrian asked, guessing
what was bothering his friend.

Ursis shook his head. "I debated raising an alarm WIf," he said, "Your
question has saved ne the trouble of a decision." He pursed his |ips. "Somewhere

he nmuttered

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...e%20Helmsman%2002%20-%20Galactic%20Convoy.txt (20 of 168) [1/31/2004 1:08:37 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2002%620-%20Gal acti c%20Convoy.txt

the spirit of Voot is at work today-in this nost dammed of all dammed
mechani sns, sonmething is yet amiss; | knowit is. But | cannot isolate where or
what it is."

"Well, at least we're al nost down," Collingswood interjected. "You' ve had
bad feelings about those Verticals since Defiant cane off the stocks. This tineg,
we're going to get themcleared up to your satisfaction before we | eave the
ground again. The war can wait |ong enough to make this a reasonably safe ship."

Ursis grinned and shrugged his broad shoul ders, "For all we know, Captain,
she may well be safe,” he said, "So far, it is only ne who raises alarns."

Bri m nodded as an icy surge of m sapprehension coursed al ong his spine.

Ni kol ai Yanuarievich Usis was rarely bothered by problens that had no rea
existence. "I'll listen to your concerns, N k," he said. "Anytine..."

"In that case," the Bear answered, "you will be ready to react if |ose one
or both Verticals as they take the full load of the ship. It is nmy guess that if
we are destined for a failure, it will occur then."

"Il watch it,"” Brimpronm sed as the cruiser bunped through anot her series
of powerful updrafts. Then further conversation was interrupted from Conplex 81

"Fleet CL.921 is six c'lenyts fromthe nmarker," the controller reported.
"Turn port headi ng one eight zero; join the localizer at or about two thousand
three hundred; you are cleared for instrument |anding vector one seven."

Brimcould visualize that particular stretch of El sene Bay. The vector was
as close enough to shore that you could see the construction cranes of Area B
fromthe bridge. It didn't give himnmuch roomfor error. "Fleet CL.921
acknow edges all that. Many thanks," he answered as he bent Defiant on to her
new cour se

Overspeed warni ng horns for the atnospheric radiators sounded five tines in
cl ose succession due to violent oscillations in the roiling air.

"Wants to rip the radiators off," Aram observed calny

Tell nme about it," Brimgrunbled as he struggled with the controls

"Fl eet CL.921: reduce your speed to one six zero, please."

"CL.921 will be glad to do that," Brimanswered over the continuing noise
of the radi ator overspeed. "One six zero."

"One six zero," Aram repeat ed.

"Got the vector-one-seven glideslope and | ocalizer," Brimreported
presently. Then the warni ng horn sounded agai n, during another horrendous
downdr aft.

"The stuff is really nmoving in on us now," Aram said. "Lookout ahead...."

"You |l ook," Brimjoked. "I'd rather keep nmy eyes shut." Beside him
Vel lington was no longer smiling. She was now sitting bolt upright and staring
silently out the Hyperscreens, her hands suddenly gripping the arnrests unti
her knuckl es were white.

"Fl eet CL.921 eighty-one-B Tower here; you are cleared to |and; vector two
five right, wind fromnine zero at three five, gusts to nine zero."

"Thank you, sir," Brimsaid, nmentally cringing at the potential turbul ence
ahead. This was not the tinme for trouble with anything, especially the
Verticals. "Let's do the prelanding check, N k," he said over his shoulder to
Ursi s.

" At mospheric radiators?" Ursis pronpted

"Locked: two green lights."

"Vertical settings?"

"Thirty-three, thirty-three."

"Normal operation,"” Ursis conmmented.

"Li ghtning comng out of that one," Araminterrupted calny.

"Huh?" Brim asked, |ooking up fromhis glideslope indicator

"Li ghtning," Aramrepeated, "comi ng out of that cloud."

"Wher e?"

"Ri ght ahead of us."

"Ch, thraggling WON-derful," Brim grouched.

"Faith, but ye sure get the gr'at landin' vectors, chield,"” Cal houn joked
over his shoulder, "Did ye tell '"emye war' a Carescrian, perhaps?"
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"That's got to be it," Brimlaughed over his shoul der as the storm cloud
| ooned in the forward Hyperscreens. There was no avoiding it now "Here cones
that wash-off you were tal king about, Aram" he said. "Better call out the
altitudes for ne." Suddenly everything turned black outside as Defiant plunged
into the stormcell. Imediately a torrent of rain and hail began to hammer the
ship, filling the bridge with the roar of its inpact-an angry, bew | dering,
sense-shattering cascade that seened to obliterate every other noise in the
Uni verse. The starship bunped and bucked as if she were alive. It was all Brim
could do to maintain any sort of glidepath at all. He pulled back on the forward
vector and increased the Verticals to maximumin preparation for set down.

"Thirteen hundred irals," Aramintoned calmy.

Brimground his teeth as he fought the stormwith all his flying skill. At
| east the Verticals west running snoothly.

"Twel ve hundred.... Eleven hundred...."

At that instant, Defiant's tall KA PPA tower was struck al nost
simul taneously by three distinct bolts of |ightning. Even inside the bridge, the
sounds were deafening-like three tremendous explosions, each utterly echol ess
and flat in tone. Someone screaned in the rear consoles. Lanps pul sed, al ong
with the local gravity, and every detail of the decks outside was lit with a
blinding brilliance of white fire-nmuted only at the | ast nonent by the
protective Hyperscreens. In the mdst of the chaos, the sound of the Verticals
faded abruptly and the ship began to sink as if she had smashed into a solid
obstruction.

"They' ve tripped out, WIf!" Ursis yelled over the pandenonium "The
Verticals.... They're both gone!"

Suddenly they were tunbling sickeningly fromthe bottom of the storm
dropping like a brick toward the sea, which swept under themlike a
sl ate-col ored torrent of winkled chaos-nountainous rollers and flying spune.
Wth no Verticals to cushion the shock, Defiant would hit the water hard enough

to smash her hull like an eggshell. Fromhis right, Brimcould hear Ursis and
Provodni k frantically trying to restart the two generators.
"Six hundred.... Five hundred.... Four hundred...." Aramintoned as if

there were no particul ar emergency.

"HOOT! HOOT! PULL UP! PULL UP!" the Chairman shrieked with emergency
i nflection. "HOOT! HOOT!..."

Instinctively, Brimhad been bringing the ship's bowup into a vertica
position. Now he was ready to act. "G mre everything you got on the Laterals,
Ni k," he yelled, baring his teeth with effort. "Dunp "EM"

Al four of the big generators suddenly erupted into violent overload as
Ursis shorted the protective load limters and dunped raw energy into every
power chanmber. But the big generators needed tinme to spool up to full power....
Defiant's hull trenbled |like a |eaf, groaning and creaki ng throughout each joint
of her starfrane. In the corner of his eye, Brimcould see the great rollers of
the churning sea below The aft deck nust now be nearing the surface, It was
going to be close...

"HOOT! HOOT! PULL UP! PULL UP! HOOT! HOOT!

HooT! . .. "

In the mdst of the confusion, one of the great waves smashed into
Defiant's stern with a deafening runble-clearly audi bl e even above the nmounting
roar of the straining generators-and threatened to flip her over on her back
like a rowboat. Heart in his nouth, Brimwatched the horizon slide over the top
of the Hyperscreens until-in a titanic upwelling of spray-the big cruiser's
generators overeane her downward nmonentum and she began to rise hesitantly,
straight up Iike one of the prehistoric chem cal rockets.

"She feels it!" Calhoun yelled exultantly. "She feels it!"

Iral by painful iral by painful iral Defiant clinbed away fromthe raging
ocean, still tossed this way and that by the trenendous w nds overhead in the
storm but safe for the nmonent....

"NI'K, WHAT ABOUT THAT RESTART?" Brimyelled over the thunder of the
strai ning generators. "W've got to get her down or head for space."

"One nmoment nore, WIf," Ursis runbled back as the ship rocked violently in
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her vertical position. "Cold starting One," he said, alnost to hinself as his
si x-fngered hands ran surely over the controls. Suddenly, the runble of the

| ateral generators was joined by the high-pitched whine of a single Vertical
"You can now start to ease her back into position," the Bear roared in triunph,
"while we work on Nunmber Two."

A few cycles later, Brimhad Defiant back on an even keel and pl oughing
al ong under the cloud as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened at
al | -except for a hush that had suddenly conme over the entire bridge. Aside from
the generators, the only noise cane from behind himas Collingswod and Cal houn
frantically checked in with every duty section on the ship.

Presently, a hand touched his shoulder. "Wel| done, WIf," Collingswood
said fromdirectly behind him "W seemto have very little interna
damage-after all that. Unfortunately," she added in a voice tense with anger,
"it appears as if our Defiant is still quite susceptible to energy strikes,"

Bri m nodded. "It |ooks that way, Captain," he said.

"The backward wavegui de, N k?"

"l sonehow doubt it, Captain," Usis growled quietly. "They fixed that
after the launch debacle-but it is related to that, or | miss nmy guess."

"Which is a thing you sel domdo," she declared. "W shall this tinme insure
Defiant is a lot nore tolerant or we will not take her to war. | consider nyself
brave, but | amdefinitely not suicidal...."

"Fl eet CL.921: do you see landing vector two five right yet?"

"Fleet CL.921. As soon as we break out of this rain shower we will," Brim
answered. "Yeah.... Now we've got it." Ahead, a solid ruby light flashed out of
the gray di stance. Sudden gusts of wi nd pushed himto port and the |ight began
to separate into horizontal lines. As he corrected to starboard, the |ight
shimered into vertical lines. One last correction to port and it coal esced
agai n.

"Fl eet CL.921: arrival detector reports you had a problemout there," a
femal e voice said fromthe Tower. She sounded a little bit |ike Margot, but
without the latter's perfect nodul ation

"Fleet CL.921 is under control and on final,'

"Thank you, sir."

Of to port, a forest of shipyard cranes slid by in the rain-streaned
Hyperscreens. Brim gl anced down at the bridge decking beneath his feet. It was
littered with the paraphernalia people usually kept on their consol es: purses,
eyegl asses, cvcesse' cups, a bottle of hand lotion, a box of tissues. They'd get
it all sorted out in time. He renmenbered the pulsing gravity, but hadn't
realized it was that strong-too busy to notice, probably...

Only a hundred irals altitude now. He wal ked the steering engines, |ining
her up for flare-out and hover-down-then dropped the port deck against a stiff
crosswi nd blowing fromlandward: the nose wandered a little toward the shore,
but the big starship stayed on her original course like she was riding rails.

St abl e-the ruby | andi ng vector ahead was still steady in the Hyperscreens. No
wonder the shipyard was proud of Defiant-she was going to be a renarkabl e
di sruptor platform

Now i f she'd only learn to stay in the air....

Time to bring her in. Brimchecked his instrunents: descent rate, speed,
pitch. Al on the button. The starship began to sink as he pulled back on the
Verticals-this tinme on purpose. He eased off the steering engine; her bow swing
back to line up perfectly with the ruby vector. He kept the deck slanted for the
drift.... Nose up alittle.... Alittle nore.... He leveled the deck only an
instant before gray cascades of water shot hundreds of irals into the air on
either side of the hull and Defiant settled gently onto her gravity gradient.

They were down-in one piece, Barbousse's huge banner raised to the KA PPA
mast and snapping furiously in the wind.

The bridge suddenly erupted in wild jubilation. Three cheers for WIf
Brim"

"He got us through!"

"Hurray for WIf!"

Bri m answered cal my.
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"To ice, to snow, to Carescria we go!..

Brimfelt his cheeks burn. "I was only trying to save ny own skin," he
protested, but nobody seened to believe him

"Fleet CL.921: if you can nmake that next high-speed turn-off, cross one
seven right and proceed to gravity pool three one three?"

"Fl eet CL.921 copies,” Brimanswered over the continuing hullabaloo in the
bridge. Leaning on the gravity brakes, he skidded the big ship around a turnoff
mar ker bobbing wildly in the heavy swells, then runbl ed across a | ong procession
of flashing buoys. Landing lights of a heavy starship shone brightly at the
di stant |andward end. "Crossing one seven right and proceeding to pool three on
three three," he said. "Cood afternoon."”

"CGood afternoon, sir."

As if it had been a routine |anding...

Before the storny afternoon was over Collingswod had every civilian in the
Conpl ex running for cover. Literally hundreds of KA PPA messages fl ashed
i nst ant aneously across the thousand-odd |ight years that separated
El eandor Besti enne fromthe Inperial Adniralty on Avalon, and presently Defiant
was popul ated by the hi ghest nanagers in the region. Later-as soon as they could
arrive-the top adninistrators on the planet joined their underlings cowering in
the wardroom And when Coffingswood was finished, the civilians received
personal order fromFirst Star Lord Sir Beorn Wrood hinself-via direct link
with the Adnmiralty. Moreover, the orders were personally seconded by none ot her
than Crown Prince Onrad, heir apparent to the Inperial throne at Aval on

Bot h messages were short, to the point, and unnistakable. Defiant was to be
put to rights inmediately, at the highest priority possible. And this tine, she
was to be repaired permanently, or the Planetary CGeneral Manager and each menber
of his senior staff would be held individually-and personally responsible.
Progress reports were to be forwarded to the Adniralty every fifteen netacycles
until the job was finished, and thoroughly tested.

Wth their positions-perhaps their lives, for all they knewliterally at
stake, the shipyard nmanagers caused absol ute engineering nmiracles to be
performed. Wrking around the clock for five solid days, technicians and
engi neers fromall over the planet actually renoved Defiant's bridge and
superstructure, then conpletely rebuilt her Verticals according to the new
specifications created as a result of her initial accident. She was buttoned up
on the morning and afternoon of the sixth day, then flown by an excl usively
civilian crew, including the Planetary Manager and his senior staff as
passengers, through every thunderstormthat could be located in the entire
northern hem sphere during the next week. After shrugging off at |east one
hundred fifty major lightning strikes in flight-and two nore days testing
agai nst an actual battery of disruptors-Defiant was once nore decl ared safe.

Fol I owi ng three additional days of deep-space trails with Blue Capes at
the controls, even Ursis seenmed content with the ship and her systens, and
Col I'i ngswood formal |y accepted the starship fromthe builders a second tine.
This time, the little wardroom cerenpbny was attended by none other than Reynard
J. Eliott, the Planetary General Manager hinself, who had | ately been very much
in evidence around Defiant's gravity pool. Fromhis tired eyes, it was clear
that the man had not seen his palatial residence in the planet's heni sphere
since shortly after Collingswood i nvoked her powerful influence at the
Admiralty. He was a small, buck-toothed civilian with a sallow conpl exi on and
the brisk air of one who is confortable being inportant. His hair was carefully
conbed to cover a balding head, and he acted as if he were teetering between
bei ng annoyed on one hand and uneasy on the other

Bri m had never seen the man wear anything but expensive | ooking business
suits, and wondered if perhaps he had been born in one. O course, he also
carried the archaic, narrow brimed stovepi pe hat of a shipyard nanager. He
m ght been born with that, too, for all Brimknew But then, it was doubtfu
that people at his exalted | evel often got that close to the shipyards they
managed. ... It was sonmehow satisfying to the Carescrian that the nan's expensive
shoes were this evening covered with the sane construction dust as his own.

"Wel I, Conmander," Eliott said loftily to Collingswod, "does the ship neet
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with everyone's approval this tinme?" Wthout waiting for an answer, he opened
the Red Book and placed it on the table before her. "Box nunber 921
pl ease- above your previous signature."

Col I'i ngswood nmade no nove to acknow edge the book's presence. |nstead, she
gl anced nmeaningfully at Brim then at Ursis. "Wll?" she said, placing her
el bows on the table and steepling her fingers, "last chance, gentlenen.”

Bri mpursed his |ips and nodded thoughtfully. At his personal insistence,
he'd ram ned on board during the brutal disruptor testing-and had personally
flown nearly all the deep-space trials. "I have no nore problens, Captain,” he
said in a confident voice. "I'lIl fly her anywhere now. "

Ursis narrowed his tired eyes. He, too, had been aboard during the
di srupter testing. "At last | amsatisfied with Defiant's systens, Captain
Col l'i ngswood, " he declared with a wy smle. "It is high we turn our energies
once nore toward conbating the forces of Nergol Triannic."

At this juncture, Collingswod turned to the Book and applied her
signature. Then she sat back and | ooked up at the General WManager. "Thank you
for everything you' ve done," she said magnani nously. "You' ve been a great
help...."

For a nonent, anger seened to overtake the man's fear. Then he suddenly
rel axed and nodded his head-clearly awed by this mere Commander whose ire could
invoke the First Lord of the Admralty and the Crown Prince.

"You are nost wel cone, Captain," he said evenly. He retrieved the Book and
slipped it under his armas if he were suddenly afraid she nmi ght change her
mnd. "I don't think the ship will disappoint you again."

"Shall we seal that with a goblet of nmeenP" Collingswood asked, nodding to
Ginsby in the panty near by.

At first, Eliott shook his head, then brought hinself up short and smled
the first genuine snmle Brimhad seen on his face. "Yes, | think | shall
Captain,"” he said. "I should be proud to drink to this gallant ship-and her
extraordinary crew. " After the usual toasts were offered, he raised his glass to
Col I'i ngswood al one. "Not too late to wish you |uck, too, Captain," he said.

Col I'i ngswood raised her glass to his silently. Brimknew her mnd was
al ready el sewhere. Defiant was under orders to depart in the norning for the
Escort Training School on Menander-Garand, and in her own way she had al ready
reduced this overblown civilian to a cipher. She was off to nore inportant
consi derations than conquering nettlesone Planetary Managers.

The single-day flight to the training base passed wi thout incident. Wl do
and Aramflew Defiant to a flawl ess landfall-in flaw ess weather on a flaw ess
evening, just as the huge binary-star system Menander was setting on the western
hori zon. After that, they all worked without letup for five solid weeks. The
course was designed to harden new crews and accustomthemto the conditions in
whi ch they would wage their part of the great intragalactic war. The entire
ship's conpany, from Collingswood to the newest able starnman, was under constant
stress nearly every nmetscycle. If they were not out perform ng maneuvers, they
were practicing disrupter drills, or running through Action Stations... or
battling nock radiation fires, or landing the big ship with only part of her
propul sion systens operational. And when they were not out in space, everyone
attended cross-training classes about sone part of the vessel that-before
then-he or she had conpletely taken for granted. Thus, Brimlearned a great dea
about propul sion systens-firsthand. And Ursis flew a starship for the first tine
in his life-astonishingly well. One afternoon, Wellington and her weapons
experts even found thenselves in the Drive chanber, reorienting the sixteen
primary tesla coils-a heavy job nobody ever wanted to do-but one w thout which
Defiant might |ose her ability to travel at Hyperspeeds. During their ordeal,
every nenber of the ship's crewincluding even-tenpered Col | i ngwood-was driven
to the point of near-despair. They were tired beyond tiredness and deathly sick
of constant stress that sacked what little of their strength remained at the end
of each wat ch.

For the nobst part, however, each of themrealized that this was the only
chance they woul d ever get to becone an integrated fighting team capabl e of
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surviving be savagery out in the convoy | anes-wherever they might be. And if the
price of preparation was overwork to the point of pain, the other price-the one
they might surely pay if they weren't prepared-was infinitely nore expensive.

At first, they were not very effective as a crew. Individually, many were
extraordinarily talented, but they had yet to forma coordinated teamand to
experience the excellence that only synergy can produce. Little by little,
however, they progressed. They snoothed off their rough edges and | earned to
work with each other. Moreover, it was a sort of progress that all could see,
for the ship herself functioned better-on a daily basis. Soon, they were nore
often than not declared winners in the vicious hunter-killer games staged daily
by professional "aggressor" crews aboard captured League warshi ps.

Not only did they |earn each other, they also | earned the ship-all her
little idiosyncrasies and quirks. And her strengths. \Wellington was overjoyed at
the disruptor batteries she had to work with. Perhaps her crew showed the nost
mar ked i nprovenent, right fromthe begi nning. Sonething about the woman's
personal ity wel ded her weapons experts into effective teans first off. In only a
few days, they were destroying targets even ships that had nearly conpleted the
course could hardly track. And Defiant became known as a ship of
mar ksmen- extraordi nary marksnen. Before |long, 152-mm disruptors becane known as
"Wl I'i ngtons" throughout the huge training conplex.

It was little enough tinme to prepare for what a fewlike Collingswood-had
known for some tinme now that the war was about to enter a new and even deadlier
phase. Brim/learned about it one norning nore than two-thirds of the way through
the course when a schedul ed maneuver was abruptly canceled for Defiant's
of ficers and senior enlisted personnel. Half dead with fatigue, they were
mar ched fromtheir duty stations into huge skimrers and bussed overland to the
central training conplex

There-in a nost secret briefing-they learned that all was not well within
the League of Dark Stars. Nergol Triannic, it seemed, had pronised his nobles at
the war's outset that mastery of the galaxy would be theirs in no nore than two
years. To that end, he sent his ninion Kabul Anak on a bl oody march of conquest
across the stars that-at its zenith-reached out its claws for Aval on herself.
However, since those first dark days, the rolling stormfromthe League had
| argely been stemmed-held to al nost a deadl ock as the I nperial comonweal th
gathered itself into a war footing, then began to force Anak and his invaders to
pay dearly for each star and planet, battle for each asteroid.

Now, nore nman eight years after the first savage attacks, Triannic found
hi nsel f under intense pressure to nake good his prom se-however |ate. The
League's nost inportant ports were securely bl ockaded; the overall econony was
al most totally stifled; and maintenance of his Controllers with their
ever-burgeoning mlitary enpire was bl eeding the econonmy white.

In a desperate attenpt to acconplish his original covenant-and thus
preserve his sovereignty-Triannic had ordered a sharp revision in strategy. The
first inkling of this manifested itself when Anak's attacks became increasingly
| ess frequent, then, in the last nonths, ceased alnost entirely. Sinultaneously,
League shipyards nearly doubl ed their output-sacrificing whole cities for raw
materials to feed the new buil ding prograns.

Worki ng round the clock, Inperial intelligence gathering-and-analysis units
had pi eced together interlocking bits of information revealing Triannic's newest
ploy. In one great throw of the conqueror's dice, he planned to send Kabul Anak
and his new fleets on a direct attack at Avalon with an armada so powerful the
Enpire could not place sufficient counterforce inits path to save the capita
bef ore defenses crunbled and the governnent itself finally came under the
League's col |l ective thunb.

As a secondary objective, nost of the Inperial squadrons would al so be
destroyed in the process, ground into space debris by concentrated fire fromthe
most powerful starfleet in the known Universe.

A maj or conplication in the League plan, however, was Avalon's |ocation
within the tenpestuous galactic center. The five Honme Pl anets and their triple
star, Asterious, were surrounded by a nearly inpregnabl e sphere of nighty
asteroid shoals and bl azing ranparts of drift, swarns of neutron stars,
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celestial debris, free atons, and cosm c deserts-all of it swept by treacherous
gravity storns and particle aval anches. Only one reasonabl e i nvasi on path

exi sted. This was an opening very much like the iris of an eye-with the great
star harbor and military base of Hador-Haelic at its very center. A very
powerful fleet would be required to force this passage, but such was precisely
what Triannic-and his mnion Adm ral Kabul Anak-planned to bring about in the
m nimumtime possible.

To that end, in heavily defended star harbors near the League capital of
Tarrott, powerful battle groups were al ready assenbling-under cover of great
secrecy. Triannic had no idea that so nuch of his plan was already conpronmn sed
But nowit was the Enpire's task to fortify Hador-Haelic before the attack cane.
The one key itemof information Avalon's forces | acked was when the attack mi ght
take pl ace.

A great, historic clock was inexorably counting off cycles-and only the
Leaguers knew how long it would run. But when Anak did choose to |aunch his
great thrust, it was clear to Brimthat Defiant would be on hand for the titanic
struggle to contain it. And that was precisely where he wanted to be.

During the | ast hectic week of training, Defiant was pitted agai nst a group
of three captured League warships; this tinme she was cast in a role of an
attacker. It was clear that the highly trained "aggressor" ships were
ill-prepared to cope with the new light cruiser's surprising speed. And
Col I'i ngswood used the ship's advantage brilliantly, forcing her "enemes" to
fight by her own rules, attacking when they |east expected it and never
remaining in one locality |Iong enough for themto use what would anount to their
superior firepower. Unfortunately for the "aggressors,"” each tine they did
maneuver into a position to benefit fromtheir conbined disruptors, the wily
Col I'i ngswood used her speed-plus Brims extraordi nary hel nemanship-to
out maneuver them thus sustaining only mnor "danage" to Defiant while
Vel lington scored sufficient "hits" to win the desperately fought nock conbats.

At the end of the training period, the tired "aggressors" good-naturedly
KA' PPAed a surrender.

"W give up," they nessaged. "We'd rather fight Anak's people any day!"

Brimsmled to hinself as a signal officer read off the nessage on the
ship's blower. Tough as they'd nade things seem he well knew that Defiant's
real test would not occur until she faced actual conbat. Nothing could quite
sinmulate the real threat of death...

Two days after the nock battles-and following a cerenonial flyby of the
week's graduating ships for Rear Admral (the Hon.) Nabonasser K.  Contist,
Conmander of the Escort School -Defiant and her crew were granted a short | eave
before reporting for convoy duty at Hador-Haelic. Brimhad been half expecting
this m ght happen, and had sonehow found tine-and energy-during the hectic
curriculumto formhis plans accordingly.

He got a civilian KA PPA nessage off only cycles after Defiant was safely
nmoor ed and he had personally secured her helm

TO MARGOT EFFER WYCK, LT., |I.F. ® ADM RALTY

AVALON 19-993. 367

FROM WLF A BRIM LT, |I.F. @ MENANDER- GARAND

341. 98- R31

per sonal

MARGOT: FI VE DAYS' LEAVE AND A ROUND- TRI P HOP

TO AVALON ALLOW NEARLY A FULL DAY ON

AVALON! |.F.S. ALBATRON MAKES LANDFALL TWO

DAYS FROM NOW AT ZECHLEY FLEET BASE ON LAKE

MERSI N. NI NE BELLS OF THE AFTERNOON WATCH. |

SHALL CONTACT AMBRI DGE. YOUR CHAUFFEUR AT

THE EFFER | AN EMBASSY

ETERNALLY- W LF

Afterward, he frantically packed a small traveling bag and-with U sis and
Provodni k driving an open ski mrer at breakneck speed through the base-arrived at
Al batron's gravity pool while they were just about to collapse the brow. He was
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| ast aboard the little LK-91, a fast packet he had learned to fly at the

Hel msman' s Acadeny, squeezing through a half-closed hatch on his way to the
cranped bridge. There, he traded places with the ship's regular pilot-a tal
fellow with w spy noustaches, a great woolly head of hair, and a nost relieved
| ook on his face.

"Universe, Brim" the man said as he clinbed nervously out of the
Hel msman' s seat, "I thought | was going to end up having to fly the Aval on run
anyway. You don't believe in cutting things close or anything, do you?"

Brim | aughed. "I'm here-and now you can go ahead and get narried. Wat el se
matters?”

"Il think of sonething by the tinme you get back, you rascal!" the man
called as be galloped into the conpanionway to the nmain deck

Monents later, Brimwatched himrun at full speed across the brow and into
the arns of a dark, |ong-haired wonan waiting outside a small skimrer near the
brow portal. Then he occupied hinmself with the control s-too busy now for nmuch of
anyt hi ng except making his own personal schedule to Aval on. He wasn't racing off
to be married or anything like that-but he certainly had related thoughts at the
back of his mnd...

The spaceways between Menander-Garand and Aval on were well within Avalon's
sphere of influence, and the speedy tittle packet nade her Hyperlight journey
wi t hout incident, despite the great war that raged el sewhere in the galaxy. Brim
snoot hly nade | andfall and taxied to the military conplex through a clear,
sunlit winter afternoon, arriving at his assigned | akeside gravity pool three
cycl es before nine bells sounded in the bridge. He braked to a stop at precisely
the same instant that a graceful black |inousine skimer slowed to a hover just
outside the entrance to the brow, engulfing the bare trees in a cloud of blow ng
snow. Only in Avalon, he |aughed to hinself. The capital city was so full of
i nousi nes that many were actually used as delivery vehicles. This one would be
pi cking up some inportant elenment of the ship's cargo, for there was certainly
nobody of any particul ar inportance aboard.

"Shut 'emoff, Mack," he called over his shoulder to the Systens Engineer,
men with the generators spooling down in the background, he braced hinself for
the switch to internal gravity. It was a transition that even in the best of
circunstances nmade hi mstaggeringly dizzy for a few nonents-no matter how nany
times he went through it. And it happened at the precise nonent he thought he
spi ed a huge, green-liveried footnman open the door of the lino for a strangely
famliar figure bundled in a Fl eet Cape-whose short blond curls in wanton
disarray started his heart pounding all out of control.... He blinked his
blurred eyes as the figure hurried through the portal and out over the brow. No
one else in the entire Universe |ooked like mat. "Margot!" he gasped, nearly
tripping as he fought his way out of the helmsman's seat. "See you tonmorrow," he
call ed, grabbing his bag and plunging wildly into the conpani onway.

"Yeah," the engineer called after him "If ya' don't break your xaxtdammed
neck before that!"

As Brimran toward the main hatch, he felt cold winter air rushing into the
ship along the passageway. There was perfunme in it! Special perfune. And then
she was there, standing at the end of the brow with the nbst beautiful snile be
had ever seen. Al he wanted in the whole Universe-and be sinply didn't have any
words. But then, neither did she-which turned out to be all right anyway,
because both their |lips were abruptly too busy conmunicating in a rmuch nore
Uni versal | anguage than formal Aval oni an.

Her arnms were still tightly around himwhen he finally westled his
breat hi ng under control. Dockyard workers were pushing their way past into the
starship when he guided her into a little alcove beside the hatch and out of the
traffic. AtAt that nonent, not even direct orders fromthe Enmperor hinself would
have nmade himinterrupt this nost nagical interl ude.

After a while, she half opened her eyes in the sleepy kind of way he
knew and | oved-so well. He started to speak, but she placed a finger on his
lips. ""Swiftly coursed o' er Space and Tine /-Spirit of the Night, she recited
in a breathless whisper. "'Qut of the firmanent sublinme, / Were fromthe yet
ungazed starlight, / Thou weavest dreanms of joy and fear, / That nake thee
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terrible and dear, /-Safe was thy flight.""

Brimlet the poetic lines of Laerites's "Ode to the Void," sweep over him
fromout of the past. "W shouldn't waste even a nonment, Margot,"” he whi spered.
"This ship is due out again | ate tonorrow norning."

She grinned and rhythmcally ground her torso into his. "You' ve got ne off
to a magnificent start already, Lieutenant Brim" she said a little
breathlessly. "If it were warnmer outside, | think I'd show you what | don't have
on under this cape right here and now. "

Bri m | aughed and squeezed her to himtighter, thrusting hinself
rhythm cally agai nst her. "Wuldn't | love that," he whispered in her ear

"Qo-0," she giggled, as if she were suddenly out of breath. Her eyebrows
arched and she smiled happily. "I'd hoped you night be off to that sane kind of
start." Her eyes suddenly sparkled. "The |inobusine has one-way glass, WIf.
Let's have Anbridge drive us to the enbassy so we can do sonething about these
hor mrones of ours. After that, perhaps we can | ove each other a little nore
rational ly."

Taking a deep breath, Brimplaced his hands at the small of her back and
drew her even closer. " '"Cone let us twine together, you and I,'" he answered as
she crouched slightly and opened herself to him '"The nonents we may | ove are
far too few, / And hel pless through Tine's corridors we fly, / Enbraced-you to
and | to you....'" For a few nonents afterward, he was too busy kissing to think
of anything el se except warmbreath and wet, wet |ips. Then, surreptitiously
checki ng the hal l way-whi ch was enpty-he backed her farther into the al cove and
gently raised the hemof her cape to her waist. "Great Universe," he gasped
whil e his knees began to trenble al nbost out of control

"Whuld | try to deceive you, ny |ove?" Margot asked, licking her lips and
| ooking at himw th what could only be described as a totally shanel ess smrk

"Or did you nerely need reassurance that | amstill a blonde?..." True to
her royal word, in addition to a heated Fl eet Cape, Her Royal Hi ghness, The
Princess Margot Effer'wck, was wearing only boots...

* * *

In the rapidly fading winter afternoon, neither Brimnor Margot found they
woul d-or necessarily could-wait until they reached the enbassy. Therefore, the
surprise of the linousine's swerve and the grating shriek of collapsing netal
cane as a doubl e shock.

"Voot's ear!" Margot spluttered, thrown spread-eagled to the floor of the
I i mousi ne. "Wwhat was that?"

"I think we've had an accident,” Brimsaid, still on the seat and shakily
focusing his eyes through the cracked glass at an Arny staff skimrer that
appeared to have enbedded itself in the |inousine's engine conpartnent. A |arge
crowd was gat hering even as he spoke.

"Sweet, thraggling Universe,"” Margot exclained as she frantically struggled
to retrieve her cape-it had sonmehow becone jamed under a consol e-"where are
we?"

"Mnm" Brimgrunted, discovering to his dismy how thoroughly trousers can
becone entangled with boots. "I don't know It's a part of town |I've never seen
Looks li ke sone sort of ethnic sector, though. Everybody's got on weird colors."”

Presently, Anbridge appeared outside in the gl ow of energency | anps,
frowning and stroking his chin as he inspected the danage. He was joi ned al nost
i medi ately by a short, runpled Arnmy captain with suspicious, rheuny eyes, a
thick brown noustache, and a lantern jaw to rival any professional Corbut
westler's. The officer had just raised an accusatory finger in Anbridge's
direction when he was interrupted by a grating voice that absolutely set Brims
teeth on edge.

"I SAY! Can't you idiot civilians EVER learn to drive properly?"

Brimfelt his eyebrows-and hackles-rise as a fanmliar figure swaggered into
view outside. "Sweet, clotted crunbs of xorkfrew, " he swore. "I knew |
recogni zed that voice. It's thraggling Hagbut!" He shook his head as nenories
returned in a flood. General (the Hon.) Gastudgon Z' Hagbut, Xce, N B.E
QOC., Inperial Expeditionary Forces (Conbat) was the same snall
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i nt ense-1o0oking superpatriot of mddling years under whose comand he had served
during The A' zurnian canpai gn. Red-faced and customtailored as al ways, Hagbut
still spoke as if he disliked showing his teeth.

"Hagbut ?" Margot denanded, attenpting to conb her hair and apply makeup at
the same tinme. "You nean General Hagbut?"

"l see you've already net him too," Brimsaid dryly, watching the Captain
and a nunber of gaily dressed onl ookers nuscle his clearly disabled vehicle to
the opposite curb

"I can't believe it!" Margot grow ed under her breath. "Wat perfectly
horribl e luck." She shook her head. "You were with himon A zurn, weren't you?"

"Yeah," Brimacknow edged dismally, "bad |luck then, too."

"Il bet," Margot said, adjusting her service cap, "I have to work with
that perfect stuffed shirt at |east once a week." She peered glumy through the
one-way glass. "I think | heard sonebody say he's fromthe O nwald regi on of the
gal axy-and I'I|l bet we're in mat section of town."

"YQU, in there!" Hagbut roared inperiously, pounding on ne roof over Brinms
head. "COVE OUT OF THAT LI MOUSI NE whoever you are!" Then he pointed to Anbridge
as if the man were an especial ly dangerous adversary. "How DARE you exercise
right-of-way over a General Oficer of the Inperial Arny?"

"B-but General," Anbridge protested. "The signal was dearly in the favor of
my limousine. | was already started into the intersection when your staff car
hit nme."

"You had NO BUSINESS in that intersection when | was coning through,"”
Hagbut interrupted, Then he pounded on the |inpusine again. "COVE OQUT OF THERE
and face the consequences, you dammed civilians!"

Brim gl anced at Margot, who now seened to be reasonably satisfied with her
appearance. Her cheeks, however, had cone flushed enough to be noticeable, even
in the conparative darkness of the linousine. And her eyes were narrowed to
slits. He had just reached for the door button when she placed a restraining
hand firmy on his sleeve.

"Wait," she said between clenched lips, "this is my problem" Wth a dark
| ook on her face, she clinbed past hi mopened the door herself. Anbridge was in
the process of explaining again that the traffic signal was enabled for their
di rection when Hagbut interrupted himin nidsentence.

"Here on Avalon, signals are of little concern to vehicles on | MPORTANT

OFFI Cl AL BUSI NESS, " he blustered. "AND FURTHERMORE..." Abruptly, his voice
trailed off while his jaw dropped. "P-princess Effer' wck," he gasped.
"You tell '"em General," the Captain growl ed, still directing his anger-and

his attention-entirely to Anbridge. "Dammed civilians, anyway..."

"SHUT UP, Captain!"

"Huh?..."

"Princess Effer'wck! What an extrene pleasure to see you here, YOUR
H GHNESS. How unfortunate of ny clunsy aide to cause this accident...."

"l caused what ?"

"Ah, good evening, General Hagbut," Margot answered coolly. "I believe that
| heard you say Anbridge caused the accident?"

"Yeah, General, | ah..."

"WIl you BE QU ET, Captain? You know perfectly well it was your fault."

"B-but, Ceneral, you was the one that was hungry. | didn't want to run the

signal. They'd have kept our reservation at the restaurant....'

Hagbut's face turned a deep crinson, and he started to speak, but
Anbri dge-who had returned to the chauffeur's conpartment-used that nonent to
spin up the linousine's traction engine. It failed to catch, however, and
drifted to silence. Monentarily distracted, Hagbut glanced past Margot into the
linmpbusine. "BRIM" he exclained in surprise. "Wat the nane of Kaehler are you
doing in a linmobusine with a princess?"

"Good evening, General," Brimsaid, stepping to the pavenent and sal uti ng.
"It is good to see you again, sir," he lied, raising his voice over a second
unsuccessful attenpt to start the |linmousine' s traction engine.

"AH, YES," Hagbut crowed, clearly on the | ookout for any distraction from
the present situation. "I"'msure it is, young man!" He turned to Margot. "Last
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year," he said boastfully, "I only helped further this young Carescrian's
mlitary career, but |-PERSONALLY-provided himw th the tactical advice that
enabled himto performan OUTSTANDI NG ni ssion and win an A zurni an nedal ."

Brimgritted his teeth while Anbridge made a third unsuccessful attenpt to
start the linobusine. Wre the truth known, during the A zurnian raid, he'd saved
bot h Hagbut's career and his skinny neck...

"l say, DIDN' T | ?" Hagbut pronpted, pulling on Brinm s sleeve.

"It was a fine mssion, CGeneral," the Carescrian replied.

"A 'fine' mssion?" Hagbut exclained blusteringly. "Is that all you have to
say about it? Wiy, thanks to ne, it nmde you part of MY SUCCESS. Part of an
| MPERI AL TRI UVPH! "

"Your Highness," Anbridge interrupted fromthe driver's seat. "lI'mafraid
the traction engine won't start. | have another car on its way fromthe Enbassy,
but the driver requires at least half a nmetacycle to drive here."

"MOST UNFORTUNATE, " Hagbut booned with a sudden | ook of concern. He frowned
for a nonent, then abruptly broke into a smle of sorts, one of the few Brim
could renmenber. "Wth such a long tine to wait, Princess," he said, shooting his
cuffs grandly, "surely you will join ne for supper. That way, your enbassy
driver need not hurry to pick you up-and | can enjoy your conpany whilst |
endeavor to ATONE for the CLUVBI NESS OF MY AIDE." He glared at his crestfallen
conpani on while a gaggle of street urchins hel ped Anbridge push the Effer'ian
| i mousi ne onto a side street.

Bri m wat ched Margot's eyebrows rise-clearly, she hadn't expected anyt hing
like this. She opened her nouth...

"Ch, come on, now, Your Highness," Hagbut interrupted, turning on all the

charm he could nuster. "As a native Ornwaldian, | know this section as if it
were ny horme. We have an excellent dining establishnment only A FEW STEPS from
this VERY intersection: the Gol den Cockerel; | dine there often. AND, | shal

even EXTEND ny invitation to Captain Quince-1 believe you have nmet him Your
H ghness-as well as Lieutenant Brim The two of them can discuss, er, MLITARY
matters and so forth whilst we speak on nore CULTURED subjects. Now, what do you
say? In the interests on intra-Enpirical relations..."

Margot turned to Brimwith a frantic ook in her eyes. "Wwell..." she
st ammer ed.

It was the first tinme he could renenber seeing her flustered. O course,
Hagbut coul d have no idea that she and a nere Carescrian planned to spend the
eveni ng maki ng | ove. Most royalty considered that Carescrians were hardly

sentient.... And then it hit turn like a sack of rocks-if they joined Hagbut in
a restaurant, she'd be expected to take off her cloak!
"Real ly, General," Margot inparted, color rising to her cheeks again. "It

was only a minor accident-no one was hurt. WIf and | can wait in the |inousine
until..."

"Nonsense, Your Highness," Hagbut countered. "I shall hear none of it.

Qui nce caused you this inconvenience in MY service,"-he glared nonentarily at
the captain-"and | MJST nake sone restitution, at |east."

"General ," Margot articul ated, unconsciously pulling her cloak closer
around her neck, "I certainly appreciate your concern, but, please. None of this
i s necessary."

"I't nost CERTAINLY is," Hagbut protested, his glance flashing angrily to
Brim "OR " he continued, smling sardonically, "should | report to the
Intelligence Council that Your Hi ghness is showing definite favoritismtoward
the Fl eet?"

"How coul d you even say such a thing, General ?" she protested. Brimcould
see that her hands were now balled into fists behind her back. Hagbut had scored
a telling point.

"I jest, of course," Hagbut guffawed, clearly sniffing victory.

"Of course," Margot said sullenly.

"Well-1-1!" Hagbut crowed, noving quickly now "That settles that, doesn't
it?"

Pani ¢ flashed across Margot's eyes. She touched her throat for a nonent,
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then took a deep gulp of air-like a diver facing a |l ong descent. "I capitulate,
General ," she sighed presently. "Perhaps it is tine we sat down together. WIf,
| believe there was sonething you planned to purchase on our way to the Enbassy.
Per haps you ought to get that out of the way before you join us at the table?"

Brimfrowned. "A purchase, Princess?" he asked.

Margot fixed himwi th an urgent expression in her eyes. "Yes,
"Renmenber? Size fourteen over point three thirty-nine."

Si ze?... Understandi ng suddenly dawned! "Er... yes," be stunbled. "Yes, the
speci al purchase! Wiat was the... ah, Duchess's... ah, size again. Princess?"

"Fourteen over point three thirty-nine," Margot repeated with a | ook of
undiluted relief on her face.

she sai d.

"Thank you," Brimsaid, bowing with great deference. "I shall see to the
matter imediately. General, a matter of great inportance to the Effer'ian
enbassy. "

Hagbut nodded-as usual, he hadn't been paying attention. "Well, don't be
too long, mboy," he advised, pulling Brimclose to his face. "Ch, | know that

you Carescrians don't frequent establishnents like this one," he whispered in a
fatherly tone. "Very high class and all that." His breath snelled as if he

sel dom brushed his teeth. "But don't let that drive you off. Sinply follow nme in
your actions, and you will be quite acceptable. Quince!" he ordered, disn ssing
Brimlike a street beggar. "Quick step ahead and secure a larger table for us,
man. The nanme of HAGBUT is well known there!"™ Wth that, he deftly grasped
Margot's el bow and marched her along the street like a prisoner.

Brimstood for a noment on the teem ng sidewal k transfixed, Now what? He
was prepared to handle any starship in the gal axy-or fight a hundred Leaguers
si ngl e-handed-but this was a different kind of problementirely! He started in
the opposite direction, shaking his head in consternation. D splays of wonen's
clothing were everywhere, in positively bew |l dering arrays of colors and styles!
How di d they choose anything to wear? Fromtinme out of mind, he'd worn nothing
but uniforms-and there were too many versions of themfor his |liking. He
chuckl ed to hinself. Thank the Universe for unifornms....

Uni f or ns!

O course. He could certainly handl e the purchase of a wonan's
uni formespecially since he knew the correct size fornula! And it stood to
reason that at l|east a few of the many dress shops would offer Fleet garb...
This time, he started off with a bit of assurance in his stride...

After considerabl e wal ki ng and searchi ng, however, it becane clear that his
newf ound confi dence was | anmentably m splaced. Nowhere in the at |east eleven
billion display wi ndows he had stuthed so far was there anything that | ooked
even renmotely like a Fleet uniform

And there was precious little tine to search any farther. He coul d i nagi ne
Margot's attenpts to explain why she wanted to dine in her cape

Close to sonmething mat felt a lot |ike panic, he stunbled reluctantly
toward a | arge store whose w ndows di splayed nani ki ns that appeared to be about
Margot's size and shape. However, except for a beautiful neem colored gown she'd
once worn to a ball, he'd only seen her in-and out of-her uniforns. He had
absolutely no idea what she m ght choose for herself.

I nside, the sales floor was noderately crowded-all wonmen-and every one of
them was conspi cuously ignoring his very nmal e presence. Even Leaguers | ooked
friendlier! Feeling his face burn with enbarrassnment, be picked his way to the
sal es consol e through a maze of little counters filled with silky-I|ooking
under gar nment s.

"Yes-s-s?" a wonman said, glaring over her glasses. She was at |east a head
taller than Brim with nmean little eyes, nousy gray hair, and protruding teeth.
She | ooked |i ke a professional virgin.

"Ah," he stamered, "I need... um.. a woman's outfit....'

"For yoursel f?" the wonman asked.

Brimground his teeth. Woever said that war was hell never tried shopping
for wonen's garnments! Swallowing a great lunp in his throat, he pointed to a
dress on a nearby mani kin. "One of t-those." he stamrered desperately. It was a
tight-fitting bluish something that would at least go well with Margot's boots.
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And it also seened as if it might be the proper shade for a blonde to wear, even
though it certainly showed a | ot of mani kin. He shrugged to hinself. If nothing
else, it was clearly fashionable-he'd seen a lot of simlar outfits on the
street outside the store.

"That one?" the wonman asked, her eyebrows raised in a surprised expression

"That one," Brimsaid, trying to act as if he were even the slightest bit
confident of his decision. He could feel sweat beading out on his forehead.

"Hmph! " the woman nuttered under her breath. "Well, it certainty takes al
ki nds."

By now, it seened as if everyone in the store had stopped her shoppi ng and
was either looking at himin absolute repudiation or talking about himwith a
scow on her face. Trying to stretch a collar that had sonehow grown too tight,
he gave the sal eswoman Margot's size fornula and his Hol ol D card. Then he stood
by unconfortably trying not to notice the lacy garnents he usually glinpsed only
i n bedroons.

The clerk required at |east six standard nonths to conplete his
transaction, then another year or so to retrieve and wap a blue outfit of the
proper size. Finally-with a huge red box under his armhe beat a hasty retreat
back to the street, soaked with perspiration and enbarrassed beyond belief. In
conparison, Defiant's |aunching had been a breeze!

Brimarrived puffing in the el egant rococo foyer of the Gol den Cocker el
after a much |l onger hike than he'd expected. Dance nusic wafted softly fromthe
di ni ng room whil e an abbrevi ated, crinmson-unifornmed nmajor-dono bowed so deeply
that the great feathered turban he wore nearly fell from his head.

"The Hagbut party,"” Brim said.

"Ah, yes-you nust be their mssing |ieutenant,'
"General Hagbut awaits you in the dining room™

"First," Brimsaid, handing the man his package-with a sizable credit note
on top-"Princess Effer'wck will turn up here looking for this shortly after |
am seated. Be sure that you deliver it into her hands privately. |Is that
under st ood?"

The maj or-dono pocketed the note as if it had never existed. "I shal
personally see to it, Lieutenant," he said quietly, placing the package beneath
a counter. Then be led Brimgrandly through the foyer.

In the crowded, noisy dining room Hagbut's table was |located close to the
tiny dance floor, Margot was seated rigidly upright at the General's right-and
| ooking nore than just a little distracted. At her fingertips, a barely sanpled
trio of neem salad, and soup gave nute testinony to her disconfort-and | ack of
appetite. Brimcould al nost feel her |ook of relief when he took his seat and
di screetly nodded toward ne foyer. She excused herself w thin nonents and
di sappeared through the arch

"Harrunpf," Hagbut growl ed, rending a great chunk fromhis dinner roll
"The Princess clains she has a chill or sonmething. Just |ike a woman. | suppose
she isn't feeling well, is she?..."

"Ah, not entirely," Brimreplied, "but she may pick up once she has
sonething to eat."

"She sure hasn't eaten much so far,'
"Look at the good soup she's wastin'."

Brimtried a spoonful of his own-it was excellent although a bit cool by
now. "Well," he added, "perhaps the nain course will do it."

Wiile they waited for Margot to return, Hagbut and Qui nce droned on wi thout
| etup. The General was just hitting his stride in a noisy discourse on military
di scipline when he idly glanced toward the foyer, stopped in the mddle of his
sentence, then suddenly turned a chal ky shade of white. "EGAD " he excl ai ned,
his eyebrows hoisted to a state of caricature.

Si nul t aneously, the entire dining roomlapsed into utter silence-except the
orchestra. That was squel ched a nonent |ater by a stupendous crash when one of
the waiters dropped his tray of dishes. Brimwhirled in his chair just in tine
to see Margot stride regally across the floor in the blue dress with a | ook of
triunmph on her face.

the little man purred.

Qui nce observed with his nouth full
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She | ooked terrific! No wonder everyone in the dining roomwas staring.

Close in her wake scurried the major-donp-who for sonme reason had a
positively distraught ook on his thin face. He caught up just as she arrived at
the table. "P-princess..." he , stamrered, clearing his throat nervously,
"ah...."

Mar got st opped behind her chair and | ooked down at him "WIf" she asked
i mperi ously.

"Un. .your.. .um.." He nodded-apparently at her bosom "Um.. Your
H ghness's... um.." He nervously pinched the fleshy part of his hand. "Um..
not hi ng, Your Hi ghness."

"Then what, may | ask, are you waiting for? Help me into ny chair," she
commanded haughtily. "C early, none of ny conpanions seens to renenber his
manners this evening."

On the instant, all four nen scranbled in a conmc attenpt to reach her
chair, but Margot slid into place by herself as if they hadn't noved, "Too
|ate," she said, surreptitiously winking at Brimwhile the major-donp beat a
hasty retreat back to the safety of his foyer. Monents later, their main course
was served

During the next few cycles, it rapidly becane apparent that sonething had
mysteriously inverted everyone's roles' at the table. Now it was Hagbut and
Qui nce who only picked at their food-silently. For the nost part, they sat with
their heads pulled in like turtles, staring uneasily at their plates as if they
were unwilling to neet the eyes of others in the room

Margot, on the other hand, was feasting as if she hadn't eaten for a week.
Clad in her seductive blue dress, she was chattering ebulliently to everyone at

the table. "Excellent fare, Ceneral!" she exclaimed happily. "And a wonderfu
choice of restaurant. | shall certainly return here again and again."
"Harrunpf...."

"Why, GCeneral!" Margot said, peering at Hagbut's plate, "my stars, you have
hardly touched your supper. And you, too, Captain Quince. Perhaps we should have
new pl ates brought fromthe kitchen." She pushed her chair back. "I shall cal
the mgj or-dono...."

"Egad! Harrunmpf. Ah, no, Princess," Hagbut stamrered. "Indeed, that will
not be necessary. Captain Quince and | nust be |eaving upon the monent." He
rubbed his nose lightly.

"Ah, yeah," Quince affirnmed, squirmng in his seat. "P-pressin' natters an'
all. You know." He nodded toward the foyer, where a tired-looking soldier with a
driver's arm band | eaned agai nst the wail talking to Anbri dge and anot her
green-liveried enbassy chauffeur

"General Hagbut!" Margot asserted with a pout. "That cannot be! | am here,
after all, at your invitation. Can these pressing matters be so inportant that
you will not favor ne with at | east one dance set? Must | report to ny Uncle
Geyffin that you abandoned us after Captain Quince attacked ny |inousine?"

Hagbut's face turned a bright red again, and his eyes | ooked as |If he had
just been shot with a high-energy blaster. "D dance set?..." he stammered.

Margot giggled. "OF course, Ceneral," she said, flaunting her bosom from
the I owcut dress. "Certainly the great General Hagbut would not deny a poor
princess the pleasure of dancing to such an el egant orchestra." She angled her
bead and fluttered her eyelashes. "I have often heard you tell ny associates
that you are a superb dancer." She turned to Brimwith a | ook of victory in her
eyes. "Lieutenant Brim" she ordered, "ny chair, please!"

Perspiration beading his forehead, Hagbut got to his feet |ike soneone
facing a firing squad. H's face had taken on a nottled effect: part angry
crimson, part chalky white. "A-at your service, Princess," he said in a clipped,
squeaky voi ce

"Ch, thank you, Ceneral," Margot twittered, grabbing his arm and
practically dragging himonto the dance floor. Brimhad never before realized
what a perfectly erotic wal k she had. O course, he'd never seen her in such a
dress before, either-alnost better than w thout one...

It was clear that Quince had also noticed Margot's charmi ng way of wal ki ng.
He was sitting with his jaw hangi ng open and shaking his head in clear
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di sapproval . "Universe," he whispered under his bream

Brimfrowned. "What seens to be the matter, Captain?" he demanded. "Both
you and the General appear to be awfully upset over sonething."

" Xaxt dammed good and right we're upset,"” Quince sul ked. The very idea. |
can sort of imagine a lowife Carescrian |like you thinkin' sonething like that's
all right-but holy Gort, you'd expect a princess would have a little nore

pride."

Brimfelt his race flush with anger. He considered the source, then
shrugged it off-Carescrians could easily spend ill their spare tinme dueling with
di mbul bs like Quince. "I don't understand," he said evenly. "Wat does pride

have to do w th anything?"

"Huh?" Quince said, turning his full face toward Brimfor the first tine.
"You sound like you really don't know what's goin' on."

"I wasn't aware that anything was going on, Captain," Brimsaid,
"especially concerning the Princess. But if there is, | want to know about
it-right now "

Qui nce frowned and nodded toward the dance fl oor, where Margot and
Hagbut -who didn't | ook any too sure of hinself-were noving to a conplex, and
quite energetic, version of the Zubian triple-hop. "Wll, how about that whore's
dress, for starters?" he asked resentfully.

"Whore's dress?"

"F' xaxt sake, yeah. Who else in this joint is dressed |ike one of them
O nwal d prostitutes?”

Brimfelt hinmself stiffen. He was about to grab the Captain by his |apels
when a chilling thought hit himlike a thunderbolt. "Wat's an O nwald
prostitute?" he asked, heart in his nouth: He was suddenly afraid he already
knew the answer. ...

The Captain nmade a face and shook his head. "Well, you sure nmust of seen a
few of "emon the street outside tonight. They're all over the place-lookin
just like the princess does. The Ornwal d Bureau of Health nmakes the girls wear
them bl ue dresses any tine they're workin'-an' all the wonen's shops in the
district has to carry '"emby |law. Keeps the nei ghborhood nice an' clean."” He

shook his head sourly. "Still can't figure what a royal princess is doin' with
one on, though-but it's sure steanmed the General sone. | nean, he's a proud
man. "

Brimfelt his heart sink. Margot and Hagbut were now virtually al one on the
dance fl oor-everybody was wat ching them and appl audi ng. He squeezed his eyes
shut in nortification. "Blue dresses like that are uniforns for prostitutes?" he
asked, forcing the words through cl enched teeth.

" Xaxt dammed right."

"Ch, thraggling WON-der-ful...."

"Huh?"

"Not hing, Captain," Brimsaid. "Just clearing ny throat."

After that, Quince began wolfing down the remains of his supper and only
st opped when Hagbut hove into view, towed by a grinning, triunphant-I|ooking
Margot Effer'wyck. By now, the General |ooked as if he'd | ost sone vast
territorial canpaign. H's eyes had taken on a gaunt, hunted | ook and his face
was even redder than his epaul ettes.

"My chair, General ?" Margot asked, batting her eyel ashes.

"Harrunpf...HAW"

"Ch, thank you," Margot went on breathlessly. "You are indeed an excellent
dancer. Wiy, 1 declare, sinply everyone was admring us out there, weren't
t hey?"

"Ee-gad!"

"Um .. General,"” Qince exclained rising suddenly fromhis seat with a
worried | ook. "I'mgonna get himout of here," he said to Brimas he took
Hagbut's arm "He gets this way sonetines...." Wth that, he led the tottering
man out into the foyer.

Margot smiled a little ruefully, her cheeks still flushed with excitenent.
"I probably shouldn't have done that," she said, "but the old goat had it com ng
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for such a long tinme."
Brimstiffened. "What do you nean?" he asked.

Margot giggled. "I mean, | shouldn't have upset the old fool so."

"You know why he was upset?" Brimasked. It was like waiting to be hit by a
di sruptor.

She sniled at him then reached across the table to take his hand. "By the
| ook on your face, | can tell that Quince |let you know about the dress you
bought . "

"Great Universe," Brimexclainmd, "you nust have been ready to kill ne."

Mar got | aughed. "Well," she adnmitted with a grin, "I was upset for a few
cycles. But then | thought, "Wy not?" Wth legs Iike nmne, | was bound to | ook

great-and what a wonderful way to get at a stuffed shirt |ike Hagbut-so | wore
it."

Brimbit his lip. "Margot," he said, "I swear | had no idea, believe ne.
How can | ever begin to tell you how sorry | anf..."

She batted her eyel ashes again. "Do | |ook as sexy as 1 think | do?" she
asked, thrusting her bosomat him

"Uni verse," Brimwhispered, "like a zillion credits!" Abruptly, he felt her

foot caressing his |eg.

"Hey, starsailor," she whispered, nodding toward the foyer, "you | ookin
for good tine, huh? Weth handsone stud like you, | do it for notheengs...."

Wthin cycles, he and Margot were once again alone in the privacy of a
i mousi ne. But now they sat calmy, she sheltered by his armwi th her blond
curls in disarray on his shoul der

"Bad luck," she whispered quietly.

Brimsnmiled. "We're together-1 call that the best luck in the Universe."

She nestled deeper in his arm "You know what | nmean, WIf," she said
sadly. "W've lost a lot of tine-and we didn't have very much to start with. You
flewa long way to be with me for one night-and oh, how | wanted to make that
worth your while. Every click."

Well," Brimsaid, "you' d certainly nmade a fine start of it before the
wr eck- Hogan's third eye, but you' re good at that."

She | eaned over and ki ssed himon his cheek while they cruised past the
great donmed tower of Marva. "But we didn't get to finish before we crashed," she
said reflectively, "and then | had to waste tine dancing with that old foo
Hagbut." She shrugged a little. "At |east the whole ness nakes it easier for ne
to say what |'ve got to say sonetine tonight, WIf."

Brimfelt his heart catch. He knew what was coming, and tried to nake it
easier on her. "I guess you and LaKarn have finally set the date for your
marriage," he stated, trying to sound as if the words didn't hurt.

Mar got nodded and pursed her lips thoughtfully. "Yes," she said after a
little while, "we have. There was sinmply no use postponing it. Geyffin IV put
too much pressure on ne."

Brimground his teeth a nonent as Anbridge stopped for | signal at the
entrance to Courtland Pl aza-he stared at the great Savoin gravity fountain
wi t hout even seeing it. "Wen?" he whispered. He was afraid to | ook at her for
fear he mght |ose what little enotional control he had.

"Soon, WIf," Margot replied, her eyes filling with tears. "One nonth from
toni ght."
Bri m squeezed her hand. "Don't cry," he whispered. "It's not the end of

us-unl ess of course you want it to be that way."

She turned to himwith a hurt |ook on her face. "Please, WIf, don't ever
say anything like that. | never |oved before | nmet you-and there's no roomleft
in ny heart for anyone el se. Besides," she added, "Rogan's so busy with his
career, he doesn't have that rmuch time for ne."

"So long as | am never an anchor for you, Margot," Brim said.

She stared at the floor of the Iinpbusine for a nonent, then took a deep
breath and appeared to gather sone reserve of strength around herself. "That,"
she said | ooking himdirectly in the eye, "is really what we nust discuss
toni ght."

"My being an anchor?" Brim asked while a hollow of cold fear suddenly
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formed in the pit of his stomach. He'd al ways been afraid dial..

"No," Margot answered. "My being an anchor-for you."

Brimfrowned. "What?" he asked incredul ously.

"We've been over it before, WIf," she remnded him "I sinply can't ask
you to live a celibate life, especially since | do not intend to discourage
Rogan fromwell, his rights as ny husband. It wouldn't be fair-to himor to ne.

I couldn't live that way either." She pointed a finger at his chest and | ooked
deep into his soul. "WIf, dearest, face it. If we-our love-is to survive this
marriage | ambeing forced into, you are going to have to share sone ot her beds
yoursel f. Otherw se, no natter how much you think you love ne now, there will be
| onely ni ghts when your mind dwells on thoughts of ne with himlike that-and it
wi || poison your love for ne just as surely as Avalon orbits the Asterious
triad."

Brimstarted to protest. "I couldn't do anything like that," be said, but
she gently closed his nouth with her lingers.

"Renmenber how tenuous our privacy was tonight-and I'mnot even married
yet," she whi spered. "Then think about what difficulties the future may bring
after..." Her voice trailed off. Suddenly she kissed himagain, this tinme on the
lips. "Tonorrow is tinme enough for reality, dearest,"” she said, tonight is
ours to love-and | find that | have once again adverted to the generalized
debauchery, venery, and | echerousness which seens to overtake nme whenever | find
myself within ten mllion c'lenyts of your person. Look," she said, pointing out
the wi ndow, "the Boul evard of the Cosnps. We're alnpbst there. Hold me, WIf;
hold me...."

Shortly after that, the linousine arrived at the Effer'ian Enbassy, where
they made love until they lost their desperate struggle wth exhaustion and fel
asl eep in each other's arns,

I.F.S. Al batron departed for Menander-Garand the next afternoon precisely
on schedule. But the takeoff credit was recorded in the Cohel nsman's | og book
WIf Brimwas asleep in the bridge | ong before the ship passed into Hyperspace.

Chapter 3

CONVOY DUTY

After nore than a week at Hyperspeed, Convoy C Y/ 98 was still battering its way
through attacks so vicious that oldtine flight-crew veterans called it the worst
trip in nmenmory. Of-duty for the nmoment, WIf Brimand Nik Ursis occupied two
junp seats on the bridge, watching a brace of Hyperflares erupt around di stant
ranks of merchant ships in the van. Heavy flashes of disruptor fire foll owed

i medi ately. Soon afterward, reverberating thunder fromDefiant's Drive rose in
full ness and shook the bridge while Provodni k gated reserve conbat energy to the
cruiser's energy chanmbers-in case it was needed. ..

"Here they come again," Jennings stated emptionlessly fromthe Hel nsman's
consol e.

"Too right," Collingswood agreed in tired resignation from her consol e-she
never got to relax in a junp seat; mere was only one captain. "l see the
flares...."

Brimtook a deep breath and nentally cringed. He'd personally faced a | ot
of danger in his thirty years, but never anything like the |ast few days.

Endl ess successions of assaults made himfeel like a hoary veteran of the convoy
| anes already-and it was only Defiant's third escort mission. Was this the ninth
attack-or the hundredth-since he'd gone off duty? He could feel tension nount
rapidly as the crew waited for their inevitable dose of terror. Lately, Kabu
Anak seened to be committing every killer ship he could find in his frenzied
quest to starve the Enpire's key Fleet base at Hador-Haelic.

"Ch Universe, but they're t-taking their own sweet tine getting here," a
nervous voice stuttered fromthe rear of the bridge. "They nust really be
tearing things apart up ahead this tine."

Bri mrecogni zed t he high-pitched voice i medi ately. Tina Rasnovski was not
only a first-trip mdshi pman, she was al so the junior navigator of the crew. He
couldn't blanme her for the outburst. Tired as he was, he found hinself al nost
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desperate to get back to Defiant's controls. At times like this, he needed to do
sonet hi ng. Anyt hi ng. The day-in, day-out passiveness of a nhavigating console
woul d qui ckly drive himout of his mnd, and he knew it.

"Thank your lucky stars we've been sharing their favors, lady," a sarcastic
voi ce grated anonymously fromthe weapons area. "W might have themall to
oursel ves before you know it." Scanty laughter trickled fromother points of the
bridge, but it l|acked real substance-like thin sunlight on a winter afternoon
Bri m understood that, too...

From experience, he also knew that conpl ex, three-dinensional zigzag
maneuver s-al i gned on the gal actic di sk-would begin during the next few nonents.
He was just tightening his seat restraints in preparation when three blinding
I'ights suddenly exploded fromaft in a giant, convoy-straddling triangle of
brilliance. One of the eneny scouts actually eclipsed its own Hyperflare for a
heart beat before it disappeared anong the flowing stars. The bl azing
illumnators surged wildly forward al ong the convoy as they picked up speed,
scal ping the thin canmoufl age of darkness from nearby nerchantnen, and tracing
their outlines in the dazzling over-spectrum nost visible to League target
directors.

Defaul t's Hyperscreens darkened protectively on the instant, but not before
a chorus of groans and curses escaped the bridge crew, now hal f-blinded in the
streaming brilliance. Qutside, nore than three hundred irals of graceful arnored
deck and snoothly indexing di sruptors appeared bel ow in ghostly brilliance,

di scl osi ng radi ati on-bl ackened patches fromhits already suffered since the
convoy set out fromthe port of Harnon-21 nearly a quarter-gal axy distant.

"Stand by to begin zigzag pattern E-28 in five clicks," Cal houn intoned.

Bri m shook his head grunpily. They didn't have a | ot of choice-Defiant was
presently "attached" to the convoy itself, and had been for the |ast three
wat ches. At any given tine, only a few of the escorts could be released to
"independent" roving and attack. The majority were required to maintain position
wi thin the convoy, ensuring that the najor defensive firepower renmai ned anong
the nmerchantmen that were bei ng protected.

Stars skidded abruptly toward | ow port as each ship in the | arge convoy
executed the course change sinultaneously. At the sanme instant, a great pulsing
flareup toward the van marked anot her unarmed merchant ship that woul d never
reach port. Brimclenched his fists in a paroxysm of angry hel pl essness. The
Leaguer ships just kept attacking, no matter how many of them were destroyed-and
the odds were clearly on their side. During the preceding year, 1,299 unarned
mer chant men-totaling forty-four mllion mlstons-had been reduced to burned-out
space w eckage, and then' critical cargoes lost, at a cost to the Leaguers of
only eighty-seven attack craft. The escorts could try to minimze the toll-but
not even a squadron of battlecruisers could conpletely protect the sl ow noving
convoy: its overall speed was |limted by the slowest nenbers to only 12,000
Li ght Speed.

As if triggered by Brims disnmal thoughts, every disruptor nounted by two
"independent" escorts off to | ow port opened up at |engthening fingers of green
light in the distant blackness: drive plunes of attack ships headed their way.
On the far side of the bridge, he could see Wellington's gunlayers grimy
setting up their disruptors, faces lighted frombelow by tile flow ng col ors of
t he readouts.

"Just coming on the bearing now Commander: Red 332, range 1778..."

Anot her skidding turn by the convoy; this tine the stars slid to high
starboard. Still no conmand for independent action from COMCONVOY, the Escort
Conmander. Brimgritted his teeth with hel pl essness. He wanted sonething to be
done. ..

"Range 1650..."

Suddenly one of the green traces in the distance welled into a huge pul sing
I'ight.

"A hit! Sonebody got a hit!..."

"By the bleeding Universe-look at "imtern!"

"Still comes the attack," Ursis intoned, breaking his grimsilence as the
attack ships-visible now as | ong-range NF-110s-steadi ed on course toward the two
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near escorts. One was |.F. S. (ostinate, easily recogni zabl e by her squared-off
sil houette: an old but |ong-legged O class escort destroyer. Behind her noved
the distinctive outline of a powerful CJ-class frigate, probably I.F. S
Perillan. "Bastards are out to get the escorts, this trip, eh?" the Bear asked.
Bri m nodded nmute agreenent as others in the bridge began to shout

i neffectual encouragenent to the Inperial gunners-and still no rel ease from
COMCONVOY for Defiant. He watched in silence, reflexively angling his head as
the cruiser slid into still another violent course change with the squadron

Of to port Cbstinate and Perillan flew as if tethered in line, turrets
i ndexi ng snoothly and firing as if neither had just altered course at all
Abruptly, the leftnost NF-110 exploded in a nolten burst of flanme and w eckage.
A nmonent | ater, debris struck the attack ship beside her. Imediately out of
control, that ship pitched convul sively, |aunched her unprepared torpedoes far
beyond t he speedi ng destroyer, then exploded in a great flash of quivering
brilliance. The deadly nmissiles thensel ves, however, described a wild spiral,

t hen suddenly wobbl ed toward Defiant hersel f....

Brimand the bridge crew watched in fatalistic silence as the confused
swar m of torpedoes steadi ed on course. It |looked to Brimas if each was
individually targeted on his particular junp seat.

"There's tine to take care of those, Al pern,"”
the still bridge.

"Aye, Captain," the ECWOficer responded in a quiet voice. Abruptly,
Defiant began to radiate with a glimering web of bluish fire. Presently, a
| ustrous pseudopod forned to port, hesitated for a nonent, then detached itself
and shot up over the bridge, pulsing with a life all its own.

I medi ately, the torpedo swarm pivoted and |lit off after the decoy,
eventual ly disappearing in a vivid fireball that nearly engul fed Defiant
hersel f. Despite the cruiser's powerful built-in gravity, her bridge deck seened
to lift and shake until it threatened to shatter the Hyperscreens. Sonething
heavy smashed into the starboard corner of the superstructure, cracking the
corner Hyperscreen directly beside Provodni k's console, then battering itself
al ong the deck until it disappeared into the wake.

And suddenly, they were in the clear again, flying on an even keel as if
not hing out of the ordi nary had happened.

"Voof!" Ursis comented with a phlegmatic shrug of his shoulder. "C ose! As
we say in the Mother Planets: 'Boulders and trees seldomrock a Bear's cradle
willingly,' eh?"

"You bet, Nik," Brimreplied with a tired grin. He was keeping his eyes on
the remaining four NF-110s as they pressed hone their assault on Cbstinate, now
weavi ng violently along her course and continuing her deadly fire with every
di sruptor that would train. At nmaxi mum di stance, three of the Leaguers rel eased
their torpedoes, then stanpeded out of range in a hail of disruptor fire from
both escorts. The fourth, however, continued its run, boring in through an
al nrost solid wall of concentrated energy. "Cbstinate's not using her decoy,"

Bri m whi sper ed.

"Ah, perhaps she waits for the |last torpedo,"” the Bear suggested.

"She'll be too late in a few seconds,” Wl do hissed from cl enched teeth.

Defiant abruptly changed course again.

At the last possible nonment. Cbstinate | aunched her decoy. The three
t orpedoes visibly wavered as their | ogic systens debated between two tenpting
targets.

After an eternity in Brinmls reckoning, they chose the decoy-which
di sappeared when all three mssiles exploded harm essly in the destroyer's
t hr obbi ng wake.

"You ought to watch how they do it, Al pern," sonmeone comented fromthe
systens consoles. "It's a |lot better when we can fly around the expl osion, don't
you t hi nk?"

"I''"ll take that under advisenent,"” the ECWOficer grunped good-naturedly.

Ursis continued to watch, wiggling his |ong runpled whiskers in perpl exed
interest. "Last ship continues on torpedo run, would you believe?" he said,

Col I'i ngswood said sharply in

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...e%20Helmsman%2002%20-%20Galactic%20Convoy.txt (39 of 168) [1/31/2004 1:08:37 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2002%620-%20Gal acti c%20Convoy.txt

scratching delicately bel ow the band of his peaked hat. "A puzzlenent....'

"The torpedo nmust have hung up in her launcher," Brim said.

"Ah, that night be so!"

"Voot's beard, Obstinate, shoot!" Brimurged uselessly. So did a chorus of
shouts from other parts of the bridge.

"Get him"

"Fire, for xaxt's sake!"

At length, Obstinate did shoot, effectively concentrating her fire at short
range and pronptly reduced the bow and bridge of the fourth Leaguer to a fused,
gl owi ng mass of energy and radiation flame. In noments, the ship and her
remai ni ng torpedoes exploded in a giant, whirling fireball that engul fed both
assail ant and intended victim

"Voof ," Ursis ejaculated quietly. "It is all over now, Voot take it."

When Cbstinate emerged fromthe fireball, cries of horror echoed everywhere
anong the consol es. Her bridge was conpletely gone, with a glow ng section of
the eneny's Drive chanber enbedded in its place. The old destroyer slewed off as

a solid mass of radiation flanme suddenly vomited from her opened hull. She
swiftly fell behind and was soon |ost in the darkness, Perillan maneuvering
wildly to avoid the gl owing weckage as she drove past to fill in the gap.

Fol | owi ng the next change of course, Defiant passed two nore burning
wr ecks-cargo starships-as the renmaining attackers lined up in the distance to
start their next run. One of the cripples blew up a few nonents later in a
trenendous expl osi on, acconpani ed by flashes nearly as bright as the eneny
flares.

"Poor bastards,"” Brimnused, nore to hinself than to anybody el se, "they
never even got a chance to fight back." Then he scratched his head in
puzzl erment. "Funny," he said to Ursis, "she |ooked |like there wasn't that nuch
wong with her when we passed."

"Strange indeed," WUsis replied. "Alnost as if there was anot her Leaguer
out nmere we didn't notice."

"Looks like it's our turn next," Wal do interrupted.

"Perhaps," Ursis said, peering out a side Hyperscreen, "but | mnk not.
'Caves and ice grottoes hold neither winter nor spring,' as they say,"

"I's true, N kolai Yanuarievich," Provodrdk agreed.

Brimrai sed his eyes to the Hyperscreens. As if by sone visible sign, the
remai ni ng Leaguer starships were turning tail and |osing thenselves in the
starry di stance at hi gh speed. Soon afterward, a whole squadron of heavy Drive
pl umes arrowed obliquely past the convoy and extended rapidly in the direction
of the eneny ships. Indistinct in the dying |light of the eneny flares, titanic
sil houettes of cascadi ng bridges, w de-shoul dered hulls, and nonstrous disruptor
arrays proceeded the two thickest wakes.

"Did you see those?" Brimexclainmed in excitenent. "Capital ships...."

"Did | see?" Ursis repeated with a weary smile. "But how could | miss?
Battl ecrui sers, one guesses-|l had been expecting them A little late for poor
ostinate and her crew, perhaps, but 'O d wolves often die al one beneath the
trees,' as they say." Then he shrugged and shook his great furry head in
sadness. "The war goes on," he runbled to no one in particular, "and on and on
and on...."

Convoy C Y/ 98 fetched the great star Hador within the next eighteen
met acycl es, nmaking landfall at watery Haelic's sprawling Fleet base of Atalanta
wi thout further incident. Fleet battlecruisers appeared to nave a danpening
ef fect on the Leaguers' heroism

At gravity pool 997/ A/ 12, WIf Brim stood atop Defiant's bridge and shaded
his eyes against the pitless sunlight. Aft past her curving deck was the great
expanse of gravity pools and serpentine canals that nmade up the Enpire's ancient
Fl eet base at Atal anta. Beyond, the deep blue of G and Harbor ended in a distant
hori zon of brown haze that supported a donme of pure, blistering |ight streamng
fromthe star Hador, presently at its zenith.

To port, the three neighboring gravity pools had been reduced to a single
oblong crater with a filthy | ake of stagnant water and accunul ated w eckage at
its bottom Frequent attacks from League raiders had turned nmany sections of the
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great naval base into enanel houses of concrete and twi sted hullnetal. The hot
wi nd snelled constantly of burned paint and scorched netal -no matter from what
direction it blew.

Directly aft, a blackened, tw sted KA PPA nast protruded fromthe
debris-strewn feeder canal: what was left of S.S. Eu'lull fromthe distant
Rogel| Cluster. On her last journey she'd carried a critical cargo of gravity
generators for the shipyard, and al nbost conpl eted the voyage unscat hed. Rai di ng
Leaguers caught her only a few yards short of the gravity pool on which Defiant
now rested.... Afterward, dockyard workers unl oaded the desperately needed cargo
fromthe bottomof the canal. O ange buoys now marked the extrenes of the ship's
torn hull.

It had been like that all the way in fromthe | anding vector at G and
Har bor: wreck after burned-out weck. S.S. indigo, a goods ship from LORA L-91
that crashed and broke her back across a generating station (the big nmachi nes
were now runni ng under tenporary wooden sheds nmaking a terrible racket, even in
the mddle of the busy afternoon); I.F.S. Gllant, a snmall escort that had
fought her last battle on the surface-and lost; S.S. Vicronn Enterprise, an old
Ni ol ani an starship with a cargo of nurderous disruptor flash chanbers that
threatened to destroy the whol e harbor during the week she burned in the center
channel of the main canal

There were too many nore...

Defiant, with her lustrous hullnetal, thundering auxiliary generators, and
decks full of bustling activity, stood in vivid contrast to the areas of
bl asted, cratered desol ati on everywhere around her. On her port side, a
frowni ng, angul ar Sodeskayan transport, S.S. Pyech V. Bezapanost, noisily
readied for a return to space. The big ship's generous expanses of deck swarned
with a confusion of hurrying Bears in colorful native dress doggi ng down access
hat ches and stow ng portside gear even while final pallets of Drive crystals and
gravity generators were lifted fromher cargo hol ds.

Haelic's great Fleet base at Atalanta was nmiracul ously still in full
operation-but the price paid to maintain it had so far been utterly gigantic.

Forward, Defiant's bow pointed inland across a further nmaze of canals
toward weat hered concrete walls and stone bastions that |ed upward in
ever-distant terraces to the top of a great crag-capped hill. Every square ira
of the slopes appeared to be totally covered by a nost haphazard and fanciful
col l ection of sunbaked structures-sone with flat roofs, sone with spires and
m narets, others topped by gl eam ng dones, dazzling turrets, and col onnades of
every concei vabl e shape and form Surnmounting this, the inposing
Gradgroat-Norchelite nonastery with its awesone, flame-shaped spire doni nated
everything below. Brimwatched a tiny ferry lift in a cloud of dust fromthe
anci ent canpus and claw its way upward toward one of the thirteen ancient forts
still orbiting Haelic that The Order had constructed during a previous,
param litary existence

Atal anta: a nost critical port, even before the Age of Star Flight when
only seaborne ships fromthe planet's nore inportant continents called at her
al ready-crunbling stone jetties and piers. But while the planet's other |and
masses eventually lost their identities in the backwash of gal actic events,

m |itant G adgroat-Norchelite nonks changed the very course of galactic history.
And insular little Atalanta becane key to the very existence of an enpire so
|large that the city's founders woul d have been wi t hout vocabul ary-much |ess
thoughts-to describe it. Now she was paying dearly for the Geat Inperial Fleet
base that crowded her polluted shores. Werever Brims eyes stopped, he could
pi ck out flattened buildings, gaping roofs open to the sky, tunbled arches, and
enpty wi ndow frames in walls that stood without their fellows in the dusty
sunl i ght.

Besi de himon the bridgetop, a work crew had just conpleted adjustnents to
the N-ray splitter that fed five radiation danpers faired into the forward break
of Defiant's Hyperscreens like a row of ol d-fashioned searchlights. N-rays were
Uni versal |y enpl oyed t hroughout the galaxy to fight radiation
confl agrati ons-runaway cascades of pure, released energy-resulting from
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di sruptor hits on hullnetal. These five danpers were designed to cover the
forward dorsal deck and the single 152-mm battery nounted directly bel ow the
bri dge.

A yeonman-sweating in spite of his cooled battle suit-had just shut and
dogged down the inspection door, and the crew was now eagerly clanbering into
the cool ness of the bridge below. Brimfollowed and pulled the hatch
closed-carefully dogging it down with the typical thoroughness of Hel nsnen
everywhere. Air conditioning swept over himin a wave of luxury as he hurried
down a conpani onway to the wardroom He would be just in time for the Oficer's
introduction to the naval base and to the city of Atalanta that had grown up
around it. It was planned that Defiant would remain at |east a week in port,
receiving critical, last-cycle nodifications KA PPAed in from
El eandor - Besti enne-and repairing sonme |ight damage sustai ned during the convoy
run.

The briefer-a | anky, sun-browned Enbassy staffer dressed in white-linen
mufti with an ol d-fashi oned sun helnet-was clearly a long-tinme civilian veteran
of Inperial Station Atalanta. It was also clear that she was naki ng her
presentation for at |east the ten thousandth tinme. M ddl e-aged and sonehow
desiccated with permanently squinting eyes, her nourn was rimed with the thin,
colorless lips of a habitual nag. She had just |aunched into her presentation
when Brim quietly stepped through the hatch and hi ked hinself to the top of a
nearby table...

The wonman described Atal anta as essentially a small, provincial center-in
spite of its great age and size. She characterized its permanent citizens as
brave, tenacious alnost to a fault, and extrenely proud of their unique and
anci ent heritage-as they had been since the dawn of recorded history: for tee
nmost part, they were al so reverent-many openly worshiped with the
Gradgroat - Norchelites-pragmatic, and extrenmely proud of their persona
acconpl i shnents. Numerous expatriates-educated and trained in far-flung | earning
institutions all over the gal axy-had eventually returned to the city of their
birth and joined highly respected professional guilds-cadres of |ocal talent
wi t hout which the huge Fl eet base woul d quickly cease to exist.

And al t hough the heart of the city's econony was the Fleet base, a host of
other activities went on in support of other pursuits. For exanple, the |ast of
the fanobus Mtchell Trophy races had been fl own out of Atalanta just before the
war started. And, along |ess technical lines, a surprising nunber of farners
eked out livelihoods on neighboring hillsides, along with shepherds, an
occasional vintner bottling e'lande, an extraordinarily potent formof nmeem and
numer ous ot her food producers. There was even a small fishing fleet, or there
had been before many of the fragile wood-and-varni sh boats had been destroyed in
the raids.

A nunber of the |ocal spacecraft-called "Zuzzuous" and peculiar to the
pl anetary system around Hador-were still in service, although, their nunbers
were dwindling nearly as fast as the little fishing boats. Brimrenenbered
seeing a few on gravity pools in civilian areas of G and Harbor as Defiant
passed-brightly painted little vessels with broad bands of |avender, red, and
bright yellow around their narrow, angular hulls. Passenger cabins were pierced
by rows of arched wi ndows, and their control bridges-traditionally white with
green stripes-were perched high over the stemlike mniature N mdan Hallo
Houses. The uni que ships could not exceed Light Speed, and were nost nornally
enpl oyed as interplanetary ferries.

For all its picturesque history, the town had been under al nbst constant
attack for nearly a standard year now fourteen seasonals, as Atal antian natives
reckoned tinme-except when Inperial capital ships were in the area, as they
presently were.

The devastating raids were likely to occur at any hour of the day, and were
al rost totally unpredictable. Because Defiant was schedul ed for an extended
stay, the woman fromthe Enbassy went into |avish detail as to how one m ght
identify shelters in various sections of the city: |arge green hol oposters with
white unbrellas appearing to float "inside" over aninmated directional arrows
t hroughout Atal anta and her suburbs. Shelters thensel ves, however, were often
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uniquely marked in different sections of the city: sone with icons of the
Archangel Marvin-fromthe Kreejkl pantheon. Brimrenenbered, wondering how he
had managed to store that particular element of trivia-sone displaying
hol ogr aphs of the Enperor Greyffin IV, others using the grimvisage of Nergo
Triannic. During alerts, all were required to energize a strobing | avender
beacon-at least until the raiders were actually sighted. And anyone out on the
streets after that deserved whatever he got.

At the end of the woman's long briefing, Brimfound hinself with a rea
desire to see nore of the ancient city and its fascinating people. He resol ved
to do sone exploring before departed the port.

Hador was nearly at its blinding zenith when Cal houn and Brim net Rabelais
T. Gastongay, Defiant's dockyard representative, on a jetty near the ship's
gravity pool. "At your service," the man said, raising his hand, pal mopen, in
traditional Haelician greeting. He was young and nuscular with a great wi de chin
and a beard that resenbled a rick of sun-dried hay. H's spotless but worn
trousers had a tiny waist-all out of proportion to his nmassive chest-and his
smle beaned with the sunlight of Hador itself. "W've received quite a |ist of
itens the Admralty wants 'corrected on your Defiant here," he said.

"I can imagine," the older Carescrian responded snoothly, returning the
sanme Haelician salute as if he'd visited the old port a thousand tinmes. "How
many of those 'corrections', luik like they mght actually be inportant, would
ye say, noo?"

Gast ongay | aughed and peered up at the ship as she tested her noorings in
the hot afternoon breeze. "Hard for me to make calls |ike those, Nunber One," he

said, frowning. "I don't have to fly on her. But we'll be glad to do whatever
makes you people feel right about your ship."

Cal houn turned to Brim "Well, laddie," he said, "if anybody has the fee
of the ship, it's a Hel msnan. Wat' || nake her right for you?"

Brimgrinned and handed a snmal| plastic nenbsquare to Gastongay. "Wen we
saw an advance copy of the Admiralty list," he said, "a few of us got together
and wrote up our absolute 'has to be done' l|ist. Like changing out the starboard
power dynanobs-the ones that overheated and shorted out power to the Navigation
tables."

Gastongay w ped nock perspiration fromhis brow "That," he said earnestly,
"is the kind of list we pray for around here."

"l assume that ye included the change order for the new nop handles in
Hanper K, Station J-eighty-one, Lieutenant Brim" Cal houn said sternly.

"To tell the truth, Cat, | did |leave those out," Brimadmtted, touching
the bridge of his nose in nock anguish. "I thought | mght substitute sonething
like a request for a launch to replace the one that got carried overboard when
that torpedo part hit us. What do you think, Rab?"

"Well," Gastongay said, joining the spirit of their easy banter, "I've
spent enough tinme in the Fleet to appreciate the inportance of the proper nop
handl es-but | think I'd probably put replacing that launch a nmite higher on ny
priority list." He frowned for a nonent, scratching his head. "Unless, of
course, you don't mind junping a couple hundred c'lenyts between starships out
there in intragal actic space. W get crews like that fromtinme to tinme, you
know. "

"Not us," Cal houn said. "But sonetines young Brimhere does try to land the

ship with no Verticals. I'll bet that's alnpbst as exciting...." Abruptly, he
focused his eyes between the two younger nmen toward a nei ghboring gravity poo
and frowned. "Wo," he said at sone length, "is that?"

Gastongay gl anced for a nonment over his shoul der, then grinned. "That's
Claudia," he responded with a chuckle. "She nanages this division of the
Yard-really sonething, isn't she?"

Curious, Brimalso turned-and confronted a startlingly beautiful young
worman whom the term "sonething” didn't even begin to describe. She was small and
al nost the perfect antithesis of Margot Effer'wyck. She wore her dark-brown hair
al nrost to her waist in gently flowi ng waves that franmed a countenance graced by
wi de-set brown eyes with | ong eyel ashes, an al nbst, but not quite, pug nose,
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generous |ips, and a strong chin. She was gorgeous! She also had an anple
bust - nei t her enphasi zed nor obscured by the snug, fashionably short pelisse she
wore that reveal ed a nodest waist, perfect legs, and tiny feet in ol d-fashioned,
hi gh- heel ed sandal s. As she approached, she |ooked Brimdirectly in the face
with the half-smle of a wonman who is quite accustonmed to having a sizable

i mpact on nen.

" may | present Lieutenants Cal houn and Brin?" Gastongay was sayi hg when
the younger Carescrian forced hinself back to his senses. He half heard Cal houn
respond with sone magnificently gallant-nmeaningl ess-words. Then the | aughing
brown eyes were on hi m again.

"I, ah, didn't catch the nane," he stamrered hel pl essly as he reached out
to take the tiny warm hand she extended in Standard Aval oni an greeting.

"Claudia," the wonman sai d squeezing his fingers in a perfect femnine
handshake, "d audi a Val enont. "

"l am honored, ma'am" Brimsaid, starting to regain his senses.

"I think it is | who am honored, Lieutenant," she denurred. "You are the
famous Carescrian Hel nsman, are you not ?"

"1 doubt if | amall that fanous," Brimresponded, feeling his face bum
"but | ama Carescrian...."

"BEven if he fails t' sound |like ane," Cal houn teased.

Claudia smled warmy. "W Haelicians usually can't recogni ze accents
anyway, Commander Cal houn," she said in a soft voice that sounded l|ike sunlight.
"W hear every space-borne dialect in the Gal axy-but never listen for them" She
then turned toward Defiant with a professional eye. "So that's the new cl ass of
light cruiser," she remarked with a suddenly professional air. "Fine lines for
such a large ship. Runor clainms she's fast, too."

"Very fast, mlady," Cal houn answered.

"But she needs a new |l aunch," Gastongay interjected.

"I noticed that," daudia said, frowning. "According to the draw ngs, she
shoul d have two of them abaft the bridge. | only see one-and the dented area of
scorch. How did that happen, Lieutenant Brin®"

"W got a bit too close to sone jettisoned torpedoes,
"When they went off, part of one hit us."

Claudia squinted up at the sunlight. "Yes." she said. "I can see the path
it took. The Hyperscreens are cracked there above the | arge dent where the
damage starts."

"When do you suppose we are going to find another |aunch for these people?"
Gastongay asked. "I don't renenber any coming in with the spares.™

"I'f one did," Cdaudia said, "I'd personally kill me person who shipped it.
We need that kind of roomfor inportant goods-like nore spares." Then she
| aughed. "But we do indeed have a |l aunch here. Renenber, Rab?"

Gastongay frowned and cocked his head. "From one of the wecks, nmaybe?"

"W probably would find a few | aunches if we searched the wecks," she
agreed. "But | wouldn't want to vouch for the condition they're in." Her eyes
sparkled in the sunlight as she sniled. "No, the one |I'mthinking about cane in
for I.F.S. Intractable al nost a year ago. Renenber it now?"

Gastongay shut his eyes and grinned. "Ch, that one?" he said with a guffaw.

"That one," she said, sighting over her thunmb toward Defiant. "I'll bet a
bottle of e lande it'll fit right there when we get those dents out. She's got a
bit of roomon her boat deck."

Gastongay scanned Defiant's boat deck, too. "Yeah," be agreed, winkling
his nose. "You're right; it probably will fit, but..."

"But what?" Brimbroke in warily.

"Well," daudia laughed, "it is sort of an unusual |aunch."

"Actually, nore what you might call an attack | aunch," Gastongay added with
a smle.

"An attack | aunch?" Cal houn demanded. Then he shut his eyes and snapped his
fingers. "OF course-l1.F.S. Intractable, the attack transport! In fact, she was
headed here when she hit that space mne, wasn't she?"

"That's the one," O audia acknow edged. "They originally built her to
capture the orbital citadels at Lazenwold. She wasn't very big, but she could

Bri m expl ai ned.
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carry four hundred fully arned space troops-1 saw her the one tine she made
| andfall here."

"But an arned | aunch?" Cal houn asked. "Wat woul d she need sonething |ike
that for? If | remenber right, she carried a few 125-nm disruptors hersel f."

"That's right," Gastongay interjected. "But she also had all that hull netal
freeboard." He | aughed. "She showed up on detectors |like the Desterro Monunent
in Aval on-flame scul pture and all. Boffins at the Admralty built the launch to
make up for it. They designed her to barge into the vicinity of the forts
wi t hout being recogni zed, then cause enough confusion and damage to let the
nmot her ship | and her troops."

"A single launch can do all that?" Brim asked incredul ously.

"Not just any single launch,” Caudia assured him "This one's got a pair
of experinental spin-gravs that can take her to .95 LightSpeed in | ess than
fifteen cycles, if | remenber correctly. And, | think, she nounts a 75-nm
di sruptor, too."

"Spi n-gravs?" Brimgasped. "Wth power plants |ike those, it's no wonder
they expected to generate sone confusion." He shook his head. "You say she's
still here at the Atal anta Base?"

"l passed her only yesterday in one of the deep warehouses,” C audia said.
"That's why | renenbered. W kept her ready for conbat nonths after Intractable
got herself blown up-figuring the Admiralty would need it for the repl acenent
they built. But | guess plans changed, because a couple of nonths ago they sent
Queen Elidean to take the citadels out conpletely. And after that, the |l aunch
sort of lost its mission."

"We've tried to give her away a couple of tinmes since then
admtted. "But we've had no takers so far."

"What's wong with her?" Brim asked.

"Wel |, she only holds about ten passengers,"” C audia admtted.

"l heard that she's also a real handful to control," Gastongay added,
pointedly looking Brimin the eye. "You know that Abner Klisnikov-the |ast
M tchell Trophy w nner-was chief Helnsman on Intractable. He volunteered to fly
the mssion hinself, and the |aunch was built to his personal specifications.
From what | understand, he could fly anything."

"Abner Klisnikov," Brimrepeated, shaking his head reverently, "the fanous
racer. 1'd been told he was killed, but they never said where.... | think |I've
simul ated every m ssion he recorded."”

"So?" O audia asked. "Do you think you could handle a | aunch built for his
hands?"

"Probably,"” Brimsaid. "I don't expect to run trophy races or attack any
forts with it-at |east not soon."

"A sensible answer," Claudia replied. Her brown eyes net Brimis for only a
nmonent - but fl ashed a cl ear nessage of interest before glancing away toward
Defiant once nore. "And she is the only launch we've got in flying shape at the
base. W could probably fix one up for you froma weck, of course, but it would
take sonme tinme...."

"What do you think, WIf?" Calhoun interjected. "If you are half the
Hel mrsman they say you are, we've got ourselves a new | aunch.™

Gast ongay

"But it'll only carry ten passengers,” Brimprotested. "Do you think the
Captain will want it?"
Cal houn | aughed. "If | know anything about Collingswood," he said, "she'l

agree a launch that carries ten is a lot better than an enpty spot on the boat
deck that carries naught."

"Can | show it to you, Lieutenant BrinP" C audia asked, nodding toward a
battered, sun-bleached skimrer with a canvas top that was hovering nearby. "I
happen to be on ny way to that warehouse right now. "

Cal houn wi nked at Brimand grinned. "I think ye ought to go nab a luik," he
said. "Especially if this lovely lass is willing to take ye there. | can
probably finish up with M. Gastongay here without any mair help."

Brimturned to O audia. Whatever el se she m ght be, she certainly was
| ovely. "At your service, ma'am" he said, squinting in the sunlight. "I'd | ove
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to see a launch like that."

Not half a metacycle later, Brimfound hinself shivering in the chill dry
air of a warehouse five hundred irals beneath the | owest streets of Atal anta.
Beside him Cdaudia calmy piloted her little skimrer through the trackl ess naze
of ancient stone tunnels and storeroons as if she travel ed them every day-which,
on reflection, she probably did. At every turn, their headlights picked out
bewi | dering coll ections of every spare part inmaginable: crated interrupters,
gravitron conpensators, wave shunts, dynanps, telsa coils, anplifiers,
generators, nultipliers, Drive oscillators, resonance wavegui des, Dei ghton
nmodul ators, the billion and one itenms necessary to naintain a sizable fleet
aloft and in fighting trim

Atal anta's substantial accumul ati on of goods was nute testinony that
convoys did work, even though Brimwas certain that its cost was far beyond nere
credit accounting, dearly, for every milston of equipnent delivered, at |east
two nore had been destroyed by League raiders. And unfortunately, he estinated,
it would take only a single najor battle to enpty the great store roons again in
very short order.

At the fifth level, daudia abruptly turned |left and headed the little
ski mer back al ong a shadowed avenue of palletized J-type crystal synchronizers
that | ed-eventually-to the entrance of a darkened, virtually enpty room
St oppi ng for a nonent, C audia switched out her headlights and grinned at Brim
in the glow of the instruments. "l have a feeling, Lieutenant," she said,
thunbing a small controller at her side, "that you will find this inmensely
interesting."

She was correct. Brim suddenly caught his breath when the lights switched
on. "Voot's left ear!..." he gasped, blinking his eyes in the harsh brightness.
At the far end of a vast, but otherw se enpty, stone chanber rested one of the
truly startling auxiliary vessels be had ever set eyes upon. C audia brought the
skimrer to a halt just under its snub-nosed prow.

Resting on a wooden shipping dolly and covered by a | ayer of fine, whitish

dust, the graceful little spaceship was no nore nan forty irals long, with
remar kably clean lines and a relative |ack of angles anywhere. Wordlessly, Brim
junped to the pavenent and wal ked around its slimovoid hull, marveling at the

fl ow ng, conpact design that |ooked alnmost as if it was originally created for
hi gh- speed work within an atnosphere of sone sort. Two great teardrop
nacel | es-as gracefully streamined as the hull itself-clearly contained the
ship's spin-grav generators. These were slung fromthe outer ends of wi de,

bl adel i ke sponsons attached at the wi dest point of the hull perhaps eight irals
aft of the prow. The rounded tips of the nacelles cane even with the |aunch's
st ubby nosecap.

A tiny glassed-in bridge placed the Hel msman and Coxswai n side by side over
the | eadi ng edge of the sponsons. The forward | ocation would certainly provide a
spl endi d view through the V-shaped w ndscreens on | anding, Brimsurm sed. But as
the top of the bridge was faired alnost flush with the rise in the fusel age aft,
he silently predicted it would al so be troubl esone during a stemattack. O
course, if Claudia were correct in her clains about the little ship's power
pl ants, that threat m ght well be mnim zed.

Abaft and bel ow the flight bridge, five snmall portholes on each side of the
hul | fixed the position of double passenger seats. A quartet of .303 blasters
protruded t hrough the nose just above the distinctive barrel of a Brentanno
MK-8, 75-mmi antitank disruptor in a pivot housing. Brimwas not sinply
i mpressed, he was astounded. The deceptively graceful hull was clearly capacious
enough to house such weapons under the flight bridge floor alone...

"Should | assune you like her, Lieutenant?"  audia broke in, alnopst
startling Brimfromhis reverie.

"You may," he chuckled. "And, by the bye, ny real nane is not 'Lieutenant,"
Donna Val enont," he added, using the Haelician polite form of address he'd
| earned at the briefing.

"Al'l right," she said, smling nore with her eyes than anything else, "I
shall call you WIf if you will call ne daudia. A deal?"

"A done deal,"” Brimsaid with a grin.
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"' Done' deal ?"

"Happily agreed on," Brimexplained, trying to concentrate on her existence
as a highly placed professional. Her quiet, alnobst casual air of conpetence nmade
this easy to do, but the occasional hints of nipples pressing through her
close-fitting pelisse nmade it difficult to forget that she was also an extrenely
sensuous woman. Sonehow, in O audia Val enont, neither intruded on the other-both
were there in easy view because she wanted things that way. It was becom ng
abundantly clear to WIf Brimthat he was in the presence of an extraordinary
worman. Wth no little sense of culpability, be conceded that he would like to
know a | ot nore about her....

On the cranped flight bridge, Brimseated hinself at the Hel neman's consol e
and studied the array of instrunents-amazingly well placed. The little ship was
a work of art. He located the generator controls, steering gear, collective,
navi gation instrunents, lights, trim |FF detonators, fire extinguishers,
flight-path scanners-all where they ought to be and easily grouped for natura
i nterfacing.

After a few noments, Claudia joined himin the stale air of the powered-off
spaceship. dinbing through the tiny starboard hatch, she inadvertently reveal ed
a leg nearly all the way to the stunning whiteness of her inner thigh. Brim
tried not to stare as she quickly rearranged her skirt, but a famliar stirring
began in his |oins and continued while she took her place at the consol e beside
him After a few cycles of rubbing shoulders while he pointed out the firing
controls on the coxswain's console, he knew he would require a few nonents'
cooling off before he could stand outside the flight bridge again. His junpsuit
was al so reasonably formfitting-especially where it would show. ...

Al together, two full netacycles passed as if they were no nore than a few
el apsed clicks. Al too soon, Brimfound hinself back under the blazing sun, and
Cl audi a was dropping himoff at Defiant's brow. "You think you can fly Her,
then?" she asked as she braked the skinmer to a halt.

"l don't suppose I'll really know until I've tried her out," he answered
truthfully. "But | certainly want to give it a try. \Wen could you have her
del i ver ed?"

"Soon," she said, looking himin the eye. "But | shan't prom se when."

"You'll be around to check when she arrives?" he blurted out as he stepped
to the pavenent. He certainly hadn't planned to say anything like that-and truth
totell, he felt alittle guilty about the whole thing. After all, he'd never
even nentioned Margot.. ..

"Perhaps," she said, revving the little grav. Then she sniled and snpot hed
her long hair. "I shall try to stop by. But if |I can't, and Defiant |eaves
before | see you again, good luck with her, WIf. Consider that you owe ne a
drink sonmeday when you're back in town." Then, before he could answer, she was
gone in a rush of heated afternoon air.

As he watched the skimrer disappear along the dusty road, ft feeling of
| onel i ness suddenly descended on himand didn't go away even when he
subsequently resuned his duties.

The next norning before work was schedul ed to begin on the Hyperscreens,
Brimwas up early running checks on Defiant's honming apparatus when Ursis stuck
hi s head through the bridge hatch

"WIf," the Bear called, "Captain Collingswood finds herself '"invited to a
surprise briefing at headquarters inmedi ately. W are expected as well, it
seens. "

"W got briefed yesterday, didn't we?" Brimasked with a frown, entering a
PAUSE command at the consol e.

"Concerning the city and the base, yes," Ursis said. "Today's, however,
carries a high security classification-so | think it will be sonething new "

"Anot her |ecture on social diseases, | suppose.”

The Bear grinned while he replaced his Zenpa pipe in its pouch. "Possibly,"
he allowed. "But it matters little in light of the fact that our attendance is
requi red. Commandi ng of ficers, Executive Oficers, Principal Helnsmen, Principa
Systens O ficers, Principal Wapons Oficers, and selected civilians," he
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recited, counting each category on each of his six fingers.

"Voot's beard." Brimlaughed. "I was going to get sonme useful work done
thi s norning."

"Fl eet Regul ations forbid useful work when in port," Ursis stated flatly.
"Had you forgotten? After all, 'Blue snow brings cheer to the young hearts of
red neer cabbages,' as we say."

"Yeah," Brimsaid, keying in a test exit and returning the console to the

system

"WIIl there be anything el se?" the Chairnman asked.

"Not today," Brimsaid. "Admralty rules, | guess."

"I't does," the Chairman acknow edged as Brimand Ursis passed through the
conpani onway. "It certainly does...."

The briefing took place in the sprawling stone headquarters conplex at the
edge of me Grand Canal. Brimfollowed Collingswood into an airless auditorium
that reeked of new uphol stery, fresh paint, and floor polish. It was nearly
filled with ranking Fleet officers and civilians, nany of the latter wearing the
st ovepi pe hats of shipyard nanagers. Brimsniled. He'd never before seen the
unusual headgear | ook as if they bel onged. However, worn with the traditiona
Hadi ci an dress of air-conditioned frock coats and vests with straight, tubular
trousers and varni shed boots-all in sonber tones-they seened quite natural. A
singul ar place, Hadic, Brimconsidered as he peered about the hall.

Just as the house lights began to dim his gaze nmet a familiar pair of
brown eyes glancing at him Caudia, bewitchingly dressed in a severe dark
busi ness suit and tal king to a handsone redheaded Conmodore. Ginning, he waved,
and was rewarded with a soft smle and a wink. The Commodore turned and nodded
in a cordial-if disinterested-nmanner. Then the room faded to conpl ete darkness
except for a beamof light at the podium and they took their seats.

Into this stark illumnation stepped a pudgy civilian dressed in a fornal
suit who introduced hinself casually as Y. Adol phus Fillnore. H s brooding eyes
were deeply set in his head; he had a huge double chin; and his mnmustache | ooked
like two straw broons joi ned-where their handl es ought to be-by a bul bous nose.
He was also missing one of his front teeth. Fillnore night have made a conic
figure there at the podium except that his name was known everywhere-he was one
of the nost fanobus starship designers in the known Universe

"Today, |adies and gentlenen," he began, setting a tall stovepipe hat
beside his notes, "I have been sent to tell you about 'benders' and what we know
of them"

Brimfrowned while a rustle of surprised conversation abruptly swept the
room Benders were the stuff of runaway inaginations and science fiction
starships that could render themselves invisible by literally bending all
el ectromagneti c waves of the spectrum around their hulls without otherw se
altering their path. The technique required a data system so capable that it
could track particles at the subatomc |evel, processing-in real tine-terabits
of information for every square nilli-iral of hull surface. Such a system for a
ship even the size of an escort vessel, required unheard-of conmputing capacity
and dynamic energy that mght easily power a full-sized battleship.

The briefer waited for silence, then continued on in his placid manner. "I
am aware of the tenuous makeup of nmy material, let ne assure you," he said with
atired smle. "Unfortunately, it is tenuous only because it is not we, the
Imperial Allies, who have devel oped such a snip. | should have many nore details
to present, were such the case.... Oh, we secretly built a couple of prototype
benders ourselves sone fifty years ago. Total experinments," he added quickly. "I
pursued all the research notes during our initial analysis of the evidence.
Interesting reading; however, nothing nuch came of the project. It took nearly
all the ship's on-board power just to get theminto 'spectral' node." He
grimaced and bit his lip. "The facts |lead us to believe, however, that the
bl oody Leaguers have not only devel oped a truly practical warship of the type
but have now put it into production.”

During the next two netacycles, Fillnore carefully reviewed the Admralty's
facts, which were overwhelmng. But, like the Adniralty, he could produce no
physi cal evidence-not so nuch as a hologram |In practice, the Leaguers seened to
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be using their new ships as scavengers, attacking crippled vessels that dropped
out of convoys. It was nunerically predictable how many of these crippled ships
shoul d eventually reach their destinations in spite of their damage, and there
were people to keep track of such data. When the nunbers began to seriously

dwi ndl e, the search for a cause began-and ended wi th one i nescapabl e concl usion

The benders thensel ves were thought to be relatively small, no nore than
250 irals in length with a beam of perhaps 25-irals and sone 1200 m | stons
di spl acenment. They were also pictured as arned with only one or two
di sruptors-al nost certainly the standard 91-mm's used on nost snaller Leaguer
starships-and five or six League-standard 533-nmi torpedo tubes. In all
probability, the ships would be slow and clunsy when in spectral node, but with
the trenmendous energy of the data processors available for their horizonta
generators, they were assuned to be as capable of a good turn of speed as
normal , visible starships. Additionally, they were runored to be fitted with
outlet filters that all but elimnated Drive plunes-at the price of considerable
Hyper speed perfornmance.

At length, the lecturer exhausted his accumul ation of Admralty data and
the briefing was over. Attendees were urged to keep a careful watch for the new
ships, both fromthe ground-it was thought that benders might find Iinmted
action as attack craft-and in space during convoy duty. They represented a
dangerous new capability for the League, and could spell critical trouble for
the bel eaguered Inperial Fleets that had only recently won thensel ves a
breathing spell fromthe first insane rush of the war.

On his way fromthe auditorium Brimsearched the crowd for O audia, but
only located her in the sweltering courtyard as the redheaded Commbdore ushered
her into a sleek gray linpusine skimer. The two sped away in a cloud of bl ow ng
dust before Brimhad a chance to even pay his respects.

The Carescrian smiled wyly to hinself as he joined Wellington on her way
across the dusty stones to the gravity-pool bus. In a way, finding Claudia with
t he handsonme Commobdore was alnost a relief. There had been strong chenistry
bet ween hinsel f and his beautiful host while they toured the warehouse together;
he had no doubt about that. The di scovery that she might well belong to soneone
el se negated all the thorny questions concerning his feelings about her-they
sinmply ceased to exist. And with Margot's marriage to LaKarn schedul ed to take
pl ace only weeks hence, it would be very easy for himto becone involved in
sonet hing he mght not easily shut down in the future. He shoved his hands into
hi s pockets and concentrated on the Qunnery O ficer's endl ess chatter. "Yeah,"
he agreed with a grin, "if | were building a bender, 1'd certainly want a
155-mm deck gun, too."

That evening, Brimjoined nost of Defiant's officers at a huge wardroom
party hosted aboard |I.F.S. Intrasigent, a heavy cruiser on a gravity pool in
anot her sector of the base. He arrived quite late, after conpleting the |ong
test sequence interrupted by the norning' s briefing. As he wal ked across the
brow fromthe tramstop, his face was caressed by fresh, | ate-evening sea
breezes heavy with snells of salt, iodine, seaweed-and vast c'lenyts of free,
open ocean.

"Take the third hatch to your right down the main conpani onway, sir," a
rating said after examning Brims ID. "You'll find the wardroomthere."

"Thanks," Brimsaid with a nod. Instead, he continued sone di stance al ong
the shadowed main deck to stand al one in the peaceful darkness beside a
di sruptor turret, |ooking out across Grand Harbor toward the open water beyond
Perhaps half a c'lenyt away, a floating beacon blinked twice... then twi ce
again... then twice again.... Over the horizon, distant |ightning flashed
t hrough a neckl ace of suddenly gol den cl ouds. Muted sounds of |aughter and nusic
reached his ears frombel owalong with the tapping of water on the nearby
breakwater. He felt hinmself relax while the soft darkness enfolded himlike a
cool, velvet cloak. No sinulators or checkout routines in his inmediate
future-at least not for the next couple of nmetacycles. He snmiled. He had plenty
of time to join the party below. In wartinme, one took solitude wherever-and
whenever-one found it.
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He peered into ne blazing firmanent: galactic center was nearly overhead at
this hour. There.... That bright cluster would be the Gol den Triad of
Ast eri ous-any Hel msnan worth his salt could find it. And sonmewhere nearby,
dimred by light fromthe great streaming stars, would be Aval on-and Margot.

Hs mnd s eye conjured her face for him the frowning smle and
perpetual ly sl eepy eyes. He could al nbst feel her arns around his neck-snell the
perfume she wore. He took a deep breath and shut his eyes in the darkness...

Abruptly, a giggle intruded on his reverie. He opened his eyes. Atall nan
in some sort of military uniformand a heavy-set woman were wal ki ng armin-arm
toward himin the darkness-and it took only a single glance to know what they
had in mind. To his horror, they stopped just as they cane abreast of his
position while the woman threw back her head to drain a |large goblet and toss it
over the side, giggling as it bobbed on the blue glow of the gravity pool sone
fifty c'lenyts bel ow. Then she hiked her skirt nonmentarily to slide sonething
down over her ankl es.

In the shadows, Brimfelt his face bumwi th enmbarrassment when this tine
the man drew her skirt up-this tine all the way past her waist. Even in the
darkness, her fat thighs were startlingly white. He caught his breath. If he
tried to | eave, they'd think he was spying on themand if he didn't, it was
al nost certain he would end up doing precisely that.

He ground his teeth as the man | owered his trousers; then the two w apped
each other in a withing enbrace agai nst the bridge superstructure-arns and
| egs. In near panic, he squeezed his eyes shut and tried to concentrate on
Defiant's instrument panels, review ng each readout and switch in his mnd...

For a while, his ploy worked-even when the noani ng began. The wonan's
little squeal, however, defeated himat |ast. Wen he blinked his eyes open,
they were together on their knees and... Brimalnost fainted from sheer
nmortification.

But now, at least, their backs were toward him

Knees shaking wildly with enbarrassnent, be tiptoed quickly past, stealing
from shadow to shadow until the happy groans had | ong since faded into the
darkness and he regai ned his proper conpani onway. He waited at the hatch for a
few nmonents while he got control of his breathing. Then, shaking his bead, be
made his way bel ow decks into a cl anorous at nosphere of Hogge' poa, perfune,
sweat, |iqueurs, and-of course-polish. His heart was still pounding. The night
out there was for lovers, not dreaners. And tonight he clearly belonged to the
latter....

Morments later, armed with a huge goblet of reasonably mellow Longi sh Meem
he pushed through the noisy, jostling crowd to where Ursis, Waldo, and Aram were
in agitated conversation with Cal houn

"l don' understand," WAl do was saying, slurring her words a little in her
attenpt to be heard above the surroundi ng hubbub. "You always tell me that
you're in th' 'reclanmation' business. Yet you go 'round meki ng everybody el se
think you spend nost of the tinme in space." She hiccupped with an enbarrassed
little smle. "Just how do you square all that, Cal?"

"Yeah," Arampiped in, "what is it you reclaim anyway? Knowing the little
| do about you, | can't imagine it's souls. Maybe you run a tug, or
sonet hing?..." Suddenly he raised his eyebrows. "You weren't captain of a
sal vage ship, were you? One of your own, nmaybe?"

Cal boun suddenly | ooked a little unconfortable, but continued to smile as
unconsci ously he placed his armaround Wal do's waist, nuch to the latter's
apparent satisfaction. "Perhaps 'salvage' is a better term noo," he admtted,
gesturing nodestly with a free hand-and ignoring the question of ownership
conpl etely.

"Space sal vage?" the Bear remarked, holding a slim tapered finger in the
air, "but | have heard of such operations, would you believe?" He sniled
thoughtfully while he sipped, his neem "Perhaps," he continued after a nonent,
"in peacetine, our Executive Oficer cleverly makes his living by what one night
call 'presalvage' operations.” He smiled and | ooked Cal houn in the eye. "Is this
not a possibility, my Carescrian friend?"

For a mllicltck, Calhoun glanced coldly at Brim then | ooked Ursis
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directly in the face and narrowed his eyes. "I amsure ye are about to define
this term'presal vage' ye use,"” he said, drawing Wal do protectively closer to
his side-clearly a special relationship had forned between the two. Brimfelt a
tinge of wistful jealousy. She had such beautiful [egs...

Ursis stood his ground and calmy returned the man's steely gaze.

"Normal ly," he explained, "one salvages a starship after it is disabled; only
the nobst creative operators sal vage them beforehand." He shrugged

phl egmatically. "Cearly, dark caves whistle happy songs when a noon hides
behind the cl ouds."

"Huh?" Wal do asked.

Abruptly, Calhoun's face reverted to a cynical snmle. "One nmakes his living
as the Universe permts, ny friend," he stated quietly.

"l understand," Ursis replied, |looking the man directly in the eye.

Cal houn nodded. "You know, Ursis, | actually think |I believe you." Then he
clicked his heels in a nost formal nanner. "Gentlenen,"” he said, "ny
conplinments." Turning next to Wal do, he drew her even closer to his side. "I
shaft endeavor to explain everything later this evening, ny dear," he said, and
qui ckly gui ded her off toward the conpani onway.

"Ni k, do you think he mght really have been a space pirate?" the young
A' zurni an Hel nsman queried when the two were out of earshot.

"One draws one's own conclusions,” Usis replied in his nost inpassive
nmanner .

"He certainly said he was no stranger to space,"” Brimadded with a grin.
"But what he actually did out there is anybody's guess."

"Yeah," Aram agreed, |aughing. "Well, whatever it was, |'Il bet he was good
at it."

"That," Brimsaid, "is a bet | wouldn't take in a thousand standard years."

"Nor |I," Ursis added with a toothy grin. "And mark these words, ny friends:
his expertise-whatever it turns out to be-will soneday serve us well. Wnning

wars often requires thinking that is, shall we say, 'unconventional'?"

Bri m was about to coment further when his gaze net a famliar pair of
brown eyes-the sane that he'd encountered earlier at the norning briefing.

Cl audi a! Toni ght she wore a while sweater that showed her anple bust to its best
advantage and a skirt sufficiently short to reveal the slimlegs and tiny feet
that had so set himon edge in the flight bridge of the attack |aunch. This
time, she was in conversation with a circle of civilians. He sm|ed and nout hed
a silent "Hello" across the room It was certainty too noisy for any other neans
of comuni cati on.

The Haelician returned his smle and wi nked, holding his gaze with her own
as if she'd been waiting for himto arrive. And her red-haired Cormobdore was
nowhere in sight.

Brimquickly took | eave of his shipmates and pushed off again through the
crowd, stopping at the pantry for two fresh goblets of neem As he nmade his way
across the floor, she said sonmething to her friends, then navigated the rest of
the way to neet him "Thought you mght need a refill,"” he said, trying not to
stare. If anything, she was even nore beautiful than he recall ed.

"What ?" she call ed out above the cl anor.

"Arefill,” Brimfairly shouted, handing her one of the goblets. "I thought
you mght like a fresh drink."

"How t houghtful ," d audia said, bending directly to his ear. "Especially

since | know your launch hasn't been delivered to Defiant. | thank you,
Li eutenant . "

Brimfrowned and ignored the | aunch-he'd never have found tine for it
anyway. "Was that 'lieutenant' you just called ne?" he asked with a grin.

Cl audi a nodded her head while she swirled her drink around its goblet in a
nost expert nanner.
"I thought we were on a first-nane basis,

he protested with a raised

eyebr ow.
"Ch, we are," she said, looking himdirectly in the face. "I sinply wanted
to assure nyself that you felt that way here. Long ago | |learned the hard way
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that sonme of your Fleet colleagues dislike hearing their first nanes used in
public-especially by a local."

"You haven't met many Carescrians then, have you?" Brim barked, just saving
his meem from destructi on when a tipsy comander stunbled into him

"Not yet," daudia shouted, ninbly avoiding a sinilar fate fromhis

bl eary-eyed conpanion. "And cone to think of it, I'll bet you haven't
encountered many Haelicians, either, have you?"

"No," Brimadmitted, "I haven't-but then, | only arrived a little nore than
two days ago."

"True," Claudia said as two nore couples jostled past on their way to the

pantry. Bunped for a third time in as many clicks, she narrowed her eyes for a
monent, then grinned-her teeth perfect agai nst generous ruby lips. "You know,"
she shouted, "instead of standing here being tranpled, we could do sonething
about both our predicanents-and this worse-than-damed noise."

Brimfrowned. "What did you have in m nd?" he grow ed, fending off a
gesticul ati ng dockyard manager at his back.

"Well," Claudia said, talking directly into his ear, "one of ny favorite
pl aces just happens to be in a nearby section of town. And unless you really
enjoy this noise and jostling," she said, "I'll bet | could have us there in no
time at all."

Wthout a second thought, Brim stepped forward, grinned, and offered
Claudia his arm "Ma'am" he shouted, "I am at your service-inmmediately."

They left their goblets on a cluttered table at the conpani onway. ..

The hoarse grow of Caudia's open-air skimer reverberated froml ow
concrete abutments on either side of the bridge deck as they glided over the
famous stone arches of the Harbor Causeway and onto the nmainland. C audia
hersel f chattered |ike a tour guide, pointing through the scarred,
sun-di scol ored wi ndshield at each street and | anppost as if it represented
sonet hing very special-which clearly it did in her mind, at least. Her skirt had
slipped well past her knees as she worked the control pedals in high heels, and
Brimfound hinself hard-pressed to keep his eyes where she directed.

On the nainland side of the bridge, the Grand Canal was fronted with
unendi ng rows of nonolithic governnent warehouses and office
conpl exes-interrupted here and nere by nountains of fire-blackened debris. The
great, flat-faced buildings |lined each barren street with the boring sureness of
state-regul ated architecture everywhere. Crowded sidewal ks and furious
night-shift activity in thousands of |ighted wi ndows gave proof that the big
base worked on a round-the-clock basis. Brimknew it had done so since |ong
before Nergol Triannic's Geat War began

In the Government Section, Claudia found little of historical interest to
poi nt out, and drove considerably faster along the wi de thoroughfares until the
facel ess buildings grew snmaller and began to thin. As the skimrer sped inland
toward City Mount, the office precincts gave way to light industrial conplexes,
and finally to ancient bedroom nei ghborhoods built of stone, brick, and nortar.
Then, just short of the final canal bridge, they skirted the port's gaudy
pl easure district. Caudia hurried through this section, too, ignoring the
gari shly painted nude nen and wonen who shouted frombrightly |ighted
storefronts to advertise their services. Brimfound hinself shivering as they
sped al ong the crowded boul evards. Long ago, he had known places |ike these
firsthand. He had no desire to return. Ever

Presently, they bunped over the | ast steep canal bridge, slowed, and turned
through a wooden gate in a nmassive stone wall, entering the ancient Rocotzian
section of Atalanta. According to C audia, the nane derived fromthe shape of
the wall itself, which traced the uniquely suggestive outlines of a nale
rocot zi o bud.

Centuries in the past-long after such walls retained only synbolic
meani ng- Ot warriors overran Hador's entire planetary system enslaving the
whol e civilization there for nearly three hundred years. Only when the warlike
Gradgroat-Norchelite priests led an uprising-assisted by the newy confederated
Gal actic Enpire-were the conquerors overthrown and ultimately slain to a nman.
The last Omtian was captured al nost seventy years after the main forces
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capi tul at ed-and beheaded on the spot.

Duri ng subsequent, unsettled years, the Gradgroat-Norchelite order
constructed their great hilltop nonastery and thirteen orbital forts to repe
one last invasion, but the great space disruptors they installed never fired
again. And during hundreds of intervening decades, the nonster weapons fell into
di suse as The Order assuned a nore peaceful mssion in the gal axy. Nevert hel ess,
the Gradygroats, as they were by now Universally nicknaned, continued to
mai ntain the orbital forts just as if the reliquaries still housed first-line
weapons systens. |ndeed, nost Gradgroat-Norchelite friars and priests firmy
persisted in their belief that their antediluvian-and by now unwor kabl e- space
cannon woul d yet be used to save the enpire. But as the years passed, the term
Gradygroat entered al nost every dial ect of Aval onian as a synonym for
"ridiculous." Brimsniled as he watched Claudia tell the ancient stories. It was
fairly clear she was a believer, too-although be doubted she woul d ever admt
that to him...

At night. The Section appeared to be a haphazard proliferation of tal
stone buildings with intricately carved walls, dimy lighted arched w ndows, and
bal conies jammed with people taking the night air. Caudia piloted her skimer
snmoot hly through the maze of narrow streets, filled by men and wonen weari ng
bright-colored clothing with tasseled, pillbox hats. Children carried flowers as
they trailed their elders along the crowded sidewal ks. Here and there, robed
Gradgroat-Norchelite priests chanted blessings to all passersby who woul d bow
their heads. And at one corner, a great silvery egg-shaped Norchelite chape
rose sheer before them its polished netal walls splendidly reflecting the vivid
green |light of Haelic's m d-evening noons. @ ow ng characters over the doors
spelled The Order's curious notto: "In destruction is resurrection; the path of
power lies through truth.”

Oten, the skimer's headlights reflected pairs of greenish-yellow eyes in
darkened al coves: sable rothcats, a unique breed of felines inported during an
earlier age to conbat plagues of rodents and giant noths that once infested the
city. The rothcats did half their job, and to this day consuned nost of the
gi ant noths as soon as they hatched. But Felis Roth-bartis stubbornly ignored
rodents of all forns. Haelic was still searching for a better nousetrap...

Count | ess shops-often the nmerest slits in walls-lined the streets, enjoying
a thriving business at this late, but confortably cool, hour. Al too often,
however, huge gaps appeared in the buildings where rui ned masonry and pl aster
cascaded into the streets-legacies fromthe League of Dark Stare. C audi a passed
these without coment, but Brimcould feel the dark anger that blazed within
her. Leaguers would be better off if they didn't capture this target, he
t hought .

In atiny street full of colorfully dressed people who stared at Brinms
uniformas if he didn't quite belong, O audia expertly wedged the little skinmer
into a tiny opening along a curb and switched off the grav. "W're here," she
said with a smle of pleasure.

Bri m | ooked around himat the bustling shops, people, and aninmals. Snells
of every kind assaulted his nostrils: spices, animals, hot netal fromthe
ski mer, street dust, Caudia' s perfune, cooking oil, even the stones thensel ves
seened to have a particular odor. An exciting place, he thought. Every inch of
wal | space was covered by el aborate bas-relief: battle scenes, statues of
Norchelite saints, intricate scrollwork, ancient-|ooking starships, dragons,
chilling alien forns-designs of every shape and texture. "Lead on, ny trusty
guide," he said with a grin, "for | am hopelessly lost."

"l heard that you Hel msnmen are pretty dependent on navigators,"” C audia
teased, invoking a rivalry nmuch ol der than spaceflight itself, "but I had no
i dea how nuch."

"Show nme a Fl eet navigator who could find his way in-or out-of here on his
first trip, and I'll eat ny battle suit,"” Brimrenonstrated. "Unless he's a
Hael i ci an, of course. You people are clearly born with sone sort of crazy
navi gati onal system otherw se, nobody could ever go anywhere."

"You' ve guessed our secret!" Caudia exclained, dramatically raising her
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eyebrows. "And mine hones in on taverns, too-like this one." She indicated a
narrow arched doorway, framed with exquisite wooden filigree and outlined in
| acelike nmetal scrollwork. Above it was a colorful sign

"'Nesterio's something or other," Brimread al oud, peering at the carved
letters. The rest was in Haelician.

" '"Rocot zi an Cabaret, Claudia translated for him " "Spirits and Meen -
assunme that is what we've conme for."

Bri m cupped her el bow as they descended a steep staircase. "Doesn't matter

what | anguage the label's witten in," he said, "just what's in the bottle."
Then he laughed. "I nust sound |ike a Sodeskayan," he said. "That's an old
Carescrian saying."

Claudia sniled into his face. "I could understand it," she said. There's a

di fference, you know. "

"Yeah," Brimchuckled. "W Carescrians never were much for nystery."

InadimMy lit alcove at the bottomof the staircase, they were confronted
by a muscul ar, heavily bearded nman in crinson tights with |ong pointed shoes
that curled into coils at the tips. He wore an enbroidered blue tunic with shiny
brass buttons in two rows extending froma high lace collar to a short skirt of
brightly woven patterns. A broad, elaborately jeweled | eather belt draped over
his hips, placing a silver dagger in easy reach of his right hand. For a nmonent,
hi s gl ance noved sidel ong over Brins uniform then he narrowed his eyes and
peered into Caudia' s face. Only when she raised her hand in the traditiona
greeting did he bow and open the door. "This way, ny beautiful friend," he said,
his face brightening into a friendly snile, "and Lieutenant," he added
graciously, "please feel that our poor tavern is always your honme when you again
find yourself in The Section."

Brimbowed. "I am deeply honored," he said, very much aware that C audia's
presence al one granted his singular wel cone.

Inside, the roomitself was long, narrow, and crowded. Lighted by di m oi
| anps that hung froma high stone ceiling, it |ooked every bit as incredibly old
as it probably was. The walls were of whitewashed pl aster whose snoke- browned
surfaces were relieved here and there by inset wooden beans painted bright green
and | avishly decorated by colorful primtive designs. Fromthe small corner
stage, a trio of nusicians created sinuous nel odies that bl ended and separat ed,
sonetines harnonically, sonetines discordantly, in what even the unsophisticated
ear of WIf Brimunderstood nmust be a unique, totally authentic Haelician
mel i fluousness. The air was thick with mu' occo snoke, a nildly narcotic-sone
cl ai med aphrodi si ac-1eaf the natives had snoked during nmonents of relaxation
since time imenorial.

They were shown to a booth so narrow that Brim had no choice but to occupy
a seat opposite his beautiful conpani on-a disappointnment, sonmehow, but there was
no help for it. Across the aisle, he recognized the Base's civilian nmanager-wth
two attractive wonen. He snmiled to hinself. He might be no nore man a
lieutenant, but d audia Val enbnt was with him and she was nore stunningly
beautiful than either of the manager's conpani ons.

"Like it?" she asked.

"I love it," Brimresponded as he relaxed in the surprisingly confortable
wooden bench. "And | want you to know | feel considerably privileged to be
here. "

"l suppose it's not a part of the City many 'outsiders' see,
agr eed.

"l sort of got that idea fromyour friend at the door," Brimreplied.

Claudia sniled. "Nesterio is an old acquai ntance," she expl ai ned, a soft
bl ush rising nmonentarily to her cheeks. "He... ah... protects ne."

"Wth nuscles like that, | assume he can do quite a thorough job," Brim
comented with a grin.

"Yes," Claudia said quietly, lowering her eyes to the table. "A chil dhood
friend-and nuch nore. Al npst two years ago, he pulled nme fromthe rubble of the
buil ding where | lived at the tinme. |1'd been trapped for nearly a day before he
dug ne out with his bare hands...." She |aughed grinmy. "Now, he seens to feel a
responsibility for nmy continued safety. And Universe knows | shall never

Cl audi a
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di scourage him"

"By the beard," Brimsaid quietly. "I had no idea you'd been..."

"The scars don't normally show," she said. "But | no |onger worry about
bringing children into this Universe of war, either."

Brimcould find no adequate response. Years ago, his own tiny sister died
screaming in his arns after the very first of Kabul Anak's vicious raids on
hel pl ess Carescria-a raid that cost himeveryone else in his imediate famly,
as well. Sonehow, now was not the tinme to share his experience. Besides, he'd
personal ly come through the raids wthout so nuch as a scratch...

Presently, a shapely red-haired waitress in a white, floor-length skirt and
bright green surcoat with huge, puffy sleeves took their orders: native e'lande
for Caudia and neemfor Brim After that, she seenmed to relax. Brimwas stunned
when she suddenly rummaged t hrough her purse and produced a tiny silver case
containing six of the slim golden nmu' occo "cigarettes," as they were call ed.

"I don't suppose you'd like one," she said.

"I wouldn't know," Brimresponded with fascination. "I only heard about
themduring the initial Enbassy briefing. Are they |li ke Hogge' poa?"

"May the Gods grant us everlasting protection from Hogge' poa." She | aughed.
"But, yes, WIf, they're pretty nmuch |ike Hogge' poa-except for the snell. And if
you haven't tried themyourself, then | shall snoke for both of us-at |east
toni ght."

Brimsmled as the drinks arrived. "Sounds like a good idea," he said
evenly. She didn't seemto be laughing at him Carescrians were very sensitive
to that. "I have a feeling there's a lot | can | earn about Haelicians."

"We're people, basically," she said, sipping the clear liquid in her
| ong-stemmed flute. "Love us, we love; hurt us, we fight. We're a pretty tough
lot, I guess...."

"You'd have to be," Brimsaid. "I know what raids are |ike when you can't
fight back." Then he | ooked her directly in the eye. 'Tell me nore about the
war, here," he asked, "fromthe civilian side."

Claudia frowmed at himfor a nonment, then raised her eyebrows. "Wy would
you want to know?" she asked quietly..

"l guess war's been pretty fortunate for me, so far," Brimadmtted. '"The
busi ness of barbarians,' as sone forgotten enperor naned it. Seens to ne that |
have an obligation to find out what it really neans."

Cl audi a rai sed an eyebrow in disbelief. "I didn't expect that kind of
honesty," she said after long nonents of silence. "But |I'll give as good as |'ve
gotten, by Zanp. And perhaps you'll help me understand what it's really like on
the warships | service." Then she |it her cigarette with a tiny gol den natch.

Through a second round of drinks they tal ked about the endl ess conbat that
penetrated nearly every part of their gal axy-and C audia seened as fascinated by
his views as he was by hers. Both agreed that arned conflict was hardest on
nonconbat ants hel pl ess civilians who happened to be in nme way of the rolling,

i nsane juggernaut mlitary mnds had | ong ago naned "war."

After third and fourth rounds of drinks-and a second cigarette-their
conversation returned to the raids on Atalanta, and finally to the one that
nearly killed d audia.

"l suppose it wasn't a total loss," she joked wyly. "After they seal ed ne
up, |'ve never had to worry about, shall we say, the 'aftereffects' of a good
ronp."

Brimsmled at her good-natured frankness. "In other words, blood flows
pure in your veins, unsullied by preventive chemcals," he said.

"By those chemicals, at least," she said. "But the plunbing they renoved
used to provide other chemicals that had a lot to do with ny makeup as a wonan."
She took a last draught fromher cigarette, then crushed it out in a tiny shower
of perfumed sparks. "I've always been kind of wild-even ny first time. Voot's
hairy beard, WIf," she | aughed quietly, "he was hung like a gratzhorse. And
took himon gladly! It hurt about as nmuch as it felt wonderful."

Bri m | aughed at her, renenbering his own funbling initiation-appropriately
enough, in the hold of a starship.
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"Well," she continued, "I'd been in the hospital about two weeks when it
suddenly dawned on ne that the wldness was all gone! WIf, | didn't give a damm
for that good stuff anynore. And | panicked-right there in the healing nachine.
They' d taken everything out to save nmy life, and | wasn't sure at that nonment |
wanted to be bothered with what they'd left me...." She squeezed her eyes shut
for a moment. "Luckily," she continued after a tine, "as long as | let themslip
a lozenge into my armnow and then, | still get ny urges, so..." Al at once,
she |l ooked Brimin the eye and shook her head. "Sorry," she said with an
enbarrassed little snmile. "I shouldn't get carried away like |I do. Especially in
front of soneone who | understand was pretty badly wounded on his first tour of
duty. "

Bri mreached across the table and took her hand. "I also survived." he said
quietly. "And | didn't |ose any plunbing."

"WIf Brim" she declared with a grin, "I had no doubt about that at all."
He was about to press on with that encouraging |ine of conversation when
suddenly she stared at her tinmepiece. "By the beard!" she exclained, "do you
know what tine it is?"

Taken aback, Brimglanced at his own tinepiece-in utter surprise. The
civilian nmanager and his two wonmen had | ong since disappeared, and dawn was only
short netacycl es away.

"Uni verse, how could |?" Claudia nuttered as she runmaged i n her purse.
"WIf, 1've got to get you back to the base right away, or | shall never get to
bed. "

Bri m al nost commented on that, then thought better of it. Cearly, the npod
of romance evaporated as soon as it nmet the air. "I suppose | could call a cab,"
he suggest ed.

Cl audi a | aughed. "That would be a terrible thing for me to do to
you-especially when it was ny idea to cone here in the first place." She
squeezed his hand. "No, Lieutenant WIf Brim | shall take you directly back to
your ship in ny skinrer. But this time, | shall use a rmuch nore direct route."

True to her word, Claudia arrived at the entrance to Defiant's gravity poo
within twenty cycles of her departure from Nesterio's. As she drewto a rattling

halt, Brim shook his head. "I didn't think this could go so fast," he said, only
alittleinjest. "Was it entered in the Mtchell Cup race?"
"Sonmeday, | may even tell you about those races," she said with a soft

smle. "But it won't be tonight." Abruptly, she grabbed his cheeks in her hands
and deposited a wet kiss directly on his lips, then she sat back in her seat,

and revved the grav. "Good norning, Lieutenant," she said firmy. "I sinply nust
be on ny way hone-now. "
Rel uctantly, Brim stepped to the pavenment. "WII | see you again he asked
"If you like," she answered nonconmittally, then smiled gently once nore.
"Thank you for a wonderful evening, WIf," she added. "It was one | won't soon

forget, believe me." A nonent |ater-before Brimcould think of anything else to
detai n her-she was gone.

He watched the taillights of her little skimer until they disappeared on
the far side of the Harbor Causeway. Then, trudging over the browin the
relative quietness of Haelic's early-norning watch, he showed his pass to the
guard and nmade his solitary way to his cabin.

For the renmai nder of the short night, he tossed and turned on his
bunk-tired but utterly sleepless. Somehow he was angry with hinmself. Should he
have nade sonme sort of pass at the beautiful Haelician? In retrospect, probably
he shoul d have-especially if his |last experience with Margot were any indication
of the future. But the signals she gave were all so conflicting. Over and over
he rehearsed their conversations-sonetimes serious, sonetinmes erotic in the
extrene.

In any case, he'd done nothing to feel guilty about so far as Margot was
concer ned- even though he knew full well he'd have been glad to had he been given
the slightest chance. He finally fell asleep wondering if she were pleasuring
LaKarn at that very nonent. A devil of a way to end such a prom sing day...
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Chapter 4

ATALANTA

Late the next evening-after the new | aunch and its cradle were securely
installed on Defiant's boat deck-Brimchecked the assignments roster and found
hi nsel f conpletely free of duty during the next full watch sequence. Nothing of
that nature had happened since Menander-Garand, and then he'd had a chance to
see Margot. He shrugged. This tine, he had only one day-and no way to get

hi nsel f back to Avalon even if he did have nore tine.

Hands in his pockets, he wandered aimessly in and out of the nearly enpty
war droom along a corridor past his solitary cabin, and finally through
Defiant's main hatch into the cooling glow of a sumrer eveni ng. Hador was in the
process of turning the sky a dozen glorious hues of red and orange while it set
behind Atalanta's City Mount Hill. As he nmade his way forward along the main
deck, Defiant's ebony hullnetal took on its own reddi sh hue and transforned the
great starship into a dreamnli ke | andscape of glow ng, streanlined forns and deep
shadows. Then, even before he reached the starship's bows, these brilliant
colors rapidly faded to magentas, and finally to | avenders as |lights began to
flash and flicker in the city beyond. He turned for a nmoment to face Defiant's
superstructure, now a deep-purple formagainst the still-blue sky. Pinpoints of
colored light glowed and flickered fromthe navigating bridge-his eyes could
pi ck out novement there, but details no |onger penetrated the oncom ng darkness.

Returning his gaze to the city once nore, be could sense the first
stirrings of an evening |land breeze on his cheek. It carried the peculiar
fragrance of age, masonry, dust, and a touch of growing things fromthe fields
beyond. Narrowi ng his eyes, he thought he could recognize the Rocotzian section
where he had spent the previous evening; of course, he couldn't be sure. Atop
City Mount, the nonstrous Gradgroat-Norchelite nonastery was now a nultitude of
lights, surnmounted by its glow ng golden spire. His breath caught as he let the
ni ghtti ne beauty surge over him Atalanta was relatively safe fromattack so
long as Vice Admiral Zorn Hober and his 12th Battl ecrui ser Squadron were in
resi dence. Tonorrow, however, he knew the powerful squadron was schedul ed back
into space. After that the city lights would not go on again until the 12th-or
sonme conparabl e protection-was once again in residence at the base.

He shook his head. War! How good it was to himand how utterly horrible to
nearly everyone else. For a Carescrian, it was easy to forget that the Universe
contained an alnmost infinite variety of realities-and that those having anything
to do with poor, inpoverished Carescria were nearly inconprehensibl e anywhere
el se. Suddenly, a wave of fatigue swept over him Another |ong day, and no doubt
about it.

Hands still in his pockets, he retraced his steps along a now darkened nain
deck to the main hatch, and fromthere to his cabin. H s |ast conscious thought
was a prom se that he woul d spend the next day learning a little about the city
and its people-on foot, the way a Carescrian would, not aboard a tour bus. If
At al anta coul d produce soneone like Caudia Valenont, then it was well worth a
proper effort....

For the second norning in a row, Bri mwas roused out of his bunk early-this
time by the ship's siren and a blaring call for "Action Stations" fromthe
message frame on the back of his door. Junping blindly into a battle suit, he
fought his way though the orderly confusion in the corridors and conpani on-ways
to his station on the bridge.

Usis had arrived there no nore man a netacycle or two before him but the
Bear already had power to Defiant's gravity generators. By the tine Brimslipped
into the left-hand Hel msman's console, the ship was ready to taxi, although he
was unsure whether or not he was. Ruefully, he recalled the old adage: "Sound
sleep is the sleep you' re in when you get wakened," or sonething like mat. He
was |iving proof.

No nore than a c'tenyt to starboard, two | arge nerchant ships were burning
fiercely on their gravity pools. And even as he watched, a series of distant
expl osions erupted hal fway up City Mount HiIl. Lights were going out in huge
patches all over the city. Nearby, along the darkened canal -si de roadways,
speedi ng energency vehicl es were weavi ng desperately through |ines of personne
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carriers rushing crews to their respective ships.

But strangely-to Brim at |east-no bolts of defensive firing arced through
the dark sky anywhere. And for that matter, the source of the destruction was
not obvious, either. Nornmally, you could see a disruptor go off. He raised an
eyebrow. ... Through the confusion of voices on the bridge, behind himhe could
hear Col I i ngswood and Cal houn in busy conversation with the Port Authority. "M.
Chairman," he said as a sl eep-runpled Waldo hurried into the Cohehnsman's
consol e beside him "put me in contact with the tower, please."”

"A nmonment, Lieutenant Brim" the Chairman's voice intoned a few nonents
|later. "All tower channels are presently in use."

Suddenly, Brimfelt a hand on his shoul der. He junped.

"Sorry to startle ye, laddie," Cal houn said softly, "but the alert's been
canceled. You'll probably want to call off the Chairman," he added.

Brimfrowned and turned in his seat. "Cancel ed?" he asked incredul ously.

G ant flanmes were even now | eapi ng thousands of feet in the air fromthe
stricken section of Atalanta. "I don't understand...."

"Operations calls it a case of coordi nated sabotage,"” Cal houn replied,
"both here and in the city. There's no' an eneny ship anywhere in the renote
vicinity of Hador. They've verified it with every scout and picket ship out
there. "

Baf fl ed, the younger Carescrian shook his head and turned back to his
console. "1 won't need that tower channel, M. Chairman," he said. "Cancel the
request."”

"Aye, Lieutenant," the Chairman intoned. "Your request is canceled."

Suddenly, Brimturned back to Cal houn. "Sabotage, ny foot!" he exclai ned.
"Il bet that was a bender."

Cal houn's eyebrows rose for a nonent; then he glanced at Collingswood in
the next console. "Mikes sone sense, doesn't it. Regula?"

Brimturned even farther in his seat to note the Captain's reaction.

Col l'i ngswood frowned for a nmonent. "Well," she said, "the possibility had
entered ny mind." Then she nodded thoughtfully. "There is one thing, however,"
she added, looking Brimdirectly in the face. "Nobody reported energy beans
during the "attack.' And unless the Leaguers have also invented a new type of
di sruptor, soneone somewhere shoul d have seen energy beans, don't you think?"

Brimcould only nod agreenment. "Aye, Captain,"” he admtted. "Soneone should
have. "

"That is not to say | absolutely believe the sabotage story, either,"”

Col i ngswood added, getting up fromher console. "For the time being, however,

amnore inclined that way-especially since | cannot think of anything | can do
about the incident." She smled. "At any rate, | still have a few netacycl es of
sl eep coming, and | do not intend to | ose any nore of themthan necessary. So,

if you gentlenmen will excuse ne..."

Brimgrinned. "Good night, Captain," he said.

"Good night. Captain," Cal houn echoed, "and good night to you, |addie," he
said, standing at his own console. "The Skipper's got a fine idea if | have ever
heard of one."

Monents later. Brimwas al nbst al one on the bridge. "Good night, Waldo," he
said as the lovely young Hel nenan made off toward the rear of the bridge. He
smled to hinself. He'd never even had tinme to say hello.

Quitting his own console, he wal ked over to where Ursis was shutting down
the starship's power systens again. "Quickest flight we ever nade," he said,
pl acing a hand on the Bear's shoul der

"I's true," Ursis growed, throwing the nmain breaker and shutting off the
console's instrumentation. He grinned a toothy grin as he stood. "And speaking
of truth," he continued, "I could not avoid overhearing your bender theory."

"You think it m ght be benders, too?" Brim asked on their way to the rear
of the bridge.

"I do," Ursis said, ushering BrimlInto the conpani onway before him "in
spite of the lack of evidence...."

Bri m shook his head vigorously. "Unfortunately, | can't figure out what
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ki nd of weapons they're using. Collingswiod' s right-there's no disruptor | know
of that doesn't |eave a very visible path of ionization."

"That is also true, ny inpatient friend," the Bear said with a smile.
"However, the other nmorning is the first tine you or | even heard of benders.
Real ones, anyway." He nodded his head as they stopped at his cabin. "This is a
puzzle-to be sorted out in its own good tine. Someone will eventually acconplish
it. Perhaps even us. In the meanwhile, we do our best, which includes sleeping
whenever possible...."

"CGood night, Nik," Brimsaid. "And thanks for the support."

"Good night, WIf, for whatever remai ns of your bedtine. W shall perhaps
di scuss this further tonight over a glass of neem eh?"

Brimsniled. "Nk, you ve got yourself a bargain," he said as he started
down the hall again toward his own cabin. But now he was w de awake. By the tine
he had his door open, he knew that going to bed now would be little nore nan a
waste of tine-especially since he planned to explore part of a large city. After
changing into a sunmer uniform he closed and | ocked his cabin again, then
headed for the entry port. A bit early, perhaps, but he was ready to go...

Hador was still only a glow on the lightward horizon when Brim signed out
for local |eave and stepped into the fresh sea air beyond Defiant's nmain hatch
In the distance, Atalanta's huge fires had burned to a dull glow, and the two
stricken merchantmen were little nore than tw sted skeletons collapsed into
their ruined gravity pool s.

Yet for all its recent chaos, the base appeared to have returned to nornal
al rost i Mmedi ately followi ng the emergency. Bri mnodded to hinself as he caught
a local tramfor the base's main civilian terminal-the little vehicle was no
more man a few cycles late. A hush passed over the passengers when they passed
the two freshly burned out gravity pools-still snmoking and littered with
energency vehicles. But as the tram bounced along its route through the huge
starship base, it was filled and enptied a nunber of times by energetic-I| ooking
wor kmen who j oked and tal ked anong thenselves as if this were sinply another
ni ght shift. Hael aci ans were tough-he'd | earned that in a hurry. And it | ooked
as if Kabul Anak woul d di scover the sane thing hinmself, soon enough. According
to top-secret situation reports, the Leaguer admiral had recently transferred
his flag to his new super battleship Rengas. The attack wasn't far off now, Brim
could feel it in his bones.

Wien he arrived at the base ternminal, the end of the night shift was stil
nmore than two netacycl es away, and both buil dings were nearly deserted. Qut in
the tram shed, only two | arge interurban coaches hovered in the nmaze of shall ow
stone all eyways the vehicles used for a roadbed.

They were tall, ol d-fashioned-I|ooking conveyances: Brim guessed as much as
twelve irals in height, eight to ten wi de, and perhaps seventy in length
overall. Floating on two flat gravity packs near either rounded end, the floors

of the big machi nes hovered approxi mately chest high. Forward, three-pane

wi ndscreens extended fromslightly arched roofs halfway to the fl oor. Lines of
simlarly sized windows ran the | ength of each coach, the top third of each

gl azed with green stained glass. Powerful -l ooking headl anps were nmounted bel ow
the center wi ndscreen panels, directly over each car's nunber in brass Aval oni an
digits. The passenger entrance was a set of double doors am dshi ps equi pped with
a retractable step. Open hatches forward and aft had only a short |adder; they
were clearly for the crew. Car 312 bore three orange stripes painted across the
center of its arched roof; car 309 had a Stogie blue stripe. Aside fromthis,
however, the trans appeared to be nearly identical except for signs at their
turnstiles proclaimng "Mnastery" and "Loop 12."

Brimfrowned. It was reasonably clear that the former would arrive
eventually at the top of Atalanta's hill at the G adgroat-Norchelite Mnastery.
But what was a Loop 12? He rubbed his chin for a nonment, then prudently decided
on the monastery. If the nazelike Rocotzian section of town were any indication,
he woul d be rmuch wi ser spending his time in bonafide tourist attractions unti
he was fortunate enough to attract another native escort.

He peered around the nearly deserted car shed; it snelled of stale food,
stale sweat, stale nu' occo snoke, and the sharp stench of ozone fromthe
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humm ng, hovering trans. He guessed the | ast odor woul d easily reach unpl easant
concentrations when the alleys were filled with coaches.

A green-uni formed worker dozed behind the ticket counter, but above his
head hung a colorful map of the city. It was al so marked with synbol s
t hat -wonder of wonders!-matched signs on all the turnstiles. On closer
i nspection, Brimdiscovered that Loop 12 was a route that circled the center
section of the hill through a veritable nmaze of narrow side streets: a great
pl ace to become | ost, he concluded quickly. Nodding to hinself, he gently woke
the ticket agent, purchased a round-trip ticket on the Mnastery circuit, and
made his way to tram nunber 312.

I nside, the enpty coach snelled of hot oil, upholstery, and ozone; it was
confortably set up with four rows of carpet-covered bucket seats and a center
aisle. It was also spotlessly clean. Brimtook a wi ndow seat near the front
where he could see out the wi ndscreens as well. Then he sat back to wait.

During the next few cycles, he was joined by a nunber of worknen | eaving
early for one reason or another-nostly accidents. One |inped on board with a
fresh patch over her eye, two burly nmen in stevedore's overalls arrived with
bandages around their heads, and a tall, angry-I|ooki ng woman struggled up the
stairs and into a seat despite the great cast that covered her right leg all the
way to her knee. She was followed by a brace of griny, tired-Iooking
Gradgroat-Norchelite priests who snelled strongly of snoke. Brim quickly guessed
where they cane from There would be a lot of work for priests at the two
burned-out gravity pools. Weckage such as he'd seen would allow for few
survivors. ...

At length the crew arrived: conductor and notornman dressed in dark green
tunic and trousers, white shirts with green bow ties, shiny black boots, and
or ange- beaked pill box hats decorated by a device that | ooked |ike a whee
pierced by a golden lightning bolt. Shortly thereafter, bells sounded
officiously, doors rattled closed, and the floor vibrated beneath Brinls feet
whi |l e ancient gravity packs ground into ponderous action, noving car 312 out of
the station and onto a main all eyway beading inland. As the big, top-hanpered
coach picked up speed, she began a rhythm ¢ swaying notion that, coupled with
t he nonotonous throb of her packs, had a soothing effect all its own.

Rel axing in his seat, Brimsquinted at the windowitself. It was a tal
affair with polished wooden franes and brass hardware that allowed the bottomto
be raised past its green stained-glass partner above-hadn't they heard of
environnmental control ? The transparent bottom pane even boasted bevel ed gl ass!
Qut side, they were now crossing a bridge that paralleled the seven nobss-covered
stone arches of the Harbor Causeway-he renmenbered that bridge fromhis evening
with C audia

For a nonent, her oval face and soft-looking brown hair filled his mnd's
eye-he i magi ned the nmusky fragrance of her perfune teasing his nose. Sonehow,
she had been popping in and out of his nmind a great deal since that night-nuch
nore than she should have. Truth to tell, he felt nore than a little guilty
about being attracted so strongly to her-especially when he was pl edged to
soneone el se

Then he shrugged. Right or wong, that was the way things were. For the
next precious netacycles, he intended to relax and enjoy his precious |eave.
Tonorrow was time enough to norali ze...

Car 312's gravity packs increased to a throbbing pul se beneath the fl oor as
the all eyway began to clinb City Muwunt HIl, and they entered a confusion of
three- and four-story structures built nostly of whitewashed stone and nortar
By the early-norning light, Brimcould see tiny gardens crowded into every
possi bl e nook and cranny, dappled with flowers that splashed the waking
cityscape with a mllion dabs of color. These buildings were so close to the
street that their bal conies nearly touched overhead. The net effect was al nost
tunnel -like as the big car clawed its way up the steep grade. In places, the
dusty alleyway actually doubled as a narrow street of sorts that they were
obliged to share with dogs, barnyard aninmals, priests, fishernen, storekeepers,
stonenmasons, rothcats, dockyard workers, occasional Blue Capes, and droves of
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men and wonen in colorful native dress. None noved out of the way until the |ast
possi bl e nonent, when the conductor applied the car's shrieking, ear-piercing
whi stl e-which he was obliged to do al nbst every few irals.

Al too often, they thundered past burned-out, roofless buil di ngs-abandoned
and | eft gaping at the sky. Many of the side streets Brimcould see were filled
with piles of tunbled brick and stone-clearly inpassable for the duration of the
war. Sonetines, whol e bl ocks, had been gutted, with narrow paths cleared through
the rubble to uncover the alleyways. The notorman sped through these pursued by
billowi ng specters of gray dust. They nade Brim shiver. No glory here, only the
remai ns of fragile honmes, crushed and broken by the wild, blind |ashings of
wartime insanity. He shook his head, Sonehow, sights Iike this never seened to
register with the | eaders. Usually, he supposed, their hones were well
protected....

In due course, the car crossed a stone bridge over a deep ravine. Brim
glimpsed the distant harbor far below. Admiral Hober and his battlecruisers were
just putting out to space: laith Galad, Qedden, and Benwel |, great hovering
shapes on the placid norning waters.

Even whil e he wat ched, Benwell began her takeoff run at the head of a
towering cloud of water vapor. In spite of hinself, he felt shivers of thril
race along his back while the interurban's wi ndows rattled in the rolling
thunder. Battlecruisers were the stuff of dreams for him Especially
Benwel | -built as replacenent for N nue, on which the | egendary Star Admira
Merlin Enrys had di sappeared note than five years ago. Like every young man in
the Enpire-even in Carescria-he had worshi ped Entrys and the great ebony
battl ecrui ser that ghosted in and out of harbors all over the gal axy, show ng
the col ors-and power-of Geyffin IV's Galactic Enpire. Their |oss had been
devastating at the tinme. Now, both man and ship were only half-renmenbered
entries in a casualty list that would have seened unbelievable at the tine. But
they woul d al ways hold a special place in his heart.

At length, the car thrumed across two intricately filigreed netal
trestles, glided through a long, pillared col onnade, and canme to rest on a
spaci ous plaza planted with ancient, ocher-colored trees and paved w th conpl ex
patterns of reddi sh-gold paving stones. On one side it fronted a col ossa
saffron granite crag at |least two hundred irals in height and half a c'lenyt in
circunference. A spectacular staircase and bal ustrade-scul pted fromthe granite
itsel f-wound through a dozen switchbacks to the nonastery above. It was occupied
by bl ack-garbed priests with high orange collars, Friars and Sisters in their
| ong crimson gowns, novices wearing short robes of rough cloth, and an
occasional, brightly outfitted | ayperson

Qpposite this stairway, the plaza was bounded by another ornate bal ustrade,
al so of saffron granite, but interspersed by graceful, flower-filled urns tw ce
as tall as a man. From here, Brim got a spectacul ar view of the harbor and the
great Inperial base thousands of irals below He could feel the norning sea
breeze on his face, cool and fresh at this altitude. He picked out Defiant on
her gravity pool and grinned to hinself. He'd seldomhad a chance to see her at
such a distance. "G aceful" was the word that canme to his mnd first. She was a
beautiful ship, long and | ean as she hovered-inpatiently, as it seened-to break
the bonds that kept her from her own el enent.

Wth a whol e day on his hands, he relaxed a few extra cycles at the
bal ustrade, |ooking down at the many-hued roofs of Atalanta. Behind him he
heard the coach's doors rattle shut; presently it ground its way out of the
pl aza. Sonehow its departure severed a synbolic tie with the war, and he
suddenly felt freed-no matter how tenporarily-fromthe death and destruction
that swirled through the gal axy. He took a deep breath while a feeling of peace
swept over himin the quiet, breeze-swept plaza.

Fifty irals to his right, another staircase-this built into the steep
hill side-connected with the streets below. Like its opposite, it also carried
considerable traffic. H gh overhead, a colorful little Gadygroat Zuzzuou lifted
fromthe nonastery and crackled up into the norning sky. As the archaic little
spaceshi p banked steeply over the harbor, Brimsaw that it was filled to
capacity. He shook his head and sniled. A whole spaceship of G adygroats flying,
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out to service weapons systens that generations of Admiralty scholars dism ssed
as nere artifacts-unworthy of further study. He | aughed to hinself. Tal k about
wasti ng manpower! Yet the forts held a certain fascination for him Silently, he
prom sed hinself that if he ever had nore than a single day on | eave, he woul d
try to fly out and see one for hinself. Then he | aughed. Fat thraggling chance
of extended leave in a place |like Atalanta...

At length, he turned and nade his way through the dusk-blue tree
shadows- boots clicking anmong gently danci ng puddl es of gol den sunlight-until at
Il ength he cane to the foot of the great staircase. He followed a trio of Friars
onto the narble treads, and quickly discovered that G adgroat-Norchelite clerics
set a rapid pace on the way up. He laughed to hinself as he found hinself
breat hi ng deeper and deeper. Cearly, the staircase was a daily occurrence for
them and consi derably | onger than Defiant's |ongest conpani onway.

He paused at a | anding near the top while he caught his breath. Fromthis
hi gh angle, he could see car 312 with its three orange stripes followi ng a
twi sted route back down the hill. He idly watched the streets he would follow
were he walking to intercept its course. An easy route, he discovered to his
surprise. The hilltop was so steep that the heavy car required nunerous
swi t chbacks to negotiate the slope, and although it had clearly traveled a | ong
way since leaving the plaza, its actual distance fromthe nonastery was little
nore than an easy c'lenyt's walk fromthe | ower staircase. He even strongly
consi dered making the wal k hinmsel f once he conpleted his visit to the nonastery.
When he reached the top a few cycles later, however, all thoughts concerning
possi bl e wal ks-or anything else, for that matter-were swept away by the
m nd- boggl i ng structure | oomng before him

Bl azing in Hador's afternoon brilliance |ike a golden icon, the nonastery's
col ossal, flanme-shaped spire stood at |east a thousand irals higher than the two
massi ve, disk-shaped tiers that forned its base. The bottomstory was nearly a
quarter again as large as the top, and both were surrounded by |ofty al abaster
col onnades forned of pointed arches and graceful colums that were easily nore
than a hundred irals high at their apex. A second grove of gigantic ocher trees
surrounded the sprawl i ng canpus, shadi ng what appeared to be veritable c'tenyts
of quiet paths dotted by rushing fountains and qui et gl ens.

Before Brim s nearly unbelieving eyes, a wi de avenue | ead across the
first-story colonnade and into a pair of nassive, ebony doors that thensel ves
were at |east sixty irals high. At present, both were open to a darkened space
beyond. The Carescrian shook his head. Never-anywhere-had he encountered such an
extraordinary structure. Geyffin IV s palace in Avalon actually paled in
conpari son.

Above the massive door frame was a carved nmotto witten in Xantos, the
archai ¢ Universal script that even Carescrian youngsters were required to |earn
I N DESTRUCTI ON | S RESURRECTI ON
THE PATH OF POAER LEADS THROUGH TRUTH

Bri m chuckl ed as he stepped across the threshold into a darkened
ant eroom Gradygroats made about as nmuch sense as Sodeskayan Bears when it cane
to nottoes. Wien his eyes accustoned thensel ves to the darkness, he pushed open
a second, inner door, and..

Unconsci ously, he caught his breath. Sensible or not, the great circular
commons room they had constructed was in many ways as inpressive as the whole
nonastery.

From a st upendous bal cony formed by the nonastery's second tier, nen's
voi ces intoned one of the G adgroat-Norchelite anthens-ancient words and nusic
that stirred the hearts of believers and nonbelievers alike:

"Ch Universal Force of Truth,
That guards the honel and of our youth,
That bidd' st the m ghty cosnps deep
Thi ne own appointed Iimts keep:
Ch hear us when we cry for Gace
For those at peril far in space...."
Brimfollowed no particular religion-by any stretch of the inagination-but
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he nonet hel ess found hinself |ifted on a cresting surge of enotion. He'd | oved
the hymm as a child who dreaned of the stars. Now that he'd found them the
words were still never far beneath his personal veneer

Before himlike sone preposterous crystal plain, the | ens-shaped fl oor was
dotted here and there by figures of nmen and wonen who appeared to be
di m ni shed- sonehow, hunbl ed was a better word-by sheer, unmitigated nmagnitude.
On further inspection, he discovered that the surface actually conprised three
concentric circles. Spaced equally around the outer ring, three inlaid sets of
Xant os synbols faced the center of the roomand spelled "Destruction" in shining
gold nmetal. The niddle ring contained three sets of gold inlaid synbols for
"Resurrection," also facing the center. And the unnmarked inner ring served to
frane a | arge, central cone of gleam ng gold-colored netal studded with
irregul ar patterns of what appeared to be a thousand or nore nulticol ored gens.
The synbol group for "Truth" was deeply engraved three tinmes into a polished
band of clear metal around its base.

Over head, soaring high above the bal cony, a nonunental done nodel ed the
nighttine firmanent over Atalanta with Hador blazing forth through a | enslike
aperture that seened to hover in the center of the sky surrounded by the word
"Power," in Xantos letters. Brimfrowned as he stared up into this artificia
starscape. Sonething peculiar about it.... He snapped his fingers. O course.
The done itself was unquestionably constructed of sonme translucent nmaterial, and
what ever the G adygroats were using to nodel Hador shone from consi derabl e
di stance behind its surface! He smiled. Cever, that. A shinmering beam of
focused brilliance plumreted straight fromthe "hovering" lens to shatter on the
jewel ed cone in the center of the floor; its light then nmirrored back to the
dome in a thousand separate reflections to formthe stars. Brimnodded in
admiration as he studied the cone. Each of its seemingly scattered jewels had
actual ly been placed with exquisite care! He wondered what sort of artificial
flare the Gradygroats had placed behind the donme to shine Iike that one did.

Interestingly enough-at least to Brimthe tower itself was al nost fourteen
hundred irals high, but the inner done above his bead extended no nore than
three hundred irals into it. Rather disappointing, when he cane to think about
it. Idly, he wondered what the Gradygroats did with the renai nder of the
space-he certainly renmenbered seeing no windows in the tower, at least fromthe
out si de.

On the surrounding wall, scores of inset display-w ndow tabl eaux depicted
the long, varied history of The Order. Brim pronised hinself anple tine to
di gest these-especially ones depicting the thirteen orbital forts and their
m ghty disruptors. Wuldn't Wellington | ove this, he thought as he continued his
fasci nated inspection of the combns room

During the next netacycles, Brimavailed hinmself of everything the
monastery had to offer: its great circle of tableaux, the library with the rare
collection of Printives, the nuseum the art gallery, and the gloriously wooded
parks. Each was fascinating in its own way, and to his surprise, neither the
Friars nor the Sisters he net attenpted to proselytize himor, so far as he
could see, any of the other visitors, although there were only hinself and
perhaps four or five famlies on a holiday. Wartime, he supposed, severely
limted the tourist trade. At length, he deposited a generous-at least for a
Carescrian-donation at one of the intricately carved al ns boxes, then strode
down the top staircase to the coach plaza. He had nost of the | ong afternoon
still before him Wirm breezes carried the voices of the choir fromthe
nonastery:

"Far-called, our starfleets nmelt away;
Dom ni ons and our pow r depart;

Lo, all our fame of yesterday

Wthout The Mtto, |eaves the heart-
From Truth the path of Power |eads yet,
Lest we forget-lest we forget!..."

Leaning his el bows on the bal ustrade, he peered down at the roofs of the
city again. An afternoon sea breeze was still surprisingly cool on his face, and
the sky was now dotted by ranks of flat-bottoned, fair-weather clouds. He
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wat ched one of the big coaches glide into the all eyways, exchange passengers,
then growl on its way again, disappearing at |ength anong the giant trees. Once
again, he gazed into the distance at Defiant, then at his tinmepiece.

I mpul sively, he vowed be would present hinself at the sign-in desk no nore man a
mllictick before he absolutely had to. Then, with a smte of determ nation on
his face, he started down the staircase toward town...

By the tinme he reached the bottom he was glad enough to enter the narrow
streets and their protection from Hador's burning rays. The sky was only a slit
now between the white stucco buildings that hovered protectively over himand
the ot her pedestrians with whom he shared the shadowed byway. As in the
Rocot zi an Secti on-wherever that was from here! -nost of the buildings were
decorated by jutting bal conies, colorful coats of arns, and sinuous, bas-relief
carvings depicting every subject the mind could conjure, plus a fewthat Brims,
at least, could not. Birds chirped everywhere, flying constantly in and out of
holes in the walls that seened to be specially provided for this particul ar use.
Cccasional rothcats sauntered into the streets to brush against his |egs.
Curious animals. And as al ways, his nose was alternately pleasured and repelled
by the million and one odors that inhabited the dusty air.

He passed a great, heavyset man with a bul bous nose, red ears, and huge
hands that delicately weeded a tiny garden where the afternoon sun managed to
linger for a few extra netacycles. He found hinself returning the Hael acian's
polite pal mopen greeting as if he'd been doing it all his life. Sonething
confortabl e about Atal anta-and the Atal antans. Farther down the street, a crew
manhandl ed a | ong, red cable froman opening in the pavenent. He was now into an
area of shops, and the street had became crowded with people carrying gaily
col ored baskets of groceries. Gdors fromthe stores and open stalls rem nded him
that he was both hungry and thirsty hinself. Smling, he had just chosen a
prom sing, cool-1ooking tavern when a strident bellow abruptly split the air,
rattling wi ndows and scattering flocks of birds fromtheir high shelters. He
paused as the noise continued, assaulting his ears fromall directions as it
reverberated fromthe walls of the narrow street. Sonmehow, it had an urgent
tinmbre, What was it?...

A nmonent | ater, be was nearly bow ed over by frightened-I|ooking people as
they rushed past himfromthe tavern. A thin, gray-haired woman with a cook's
poi nted hat and a forgotten towel thrown over her shoul der | ooked up as she
pushed past. "Cone on, Blue Cape," she screeched as she started down the street.
"Haven't you heard the sirens before?"

Sirens! Brims heart junped-the battlecruisers had taken off early that
nmorning. Clearly, their departure was all the Leaguers were waiting for
Forgetting his enpty stomach, he joined the stream of people running headl ong
downhi | I, hoping agai nst hope that they were heading toward a shelter and not
simply fleeing blindly in panic.

A terrific barrage of disruptor fire suddenly flashed overhead, bathing the
street in strobes of blinding green light. Pealing thunder blasted his eardruns
and raised clouds of dust fromthe streets. Brimrecalled the briefer's words,
"Take shelter at the first warning." Wll, he was trying to do that-and so, it
seened, was everybody el se on the street!

At one of the parks that dotted the city, he el bowed his way fromthe
streamng river of people and stopped to scan the skies. He was just intine to
see Defiant hurtle overhead in an al nbost vertical bank, scaffolding and
construction equi pnent cascading into her wake as the big ship added her
firepower to the defense of the city. He wondered who was at the controls. In
spite of the danger around him his heart |eaped with both pride and sorrow,

Uni verse, how he wi shed he were with her

Then, even before the cruiser was out of sight, explosions began to rock
the earth. Tremendous geysers of flanme, dirty black snoke, and debris shot high
above the housetops. In the street, people began to screamand run for any cover
they could find, cowering under trees and in doorways. Dogs barked nadly between
the di sruptor bursts while panicked Atalantans ran wildly out of their houses
and then back in again. At the for end of the park, an old woman flung herself
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blindly into a stone wall scream ng one of the Norchelite chants Brimhad heard
only a short time ago at the nonastery. He ran to help her, but before he could
catch up she disappeared into the street again.

Ignoring his own safety, Brim scanned the skies for sonme trace of
attackers. There.... In the distance at great altitude, he could just make out
three squadrons of starships streaking in fromthe polar regions on an
arrogantly straight run over the base. On the nonent, Defiant's grimsil houette
sliced down anpong them fromthe cl ouds, powerful disruptors flashing and
strobing |i ke an avenging storm Instantly, two of the Leaguers di sappeared in
roiling fireballs that hung in the sky dripping flane and debris while the other
ships scattered in every direction. Athird attacker trailed sudden flane and
smoke, then broke at the center, its two halves tunbling through the air
trailing wisps of snoke |ike spent holiday firewrks. Cearly, the Leaguers
hadn't counted on the presence of a new light cruiser-or had badly
underesti mated the power of her disruptors.

Abruptly, nore explosions rocked the ground nearby. Startled, Brim scanned
the skies for their source, but failed to spot even a single starship in the
vicinity. And he considered hinself an expert spotter-although, he acknow edged,
all Hel msnen consi dered thensel ves expert spotters. Moreover, starships weren't
exactly the snmall est machi nes one. might | ook for, either. He frowed. Al the
expl osi ons going on around himhad to cone from sonmewhere!

By now, he was clearly trapped in the open park. Reacting at the |ast
possi bl e nonment to his own precarious situation, he flattened hinself in the
grass near a tree-sheer nmilliclicks before two stunning expl osions shook the
earth and col | apsed a house across the street in an angry wave of fierce beat
and choking dust. The violent blasts sent a blizzard of deadly stone splinters
whizzing in all directions as the tall building collapsed with a hideous,
grinding crash.

He coul d still hear bone-crushing detonations fromthe direction of the
base, but where in Gatz's name were the Leaguers who had been tearing up the
scenery where he was? He crawmed away fromthe trees to get a better | ook, but

the adjacent sky still |ooked enpty and quite bl anel ess.
Then suddenly, a nuzzy area materialized for only a nonent as it streaked
directly overhead toward the foot of the hill. Brimcould hardly credit his eyes

when the indistinct specter suddenly defined itself into a pair of doors that
opened into thin air itself. And even as the apparition di sappeared beyond
Atlanta's rooftops, a succession of tear-shaped objects dropped fromits
mysterious "opening." Mnents |ater, the park heaved spasnodically as a whol e
successi on of new expl osions rai sed geysers of snpoke and flanme a few bl ocks
awnay.

I mpul sively, Brimgrimaced and snapped his fingers. So that was what
benders | ooked |ike! And how they attacked. No wonder Collingswood hadn't seen
energy beans during the predawn raid. The danmage had been caused by bonbs!

A d-fashi oned, aerial bonbs.... He shook his head. CQutdated they night be, but
he coul dn't think of a single defense against them either. He squeezed his eyes
shut while another cascading series of explosions tossed the ground violently
and covered himwith a veritable shower of |eaves and branches. A dead dog cane
| oopi ng through the air to | eave a bl oody snear on the pavenent nearby. He
nearly cried out in helpless frustration as superheated air fromstill another
bl ast singed the hair on the back of his neck |like a great torch, then ground
his teeth in anger as a second deduction forned in his head. The bastard
Leaguers! They were using their conventional strike on the harbor as a cover for
the benders that were carrying out the real raid-a terror attack on the

Atal antian civilians, wthout whomthe Inperial base woul d cease to operate.

As be lay helplessly amid the Leaguers' frenzy of destruction, famliar
thunder again filled the air, drowning out other noises of the attack. A nonent
| ater, Defiant appeared overhead, riding parallel to one of the Leaguer attack
shi ps. Suddenly, the cruiser's starboard side erupted in a glowing nist of green
flane as she | oosed a whol e broadsi de of 152-nmi disruptors. Her opponent, a
powerful NF-110 destroyer, abruptly stopped flying as if it had been smashed by
a giant mallet. An instant |ater the Leaguer starship exploded in a brilliant
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eruption of yellow and green flane that flashed blindingly fromevery seam
Shortly thereafter, it disappeared in a |large puff of gray cloud as Defiant
thundered steadily out of sight over the trees.

The m nd-nunbing | ocal explosions continued for at |east another ten cycles
before Atalanta's battered cityscape fell quiet again-except for the
still-frenzi ed barking of neighborhood dogs and an angry cacophony fromthe
trees as Haelic's birds returned to the remains of their nests. Presently,
sirens-sounded, and soon afterward people gradually began to reappear in the
debris-foul ed streets-along with raci ng enmergency vehicles of every size and
shape.

Stunned by the violence, Brimshakily started off downhill to report what,
he'd seen, but now it seenmed as if he had entered a different city-in a
different Universe. Bloody corpses |ay everywhere in grotesque attitudes that
only the dead can assune. A smashed child's hand still gripped the |eash of a
whi npering puppy. Gitting his teeth, Brimwaved a swarmof flies fromthe tiny,
dead face. Then he rel eased the frightened ani mal -which i mediately scurried off
to its doomin the blazing shell of a nearby house.

Farther along the snoke-filled street, he encountered the shattered ruins
of a large apartnment building that had collapsed into the street. Nearby, a
silent crowd watched rescue workers desperately sitting through the rubble.

Medi cs were just carrying a young wonman-nmaul ed over every part of her body-to a
si dewal k depository when Brim passed on the street. He stopped in his tracks as
the stricken woman | ooked up at himwith terror-filled eyes and opened the

bl oody gash that remai ned of her nouth as if she wanted to speak. Totally
consuned with pity, he knelt and took her hand. "Say it," he whispered. "I won't
| eave you-1'Il listen...." But before she could utter a word, her nouth
overflowed with blood. For a nonent, her eyes becane | arge as saucers. Then
suddenly they lost their focus and her hand went |inp. Mnents later, the air
filled with the telltal e odor of feces.

Flies were beginning to cover the corpse 'even as Brimnunbly resunmed his
way down the hill again, tears blinding his eyes

Later, as he crossed the intersection where he once planned to board the
coach, he gasped and shook his head in dismy. No nore than a few irals back
along the alleyway, a fire-fighting unit had just extinguished the charred
remai ns of an interurban car. Rescue workers were now sifting through the
twi sted weckage for survivors-but it was clear to Brimthey were wasting their
time. Not rmuch renmi ned of the big vehicle except a bl ackened fragnment of one
end that nounted a | arge, broken headlight and the brass nunerals "312." He
squeezed his eyes closed. Had he been perhaps half a netacycle earlier finishing
his tour of the nonastery...

Two c'lenyts or so farther on down the hill, the destruction nysteriously
ceased-as if the Leaguers had purposely targeted only specific portions of the
town. Brim shook his head is disgust. He was far beyond any attenpt to justify
the Leaguers' strategy, especially their attacks on randomcivilian targets.

Presently, he was able to flag down a passing Fleet vehicle and hitched a
ride all the way to the Governnent Sector at the bottomof the hill, where he
called in a hurried report of his sightings. Fromthere, he continued on foot;
if menory served him he was only six e'lenyts or so fromthe base.

He had wal ked no nore than a thousand irals, however, when he canme upon
anot her charred and battered area of fresh destruction, this one anbng a nunber
of private honmes and storefronts that clearly predated the surrounding
governnent structures by at |east a hundred years. As he hurried through the
ni bbl e, he could see no buildings at all that had escaped at |east sone danmmge.
Rescue workers were everywhere shouting at each other and scurrying through the
rubble like insects whose hive has been disturbed. The whol e area reeked of
snoke and the sickening, sweetish odor of burned flesh

Suddenly, he felt his hackles rise when he thought he recogni zed one of the
vehi cl es parked just off the nmain thoroughfare-a famliar sun-bleached ski mrer
with a frayed canvas top.... Caudia s? He stopped in his tracks to peer inside
with a growi ng concern
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There it was! Her red | eather briefcase-and on the floor, the menu from
Nesterio's Cabaret. He bit his |ip. Was she one of the casualties? Heart in his
mout h, he found hinself running toward the snoking rubbl e nearest the spot where
she' d parked.

And then he spied her with two other wonmen in the weckage of a nearby
house, struggling to Iift a heavy wooden beam "d audia!" be called inpulsively
as he picked his way through the crunmbl ed weckage.

Still struggling with the beam she could turn her head only slightly.
"WIf," she grunted through her effort, "thank the Universe.... Help us nove
thi s beam qui ckly!"

Wt hout another thought, Brimgrasped the heavy tinber, and the four of
themforced it through a layer of fallen stone until it could be noved freely.
Then, nearly choking on the dust they had raised, they dragged it to one side
and braced it against a great chunk of fallen nasonry. Instantly, the three
worren returned to the shallow trench they had created and began to dig
frantically until a | ow npan issued froma bloody face still half covered with
brick dust and debris. The man had clearly been trapped when the ancient tinber
fell across his chest. Brimpitched in with his bare hands as if he had
purposely arrived to join in the rescue effort.

When the victimwas safely turned over to a tired-I|ooking anbul ance crew,
Brimfound hinself |ooking at Claudia in an altogether new |light. She was a
great deal changed since their evening in Nesterio's Cabaret. Now, her |ong
chestnut hair could nost charitably be described as di shevel ed. Her dust-covered
face was streaked with sweat, and her tunic and trousers were seriously burned
in a nunber of npbst unfashi onabl e places. She appeared to be wearing a pair of
cast-of f boots that were at | east a hundred sizes too |large for her feet, and
she was covered with thick clots of drying bl ood-enough that it couldn't be her
own, or she'd |ong ago have joined the nearby pile of corpses that waited for
i dentification.

She al so appeared to be looking at him "Well," she said in a tired voi ce,
"it looks as if you got caught init, too." She frowned for a nonment. "I thought
| saw Defiant take off..." she said

"You did," Brimsaid, finally catching his breath. "I wasn't on her."

Suddenly she seened concerned. "Wy?" she asked. "I nean, | thought you
were Principal Helmsman...."

Brimsn |l ed, sonehow pleased by her concern. "I amstill, so far as

know, " he expl ained as rescue workers carried another live victimto a waiting
ambul ance. "But | was al so on | eave this norning-near the nonastery, exploring
this beautiful city of yours."

Instantly he wi shed he had never opened his nouth, for Caudia' s face
capitulated to a | ook of despair. Tears slowy fornmed in the corners of her
eyes, and she | ooked away in enbarrassnent. "It lost a lot of its beauty this
nmor ni ng, " she choked. \

"I"'mterribly sorry," he munbl ed, touching her arm He wanted in the worst
way to draw her to his shoulder, but a crowd began to call fromthe street.

"Come on," a man called. "W've found nore of them"™

"Children!" another voice yelled. "Hurry."

"Now! " shouted another. "W've got to get themout of there!"

"Can you stay and hel p?" C audia asked with a desperate took on her face.
"Uni verse knows we need everyone we can get."

Bri m nodded. Defiant was still out, probably chasing the remants of the
attacking fleet. "1'Il stay," he said, rolling up the sleeves of his already
ruined tunic, "as long as | possibly can."

During the next netacycles, Brimlost all track of time as he and O audi a
hel ped rescue five children-two of whom di ed before they could be lifted into an
ambul ance-and eight retired starsailors. The children had been trapped as they
waited for their transportation to school; the old starsailors were residents of
a conplex specially set aside for elderly residents of the district.

Toward norni ng-while he and the other rescuers conbed the weckage a second
time looking for victinms they might have missed in the early panic-Brimheard
t he approachi ng runbl e of heavy gravity generators. Presently, Defiant thundered
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in fromlandward, turned, and projecting great white beans from her |anding
lights, sank smoothly toward a touchdown out on the bay. Mnents |ater, he felt
a hand on his arm It was Caudia. "That was Defiant, wasn't it?" she asked

wearily.

"She was," Brimsaid. "And | suppose it neans that | shall have to | eave
here alnost inmediately. | still have quite a fewc'lenyts to wal k."

Claudia smled-beautiful in spite of the dust and dried blood. "I think we

are both finished here for tonight," she said. She pointed to a |arge tramthat
had just pulled up to a nearby curb. "A fresh crew of rescue volunteers fromthe
day shift," she explained. 'They'l|l take over for us nowalthough | don't know
how many nore they can save."

Brimsmled and | ooked her in the face. "They have to try, though,” he said

gently. "If they save even one nore person, it'll be worth their while."
"And if they don't?"
"Still worth while," Brimsaid resolutely.

Claudia | ooked himfull in the eye. "Quite a thought for a bloodthirsty
warrior like WIf Brim" she said quietly while the shouts of the fresh rescuers
echoed in the rubble around her. Then she gently touched his cheek. "How did you
get here?" she asked.

"I wal ked-actually | ran," Brimsaid. "Transportation got a little behind
schedul e up there by the nonastery."

"They got the section below the tramstop, didn't they?" she asked.

"Yeah," Brimsaid. "Pretty thoroughly. | was there."
"And you wal ked all the way fromthere?"
"No," Brimsaid with a smle. "I hitched a ride to sone gover nnent

bui |l di ngs about a c'lenyt fromhere."

"What woul d you think about hitching another ride tonight?" she asked.

Brimgently grasped her arns and drew her cl oser.

She noved agai nst himeasily, then | ooked into his eyes neaningfully. "How
about settling for a ride to Defiant tonight?" she asked. "I don't think |I'm up
to anything nore strenuous-and | doubt if you are either, M. Brim"

"l should be nost glad for a ride to Defiant, or anywhere for that
matter-as long as | ride with you," he answered, surprising hinself with the
truth of what he had just said. He felt a rush of guilt as Margot's face passed
his mnd' s eye.

Claudia smled as she planted a peck of a kiss on his I|ips.

Brimgrinned. "At sone tinme later, however, we nmght..."

"Some tinme later," she said as she led turn toward her ski nmer,
time enough to talk about sone later tine...."

Less than fifteen cycles following that, they were once again in the
delivery lot before Defiant's gravity pool. In the half-light of fal se dawn,
Brim| ooked deeply into Claudia's tired eyes. She was totally dishevel ed by now,
yet her natural beauty renmmi ned unquenchable. "One nore ki ss?" be asked. "You
know t hat Defiant | eaves again tonorrow, and | don't know when |'I| be back...."

Suddenly she was in his arns, with her nouth, wet and open, covering his.
He held her that way for a | ong nonent before she pushed himfirmy away.

"As | said before, Lieutenant Brim" she nurnured, "sone tinme later will be
time enough for us to plan sone later tine."

Bri m nodded stepped to the ground and saluted. "Here's to then," he said.

Cl audi a bl ew hi m anot her kiss as she turned the little skimer around and
glided out of the Iot.

Then she was gone, and Brimfound hinself again standing in a great deal of
confusion as he watched the taillights of her skimrer fade into the distance. He
shook his head. Perhaps it was best to stay confused about this npbst beautiful
worman-and | et Lady Fate chart his course. O audia Val enont mght very well spel
trouble, but, as he had lately discovered, he definitely had no desire to end
things, either. Tinme, he discovered, would tell....

Early the next norning, he nade detailed reports of his bender sightings to
a nunber of surprisingly high-ranking-and very attentive-Fleet Intelligence
of ficers. Then, two nmetacycles into the Mdday watch, he piloted Defiant back

will be
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into space on another convoy run. War and the Admiralty's tight provisioning
schedul e for Hador permitted little tine to catch one's breath at all

Chapter 5

THE BENDER

EMERGENCY PRI ORI TY: SH PS APPROACHI NG CONVOY DI VI SI ON TWO FROM SECTOR GREEN
NADI R AT HI GH SPEED; CONSI DER HOSTI LE UNLESS OTHERW SE NOTI FI ED. | NDEPENDENT
UNI TS STAND BY TO REPEL. The Leaguers were nmaking a run on the convoy from dead
astern and below. Dressed in his battle suit, Brimsniled grimy as the famliar
litany flashed in his KA PPA display. This tinme, Defiant was a designated
"independent,"” cruising in the gap between the two wi dely separated convoy
divisions to the left front of Division Two in its blue sector. And even though
he was limted to operating in a specific zone, he could at |east do sonething
when the attackers caught up to him He listened inpatiently for Collingswood's
voice directly behind him...

"You may call action stations, Nunber One," she intoned calmy to Cal houn

"Aye, Captain," the older Carescrian answered. He'd clearly been waiting
for the order too, for he imedi ately began to i ssue commands throughout the
shi p.

Brimgritted his teeth. Cone on, he thought....

Finally, amd the clanor of alarns soundi ng bel ow and a confusi on of boots
poundi ng on hul Il netal decks, Brimfelt a hand on his shoul der

"Targets of opportunity when they reach our zone, WIf," Collingswood
declared. "Go to it."

"Aye, Captain," a relieved Brimanswered over his shoul der. Then peering
across Cohel nsman Galen Fritz, he nodded to Ursis at the systens consol e.
"Conbat energy, N k," he said.

"Conbat energy,"” Ursis repeated, noving his six-fingered hands surely anong
an orderly confusion of systems controls. Imediately, the sound of Defiant's
four DDB-19. A7 Drive crystals began to intensify. Aft, their greenish wake took
on a brighter glow as the accelerating ship shrugged off nore and nore L-units
of relativistic mass.

Bri mw nked at Wellington, then glanced at his intraship display reflecting
Provodni k and his team of Crystal |enders stoking the cruiser's eight antimtter
power chanbers. He shifted to the sick bay and Flynn's |l ast-cycle preparations
mere, then to the interior of each major turret. Everything and everyone
appeared to be ready. In the last few nonths, actual conbat experience had
fine-tuned Defiant and her crew into a spectacularly efficient fighting unit.
Brimsmled. Sonehow, be. wasn't surprised. "I'Il take the hel mnow, M.
Chairman," he said, placing his hands over the controls.

"Aye, Lieutenant Brim" Defiant's Chairman intoned over ne nounting roar of
the crystals. "Steering vector is null and am dshi ps-you now have the helm"

Qut side, Brimwatched Defiant's disruptors training bale-fully back and
forth as he turned in toward the convoy. Light froma nearby star swarmlit her
decks for a nonent as she butted past at nearly twenty-five thousand Li ght Speed.

In total, Convoy J18/9 extended nore than fifteen c'lenyts fromthe van of
Division One to the rear of Division Two. Each division was a full c¢'lenyt wi de,
nearly two deep, and contained fifty nerchant starships escorted by thirty-odd
war ships. The latter ranged in size fromthe convoy flagship, |I.F.S. Heroic, a
heavy cruiser of the Hostile Class, through two light cruisers and a nunber of
destroyers, to a snmall traw er squadron

The other light cruiser was |.F. S. Perilous, one of the three
Petul ant-class light cruisers fromwhich Defiant's design was derived. Like all
Petul ants, she was fast and reliable with eight 155-nm disruptors in four
twi n-mounts. But she was also virtually unarnored. Brimhad al ways appreci ated
the thick, 75- to 120-mm arnor that protected Defiant's inner chanber and
bri dge.

Ni ne of the twenty-two destroyers attached to Convoy J18/9 were T-cl ass
ships like old Trucul ent, tough scrappers all-and worth their weight in
firepower when it cane to a fight. The others were a m xed bag of newer K- and
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N-cl ass shi ps.

Al in all, Brimconsidered that Defiant was in powerful conpany. Yet
| osses anpong the nerchant starships had begun the first day out and continued to
mount despite everyone's best efforts. It was a tough war-and no doubt about
it....

Far astern, Brimcould now see the attackers through Defiant's aft
Hyperscreens: fifteen speeding traces of green grouped into three elenents, and
closing rapidly. He recognized the hard-edged silhouettes i medi ately agai nst a
star swarm and COMCONVOY coul d forget about any recall notice. These were
Leaguers, all right: fast, maneuverabl e Gorn-Hoff 380A-8s with big rapid-firing
137-mm disruptors that could crunple a nmerchant ship's hull by a hit anywhere
near the Drive-chanber structures

Wth at |east half the escorts protecting Division One, Defiant and the
remai ning I nperial ships would soon be considerably out nunbered-as usual. Wars
that extended over the better part of a galaxy left only so many ships to go
around on either side. He shrugged to hinself and checked his instrunments while
he slightly increased his rate of turn. The Leaguers had started their war with
vastly superior numbers of warships, and the convoy runs to Hador-Haelic were a
good indication that the Enpire had a long way to go before it caught up in that
depart nent.

Bri m peered out over the plodding nerchant ships as Defiant streaked toward
the constantly zigzaggi ng convoy: a long, cylindrical formation of ten "wheels,"
each nmade up of four nmerchantnmen surrounding a fifth. The "rins" rotated around
their "axis" ship with slow and najestic precision, randomy changi ng speeds and
direction. He could only inmagine what it nmust be like in the unarnmed cargo ships
as the crews watched inpotently for another wave of deadly attack ships.

The Gorn-Hoffs were grow ng bigger every cycle as they approached the
convoy. At this distance, Brimcould nmake out their four turrets nounted on
outriggers in a crosslike arrangenent. Each nounted two rapid-firing Schwanndor
137-mm disruptors. His mnd s eye recalled the captured performance tables he'd
seen about them at Menander - Gar and:

AN AVERAGE 500- | RAL MERCHANTMAN CAN BE

DESTROYED W TH:

Percentage Certainty Shots at distance (c'lenyts)
0.51.01.5

5040104308

9576203650

And with the recovery rate of the new Schwanndor disruptors, it didn't take
very long to get off a |lot of discharges-especially with four turrets. Gorn-Hoff
380A-8s were powerful destroyers, and Brimhad early on |earned to respect their
devastating capabilities.

He eased up on his turn as the eneny ships approached. Conbat at Hyperlight
velocities was a different sort of thing than fighting bel ow the speed of |ight.
For one thing, you couldn't go head to head. No conputer in the known Universe
could react fast enough to fire a disruptor at those closing speeds. Too, before
you could turn around, your quarry had traveled a | ong di stance away. Hyperli ght
tactics consisted alnost entirely of speed control, stern chases, parallel
fighting, and occasional dodging off at narrow angles-all generally in a forward
di rection.

Abruptly, the rear zone of Division Two was bathed in the painful glare of
Hyperflares. Only clicks later, disruptors flashed-from both sides-and space
itself heaved into a wild confusion of pulsing explosions. Sinultaneously,
massi ve bl asts gl ared anobng attackers and attacked alike.

"CGot one of the bastards," sonmebody cheered fromthe junp seats. "First
shot, too!..."

"For the price of I.F.S. Gallant," another voice snapped. "That was two
expl osi ons out there."
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Brim glanced aft for a noment to see the little trawl er veer out of
l'ine-blazing frombow to stemthen fall rapidly behind and explode in a w nk of
reddi sh-orange flanme in the distance. Scant clicks afterward, another searing
flash of Iight came from behind.

"Ch, Sweet Gratz!" soneone gasped. "Look at that! They got another merchant
ship al ready!"

"Uni verse, lookit '"imburn."

"But he isn't pulling out of line, either."

"Amracle...."

"Conme on, fella, get those fires out....'

Then a Hyperflare blazed into life so close to Defiant that the bridge
filled with gasps of terror. Brimcould see the little scout ship speeding out
ahead from beneath Defiant's bow.

"Bandit at red nadir just com ng on the bearing," one of Wellington's
gunl ayers said slowy. "Range 189.7, add opening. "

"l see 'imdown there!" sonmeone shouted. "Get the bastard Leaguer before he
gets away!"

"Yeah, blast "im"

"Hol d your fire, Dora," Collingswood cautioned in a quiet voice. "W're
after bigger ganme than a scout."

"Aye, Captain," Wellington answered. Qutside, Defiant's disruptors
continued to sweep back and forth.

Of to starboard, Brinm s eye caught a series of flashes. He | ooked up from
the instrunments to see hits landing aboard a famliar silhouette: S. S
Wakefield, the elderly starship in which he'd travel ed from Carescria to Aval on
on his way to the Hel msman' s Acadeny. He'd eagerly | earned everything he could
about the graceful old liner during the week she took to nmake the trip-a
surprisingly short tinme, considering her advanced age. By the harsh glare of the
Hyperflares, the finish of her hullnmetal was in the sanme state of disrepair that
it had been ei ght years ago, but she was still noving along easily with the rest
of the newer ships-as she had done when she once set a tram sonething record
Brimcouldn't remenber what it was, but the gallant old ship had evidently been
a first-rate liner in her day.

Now, she bucked and shuddered as bright flashes of hit wal ked forward al ong
her decks-with devastating results. Huge chunks of hullnmetal plate tunbled away
into her wake along with her portside |aunches and a nunber of big E-containers
that she carried as deck cargo

Suddenly, the flashes concentrated on her unarnored bridge, which
i medi ately disintegrated in a cloud of debris and glittering Hyperscreen
shards. Monents later, the whole forward end of her deckhouse welled up in a
great fountain of sparks and radiation-at the sane nonent that Defiant's deck
ki cked fromthe salvo discharge of her own big 155s. A great |ight throbbed
monentarily somewhere bel ow and aft; then the hits on ol d Wakefield abruptly
st opped.

"Got the bastard!" Wellington cheered fromthe console beside Brim Her
single, brilliantly placed sal vo, however, was too late for old Wkefi el d.
Bright green tongues of radiation flame were now vomiting fromat |east ten
glowing holes in her side. Brimgritted his teeth-her whole interior nust be
burning-far too nmuch for her ancient N-ray systemto contain. Presently, the
steady glow from her Drive crystals began to waver, and with great dignity she
slowy rolled to one side, pulling up and out of her position in the wheel. Now
clearly out of control, the old ship began to fall behind, her Drive guttering
like a dying canpfire. Suddenly, she pitched over with violent notion, skidded
to starboard, then broke just behind where her bridge had been, bursting into a
brilliant green fog of crystal energy and shredded hull metal that collapsed in
upon itself and quickly disappeared astern as if it had never exi sted.

Brimswall owed the lunp that had forned nysteriously in his throat. Ad
Wakefield hadn't been much of a starship as nodern liners went, but she'd
probably weathered nore galactic stornms than any other vessel in service-and she
had a special neaning, so far as be was concerned. It was, as he had thought so
many tines before, a tough xaxtdanmed war

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...e%20Helmsman%2002%20-%20Galactic%20Convoy.txt (71 of 168) [1/31/2004 1:08:38 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2002%620-%20Gal acti c%20Convoy.txt

Ol to port, another of the Gorn-Hoffs was boring in on a small,
twin-crystal freighter: one of the slowest in the convoy. "Bandit to purple
nadir," Wellington cautioned.

"Got a three-eighty coming on bearing," acknow edged one of the gunl ayers.
"Bi g deflection,” he added.

Bri m skidded slightly to port. "Better?" he asked.

"Tough shot in any case,”" Wellington answered t hrough her teeth. Then, into
her communi cator: "Watch out, he's swerving!" Shortly afterward, the deck bucked
three tinmes in rapid succession as five of Defiant's big 155s fired.

"M ssed the bastard!" a gunlaycr grow ed in disgust.

"Get the next one," Wellington said, "and don't get suckered into any nore
shots you can't make."

"Aye, Commander....'

Monents later, they were lining up for a try at another attacker when Brim
swiveled in his seat and shouted, "Don't shoot!" On the instant, Defiant's
Hyper screens darkened when a fam liar triangul ar shape angl ed past, conpletely
eclipsing their intended field of fire. "Half speed, N k!" he added hurriedly as
Def i ant began bunping violently through the starship's bled-off relativistic
mass. The consol e clock pulsed rapidly fromslow to fast and back again.

"Universe!" Wellington exploded angrily. "What is it that m serable zukeed
is trying to prove? W thraggling near blew himto Rosfrew "

"He's firing," soneone yelled angrily, "at our target!"

"Voot's beard," one of the firing crew granped, If I'd known he was goi ng
to do that, I'd have blasted him too!"

Bri m nodded in angry agreenent. He'd recognized the ship, all right. |I.P. S
Terrible, a T-class destroyer commanded by Jason Davenport, son of the Hon
Commodore Sir Hugh Davenport, now conmmander of the N neteenth Heavy Cruiser
squadron. Davenport had | ong ago nmade hinsel f-and his prejudi ces-known to the
upstart Carescrian WIf Brim It was clear that his son followed closely in his
father's arrogant footsteps.

"There are plenty of targets to go around,” Collingswood adnoni shed in a
qui et but firmvoice. "The only thing inportant is to protect the nerchant
ships. O had sone of you forgotten?"

"Aye, Captain..." a nunber of voices grunped in chorus.

Defi ant suddenly bucked as she took two glancing hits on her arnored hul
near B turret. Brim banked slightly, and five big 155-mm's answered the
challenge in a welter of return fire. The incom ng rounds stopped abruptly.

Monents later, a terrific explosion to starboard pul sed the Hyperscreens.
As they began to translate outside again, Brimcould see that the big transport
flying in hub position of nunber-four wheel had just exploded in a great ball of
radiation fire and sparking Drive-crystal parts. The hub ship of wheel five
pl oughi ng al ong behind had to dodge violently to avoid the cloud of tunbling
debris that renai ned

Then, seem ngly out of nowhere, a Gorn-Hoff flashed past high and off to
port. She was clearly after sonething up ahead and too nuch concentrated on her
intended target to notice Defiant-presently throttled back to an easy cruise and
| eaving only mnimal glow in her wake. Once the Leaguer was conpl etely past,
Brimcalled up full speed, and-as usual-Ursis was ready with maxi numthrust.
Instantly, the light cruiser's wake turned brilliant green and she took off I|ike
a frightened Corconi an Gogen' shoat, passing nearby nerchantmen as if they were
at rest.

"Let's get that one," Wellington ordered quietly as Brimturned into the
eneny's wake. "All disruptors prepare to engage red ei ghties apex."”

"Red eighties apex it is, ma'am" one of the gunlayers responded. "He's
just coming on the bearing...."

"Watch 'im he's veering to nadir," another warned.

Bri m adj ust ed course accordi ngly, and Defiant soon began to bob in the
380's wake whil e unshiel ded clocks all over the ship cycled slow and fast, slow
and fast, slow and fast.... He took a nonent to check his proximty instrunents
and scan the surroundi ng skies for another eneny craft. It required only nonents
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of carelessness to find one's self in real trouble-as the Leaguers in front of
hi m were about to discover....

"Back off to about eighty-five percent, N k," he ordered suddenl y-Defi ant
was getting just a bit too close to the fleeing eneny ship. His lips silently
nmout hed a word of thanks to Margot Effer'wck, who, nmore than a year ago-as a
behi nd-the-1ines operative-had captured the secret tables that Leaguers used to
set their proximty-warning systens. It was because of her bravery that he knew
CGor n- Hof f 380A- A8s coul d be approached to within 1.75 c'lenyts before their
Leaguer Hel menen received any kind of warning. He listened to the gunnery crews
setting up their disruptors-all bow shots, straight ahead with m ninmm
deflection. He let her fall off a few points.

Target bearing red four five, range three thousand...."

"Very well," Wellington said. "Set your wave charges to one-fifty-three,
K-force to three hundred-just to give our friend something to wake himup."

"Aye, Commander Wellington, charges one-fifty-three, K-force at three
hundred. "

Brim gl anced ahead to a | arge crippled nerchantnan, on fire in two places
movi ng out of its place in wheel two and starting to fall behind the convoy.
That's where the Gorn-Hoff had been headi ng. He inmagi ned what the Leaguer
Hel msman nust be thinking: a fat, easy target, ripe for the taking. He |aughed
grimy as he checked Defiant's proximty indicator again. He was about to change
that perception-pernmanently, if he coul d.

The Gorn-Hoff veered slightly, setting up for the final kill. Brimlet the
helmfall off a few points nore, then deftly pulled up just outside the
Leaguer's zone of proximity. Still they hadn't spotted him Warily, he checked

his own proxinmity indicator, then peered around Defiant's general vicinity with
his own eyes. He wasn't about to fall victimto the sane m st ake.

"Di sruptors are ready when you are," Wellington said finally.

"Ready," Brimanswered. "Stand by on the bridge for maxi num accel eration."

"Standi ng by," Cal houn acknow edged.

"Maxi mum energy is available," Usis said.

"Conbat velocity," Brim ordered.

"Conmbat velocity," Usis grunted, noving Defiant's thrust controls into
overload. Suddenly, the light cruiser surged ahead with a vengeance.

Brimcould i magi ne the consternation in store ahead when the 380's al arnms
began to sound. Wth the head of speed he'd built up by the tine he crossed the
threshold, it would be far too late for the Leaguers to react.

"Bearing red. Range twenty ei ght hundred and cl osing."

In moments. Defiant was well within the 380's zone of proximity and bearing
down on her stern like a blazing waith. Brim fought the controls as powerful
mass waves fromthe eneny's Drive threw his bowin all different directions and
sent the console clock into wild oscillations.

"Twenty four hundred and cl osing."

Suddenly, the 380's Drive outlets exploded in brilliant enerald plunes, but
the Leaguers were far too late to save thensel ves. Defiant was now bel | owi ng
down on themso rapidly that Brimhad to order a speed decrease to keep from
runni ng up her stem

"Steady..." the gunlayer said.

Brimforced hinself to check the proximity indicator once nore. Al clear.
Now he focused his concentration on the Leaguer. Any monent...

Two thousand and closing...."

" Shoot ! "

Defiant's deck bucked violently as all nine of her powerful 155s split the
darkness in a single blast of raw |ight and primal energy that runbled through
her starframe like a great, rolling peal of thunder. C ouds of angry, glittering
radi ation streaned into her racing wake. Wellington and her crews sinmply
couldn't mss

Instantly, the Leaguer's starboard side erupted in a roiling cloud of fiery
destruction. Her starboard turret and its mounting pedestal flew off into the
wake in a shower of hullnetal plates and ice particles fromw thin the ship.

"Sweet Al mghty!" soneone gasped. "Look at that!"
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"Properly nailed the bastard!" People were cheering all over the bridge.

The Gorn-Hof f staggered crazily for a nonent, then steadied and ski dded of f
to starboard with Brimfollowing close onits tail. Mnents later, its three
remaining turrets began to index around.

"Watch those!" soneone shrieked, but Wellington's gun crews were nore than
ready. This time, a welter of independent shots thundered out fromDefiant's
di sruptors and expl oded al ong the Gorn-Hoff's starboard side, reducing the
ship's vertical gun pedestal to a ragged skeleton and spinning its turret like a
child' s toy-the disruptors swinging lifelessly. The devastating sal vos al so
ignited a big radiation fire mdway along her hull and threw the ship violently
off course-just intime to spoil the aimof her two remaining turrets, which
di scharged spasnodically off to port nadir.

"Going to need the gravity brakes, N k," Brimwarned through cl enched
teeth.

"Gravity brakes are energized, WIf Ansor," Usis reported calnmy

Brimsmled as two green indicators began to glow in the otherw se darkened
portion of the antigravity control panels. H s hand noved to the | anding
controls....

Suddenl y, the Gorn-Hoff skidded into a steep bank, then slowed as if she
had smashed into a great Sodeskayan ice wall. It was the Leaguer's nornal
evasive tactic when things got out of hand, but both Brimand Ursis had been
ready for it.

Instantly, the Carescrian slamred his own Drive back to idle and snmashed
the gravity brakes to full detent. Defiant's bow pitched up while her spacefrane
creaked and groaned in the nassive deceleration, but she did not overshoot her
target, and Wellington's heavy disruptors continued to blast away at their
target with devastating accuracy. In the next noments, the Leaguers were able to
hit Defiant tw ce, tearing away an unoccupi ed docki ng cupola on the starboard
bow and scoring a direct-but ineffective-hit on the nmassively arnored A-turret
directly beneath the bridge. Soon afterward, however, both eneny turrets fel
silent as the blazing radiation fire am dships evidently severed their energy
sources. Clicks later, their Drive cut in again, but now the destroyer's
accel eration was di m nished, and Brimhad no trouble keeping Defiant's big
di sruptors within range. He drew closer and slid out to one side of the fleeing
starship. From about eight hundred irals, Wllington sent a long burst into one
of its Drive outlets. Pieces of crystal nodulators flew out, along with a geyser
of raw energy-and the ship began to stagger along a curving path.

Am d the mani acal thundering of the disruptors, Brimonce gain scanned the
voi d around hi mand checked the proximty indicator-all clear. Ahead, the
Leaguer was visibly slowing, After taking another devastating salvo, one of her
at nospheric radiators slowy depl oyed about hal fway before grinding to a halt as
radi ation flames began to pour fromthe open doors. Brimcould only inmagine the
fiery horror inside the other ship, which nust by now have becone a roaring
fur nace.

Suddenly, a hatch tunbled away into the wake, followed by two shinmering
|'ifegl obes. As the dying ship bunted out of control, the first 'globe soared
free and was quickly swallowed up in the distant void. The second, however, was
not so lucky. In the fraction of a click in which it followed the first, the
Gor n- Hof f lurched drunkenly, catching the lifeglobe on the |lip of its escape
hatch. Instead of falling freely into the stricken ship's wake, it hamered
along the riddled hull and smashed into the hal f-depl oyed atnospheric radiator
where it exploded in a glittering fog of frozen atnosphere punctuated by at
| east twenty figures-arns and | egs thrashing-that spun and whirl ed past
Defiant's bridge like children's toys. One exploded in a red nmist near the bow
nmoor i ng-bol | ards; another bequeathed Bri mthe instantaneous nenory of w de-eyed
fear encased in a battle helnet before it collided with the Hyperscreens
directly above his console and disintegrated into a frozen red snear overhead.
The Carescrian would carry that terrified visage with himto the end of his
life.

Now t he eneny ship began to skid off course, presenting a broadside target
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to Wellington's disruptor crews as Brimpulled out to one side. This tine, they
fired at extrenely close range, directly into the 'midships radiation fire that
appeared to be centered in the heavy structures around the ship's prinmary energy
retorts. Instantly, a trenendous explosion lighted the void. Debris flew
everywhere. Brimcould pick out individual pieces with stark clarity-like a
conpl ete control console that flashed by from sonmewhere, trailing at least fifty
irals of cabling. For a noment, the ship's bl own-out viewports gleaned |ike rows
of fiery eyes. Then, everything erupted into a solid wall of flanme-acconpani ed
by trenmendous shock waves of raw energy as her entire Drive system vented
directly into space.

After that there was nothing, and Defiant found herself alone in the
voi d-the convoy was now only a pattern of green tines in the starry darkness at
|l east thirty c'lenyts ahead and to starboard. "Well done, Defiants,"

Col I i ngswood shouted enotionally. "Well done!"

Brimgrinned as he turned back toward the di stant merchant shi ps-he knew
Col I'i ngswood neant it.

Then, not a cycle afterward, COMCONVOY termi nated the alert, and Defiant's
tour as an independent was over for another three watches.

Wth a surge of alnost physical relief, Brimturned the hel mover to
Jenni ngs and Wal do, then joined Usis in a junp seat at the rear of the bridge,
too keyed up to | eave the bridge just yet. "Bad," he said through cl enched
teeth.

The Bear nodded quietly. "Bad..." he repeated, shaking his great, furry
head. No other words were required.

As Defiant returned to her position at the van of the division, the great
wheel formations of starships were again stationary except for their forward
velocity. Brimcould now see the results of the | ast savage raid firsthand. Mny
of the merchantmen had sustained terrific damage. One had | ost-at the very
| east-an entire Drive crystal in sone hellish explosion that ripped open her
port side frombridge to stem Sonehow, she was still keeping station, ploughing
along on her remaining two crystals. Another in the next wheel had no bridge but
was being steered fromsone alternate helm Brimshook his head as Defiant
passed. At close range, he could see that the blast had nearly cut the big ship
in half. Wth her hull in that sort of condition, she'd have to be unl oaded in
orbit-if she nmade it to port at all. After that, they'd scrap her, and it was
clear that she was al nost brand new. He wi nced: everywhere he | ooked, he could
see guttering Drive plunmes, glowing radiation fires only just under N-ray
control, hulls and decks shining with ice fromleaking environnentals, and the
garish blue of tenporary pressure patches

Ursi s nodded soberly out the Hyperscreens toward the nmerchant ships, then
turned to Brim "Qut there, WIf Ansor," he brooded, "are the real heroes of
this war. To fight from behind the disruptors of a warship is sonething anyone
can do. One can always count on |ucky shooting to save him from di saster-or
heavy arnor plate at the least. But to face a Gorn-Hoff with only the black void
and a thin sheet of hullnetal separating you fromthose Schwanndor 137s-and then
to stay in formation-that is the kind of bravery we Sodeskayans record in the
G eat Books."

Brim found hinself speechless with enption. He took a deep breath, ground
his teeth, and nodded agreenent. After that, the two conrades sat silently and
stared into the dark void while Wal do conpleted their return to the cruising
station.

Less than a day later, as Brimsipped a hurried goblet of meemin the
wardroomwith Fritz and Aram a buzzer sounded quietly fromthe tabletop, and a
message board over Ginmshy's pantry began to flash: LTS. WLF BRIM AND NI KOLAI
URSI S TO THE BRI DGE | MVEDI ATELY. LTS. WLF BRIM AND NIl KOLAI URSI S TO THE BRI DGE
| MVEDI ATELY. . ..

Brimrai sed an eyebrow. "In case | don't cone back," he said with a
nmock- seri ous | ook of apprehension, "you two know where to start |ooking." Then
he hurried to the bridge. He beat Usis by only a nonent, and the two Bl ue Capes
trooped onto the bridge at double tinme. There, they found Col |l i ngswood and
Cal houn sitting in the junp-seat area that often doubled as an ad-hoc conference
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room CQutside, Defiant was rapidly overhauling a huge star shoal that appeared
to extend ahead all the way into infinity.

"Number One and | have a little challenge for you," Collingswood said
wi t hout | ooking up froma display screen. "Sit down, quickly, both of you. There
is precious little time to act."

Brimand Ursis quickly turned two seats around and seated thensel ves,

f r owni ng.

"Baxter," Collingswood continued, still engrossed in the display screen,
"since this all started with you..."

"Aye, Captain," Calhoun said, sitting forward in his seat and frowning. He
paused a nonent as if gathering his thoughts, then | ooked first at Ursis and
then at Brim "Well, lads," he started, "just before the change in watch, we
received a routine nessage concernin' S.S. Providential, a big Vergonian cargo
liner in Convoy J18/7 that passed thro' this sanme area three days ago wi' a | oad
o' antimatter power supplies." He |looked at Ursis. "I imagine you understand how
critical that cargo is to Haelic, don't you?"

Ursi s nodded gravely.

"Thought so," Cal houn continued. "Well, the ship took three direct hits
during ane o' the attacks and was soon burnin' out o' control amdships-in the
machi nery space between hol ds ei ght and nine." He peered ahead through the
Hyper screens and shook his head angrily. "Worthless civilians," he grow ed.
"First thing off, they sinply pulled her out o' the convoy, danpened the Drive,
and t hen abandoned ship."

A deep chuckle runbled fromUsis's chest. "Whether or not | approve of
what they did," he said, "I certainly know why they did it. Wre the ship in
perfect condition, her cargo nakes her a colossal flying bonb-with the radiation
fire providing a surefire fuse."

"l understand," Calhoun said. "But that is not the entire story."

"Sonmehow, | thought that might be the case,” Briminterjected.

"Cl ever of you," Collingswod said, |ooking up fromher console with a
smle. "Go on, Baxter."

"To make it short," Cal houn said, "the fires burned thenselves out within a
few nmegacycl es-an' apparently did so wi 'out affectin' the ship's ability to fly
or to KA PPA her position on a regular basis, just as if she war' still in
conmi ssion. Evidently, the xaxtdammed Vergonians war' so nuch in a hurry that
the only thing they bothered to shut down was the Drive itself."

"And the Vergoni ans thensel ves?" Ursis asked. "Wiy didn't they return to
their ship?"

"They couldn't,"” Calhoun said grimy. "Only a single escape capsul e
remai ned flyable after the attack-an' unfortunately, it had sustained hidden
battl e damage. Every survivor suffocated when the atnospherics bl ew out shortly
after it separated fromProvidential. Ane o' the convoy trawers, little |I.F. S
Mari gol d, provided thema decent 'burial' into deep space."

Bri m nodded. The traditional spacenan's send-off; propelled forever into
the Universe by a funerary ion rocket. Every warship carried a supply-in case.

"Providential's cargo, however," Collingswood said, picking up the thread
of the story, "is considered to be so crucial to the war effort that Convoy
Ofice at the Admiralty has ordered a major effort to salvage the snip. And,
unfortunately, COMCONVOY has afforded us the honor of naking the first try."

"Fl'y her all the way to Hador-Haelic, Captain?" Brim asked.

"If she can be flown, yes," Collingswood answered, "but that is the easy
part. What nust be done first is to see if the ship can be powered away from a
huge star that captured her approxinmately eleven cycles after she slowed to
Hypospced. 'Zebulon Mi' is the official name, and unless sonething is done soon,
Providential will fall intoit. That's where you two conme into the picture," she
said, looking at Brimand Ursis in turn, "as if you hadn't guessed."

The two Bl ue Capes gl anced at each other and sniled. "Aye, Captain," they
said in resigned unison

"l sort of thought so,
Zebul on cluster in approxinmately-

Col i ngswood chuckl ed. "Well, as we approach the
" she checked her tinmepiece "-thirty-one
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cycles, the two of you and anyone el se you want to place at extrenely high
personal risk will depart Defiant in our ridiculous "attack' launch, |land on
what remains of S.S. Providential, and subsequently attenpt to fly her away from
the gas gi ant before she crashes. Fromwhat little | have been able to gather
fromthe Adniralty, you will have no nore than five metacycles to bring the
whol e thing off."

"Does anyone at the Admiralty have technical data on the ship, Captain?"
Ursis asked. "The systemcontrols, perhaps? O the Hel msman's consol e?"

"That sort of information is what | have been gathering here on the

bridge," Collingswod answered, pointing to the junp seat's display. "It's not
much, but | suppose it will serve better man nothing at all. |'m having
Hol oCards nmade up right now ..." Then she suddenly gri maced and shook her head.

"Look, you two," she said abruptly. "You are clearly the best Hel msman and
System O ficer on this ship-and as such ought to be i mune from such a nission
I"mcertain you both know that. However, you are also the only two peopl e who
have even a ghost of a chance of returning alive-nmuch | ess salvaging that ship
and her critical cargo. This mission is so difficult and dangerous that ny
assigning any other team would nmake it a suicide run." She shook her head
sourly. "I suppose you'll take Barbousse?" she asked.

"Mracles are a | ot easier when you've got help from sonebody like Urillo
Bar bousse, " Bri m observed.

Ursi s nodded sol etm agreenent.

Col l'i ngswood smiled. "I'm ahead of you on that, then," she said. "I've
al ready ordered ' Coxswai n Barbousse' to prepare the |aunch."

Brimgrinned. It was no surprise. Collingswod was that sort of perceptive
| eader. "Thank you, Captain," he said, then glanced at his tinmepiece. "And if
there are no further orders, we had better be on our way."

"Do you have anything to add, Nunber One?" Collingswood asked.

"I think that aboot covers it," Cal houn .answered. "W'Il|l hae your systens
Hol oCards delivered to the launch in the next few cycles. But, M. Brim" he
added with a slight wince, "ye'll find the flight-control information as slimas

a Gabrol ean beggar."

Brimsmiled. It figured; intelligence libraries usually were a ot nore
interested in describing systens than telling how to use them He shrugged.
"Once Nk gets it started, I'Il fly it," be asserted, w nking at the Bear

"On your way, then," Collingswood said in a businesslike manner. "Qur
| aunch wi ndow for Zebulon Mi is less than fifteen cycles' duration."”

"Aye, Captain..." Brimand U sis chorused and started aft.

"Ch, and.... WIf, N kolai..."

"Captain?" WIf asked, stopping just short of the conpani onway.

Col I'i ngswood bl ushed and hesitantly rai sed her hand. "W all know there's
no such thing as luck," she said, "but just in case..."

"Thank you, Captain," Brimsaid, saluting indoors in spite of regul ations.
Usis followed suit. Then they clanbered down the conpani onway, pulling their
battle-suit helnets over their heads and running flat-out for the boat deck

Wthin cycles, they had crawl ed through the twin boarding tubes-Usis with
the Hol oCards to the passenger conpartnment, Briminto the flight bridge.

"G afternoon, Lieutenant," Barbousse said. He had both spin-gravs ticking
over al ready.

"CGood afternoon, yourself," Brimanswered, scanning his consol e readouts
while he wiggled into his seat restraints. Each rev indicator was hovering
steadily at 2400 and the cool ant had al ready reached operating tenperature.

Qut side-with no Hyperscreens to translate the confusion of photons at
greater-than-1ight speeds-fantastic patterns of color were all the view that be
woul d have until the launch "glided" to just bel ow Light Speed and nornmal vision
"Looks like you've got everything ready to go," he said, trimmng up the flight
control s. "Xaxtdammed good job, too."

"Thank ye, sir," Barbousse said, blushing proudly.

Brimgrinned at the big rating' s obvious pleasure-he'd pretty nuch | earned
to fly the sane way hinsel f-wi thout benefit of fornmal training. He touched an
intraship circuit to the passenger cabin. "All right down there, N k?"
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"*Sall right," the Bear answered, waving a thunbs-up hell o to Barbousse.
"But whoever clained this toy cabin could seat ten was definitely not counting
Bear noses." He was straddling two seats.

"You ready to go?" Brim asked.

"I amready, WIf Ansor..." the Bear said, folding his ains and rel axing as
much as be could, strapped as he was in the cranped space.

Switching the display to Defiant's bridge. Brimspool ed up the spin-gravs,
bal anci ng both out at just under 9500 sp's for a snpother deceleration to
Hypol i ght velocity. "Requesting permission to cast off into Hyperspace," he
sai d, downl oading their |latest position relative to Zebulon Mi into the |aunch's
aut ohel m

"Perm ssion granted,” Cal houn answered. "You may cast off when ready."

Bri m nodded, then touched a control on the right side of his console.
Presently, noises of straining notors sounded through the davit attachnents.
Wld patterns in the wi ndscreen whirled and changed nore rapidly as the |aunch
nmoved out from behind the protection of Defiant's superstructure and into the
ship's photon slipstream Brims mnd raced back to his tour of blockade duty
and the day he cast off in one of old Truculent's |launches to capture his first
Leaguer ship. He smled to hinself. Even bel ow Li ght Speed, those operations had
been ticklish. The davits were controlled fromthe destroyer's bridge, and often
coordi nati on between the |aunch and | auncher was not the best. |van Kalisnakov's
specially built cradle allowed himto control everything hinself.

When the notors fell silent, Cal houn nodded in the display. "You are now
clear of the ship," he said.

"Casting off," Brimsaid

"Good | uck, you young pup," Cal houn said quietly. Then the display went
bl ank as an connection was broken with Defiant. Shortly afterward, Brimnearly
lost his neemwith toe onset of weightlessness, but be managed-for at |east the
ten billionth tine-to force his protesting stomach into angry subm ssion. He
shook his head and | aughed at this nobst enbarrassing of his nmanifold weaknesses.
Local gravity was a wonderful thing-and one of the best reasons he could think
of for rarely |leaving |arge starships unless they were on the ground.

After nearly half a netacycle, toe frenzied patterns in the Hyperscreens
began to disintegrate, then erupted into an angry crinmson fabric of sparks that
coal esced finally into a normal starscape as the launch slowed through Shel don's
Great Constant and passed the Daya-Peraf transition. Brims LightSpeed indicator
read precisely 0.99 when m ghty Zebulon Mu filled the wi ndscreens with a
streamng brilliance that seened to light the entire Universe. Presently, he
swi tched off the auto-hel mand took the controls hinself. "Anything like a cargo
ship registering on the proximty scanner?" he asked.

"Not hi ng, Lieutenant," Barbousse answered, squinting into a display at the
top center of his console.

"I'"ll continue on around until something shows up," the Carescrian said,
steering the launch around the huge star. Even traveling at nearly LightSpeed,
it took nearly five cycles to |ocate the nerchant ship.

"I'"ve located her. Lieutenant," Barbousse reported tensely. "But she surely
doesn't have much altitude anynore."

"How bad off is she?" Brimasked, altering course toward (be stricken
mer chant man.

Bar bousse pursed his lips for a nmonent, then shook his bead. "Probably," he
said, "we won't have rmuch tinme before she's too far into the star's gravity
envel ope to fly her out.”

"And," Ursis added fromthe display, "we don't want to be within a standard
light year of here if that cargo of power supplies goes up in the photosphere.
The resulting flare will nmelt whole planets.”

Brimgrimaced. "I'|Il keep that in mnd, N k," he pronised as they bored
down into the brilliance. "Believe nme!"

S.S. Providential was typical of the big Vergoni an nerchantnen constructed
back during the Twenties. She had a long, black hull shaped like a spindle with
a sharp bow and rounded stem A blunt, single-unit deckhouse in corrugated white
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hul | retal began just aft of her short foredeck and straddled ne hull nearly al
the way to her stern. Forward, the structure was approximately five levels in
hei ght and surnounted by a control bridge that extended beyond the linmts of the
deckhouse to both port and starboard like short, thick fins. According to
Ursis's Hol oCards, the ship was 407 irals in length, 44 irals at maximm
hori zontal beam and di splaced 34,351 milstons enpty. She was powered by two
arcane Grandoffler triple-phisotron Drive units-anyone could see that by the
three focusing rings nounted aft of each Drive outlet. She al so had the dubious
distinction of being the largest ship in Inperial service with twin-Drives of
the type.

Up close, it was clear that Providential's fires were extingui shed, at
| east externally. "Wth a quenching systemlike that, sir," Barbousse said in an
awestruck voice, "radiation fires sinply couldn't burn very long. Just |ook at
those big N-ray emitters-all over the hull. And they're still on-every one of
them "

"Doesn't say much for the crew," Brim observed.

Usis grinned fromthe display. "Easy for you to say, WIf Brim" He
| aughed. "But not everyone gets his start in a Carescrian ore barge, either
Terror is only a relative thing."

Brimchuckled wyly. "I guess you've got a point," he admtted, but he
still didn't approve of abandoning a ship until it was about to self-destruct.

For the next ten cycles, they inspected the starship's exterior fromevery
angl e, peering carefully at each of the three ragged, stove-in holes where the
ship had been hit. "All right," Brimsaid, when they reached the big ship's
stem "what's the verdict? Shall we set down on her for a closer inspection?"

Ursis nodded. "I can see little risk in that," he said.
"Aye, sir," Barbousse agreed. "How about inside that open cargo hatch over
there in the deckhouse-right under the bridge? It'Il save us a lot of radiation

fromthe gas giant."

"Good idea," Brimagreed, and naneuvered along the bull to a hovering
position over the foredeck in front of the cargo ship's main deckhouse.

Swi tching on the launch's powerful |anding lights, he pointed the nose of the
ship into the yawning hatch.

"Looks like ot of big crates on oversized pallets, sir," Barbousse
observed. "About the right size for Antinatter power supplies, |'d judge."

Bri m nodded agreenent. The huge, octahedroid crates were secured to the
deck on either side of an aisle that Bri mguessed m ght be slightly w der than
one of the pallets thenselves. He frowned-was it w de enough for the |aunch?

"Going to be close, sir," Barbousse observed.

"Yeah," Brim said, nodding agreenent, "xaxtdammed close." But no closer in
many respects than he'd been quite used to only a few years previously. Oe
barges weren't allocated wi de berths on Carescri a-expensive structures |ike that
decreased profitability of the mines. And both barges and Hel nsnen were
consi dered to be expendabl e conmpdities-a routine business expense. Presently,
he narrowed his eyes, took one |ast |ook at the antigravs, then nodded. "She'l
fit," he declared.

"Probably," Ursis grow ed fromthe passenger conpartnment, "you will want to
avoi d bunpi ng those crates too vigorously."

Bri m nodded and concentrated on easing the launch through the doors. "I'l|
watch it," he said.

"W have about two point seven netacycles, Lieutenant," Barbousse
announced, peering into a display. "Gavity's gettin' worse every nonent."

Bri m nodded, totally concentrating all his nental resources on the controls
as he maneuvered carefully into the opening...

Suddenl y, Barbousse spoke up. "Lieutenant Ursis, if you would check our
clearance to port, | can nonitor starboard."

"Good idea," Ursis runbled, |ooking up fromthe display. "I would say we
have perhaps an iral of clearance here."

"And at least two on this side, Lieutenant," Barbousse added.

Brimeased slightly to starboard, hardly daring to touch the controls.

"Better now on this side," Ursis reported.
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"You still have an iral and a half over here, Lieutenant," Barbousse said.

Bri m nodded. "Thanks," he nunbl ed, then cautiously applied a slight forward
thrust vector to the spin-gravs. The | aunch crept slowy between the towering
crates, its landing lights transform ng the dark interior of the hold into a
t wo- di mensi onal cartoon. Wen the nacelles were centered on the second crate in
fromthe hatch, Brimlet the little craft settle gently to the deck. It was |ike
parking a skimrer in a narrow alley between two | arge, w ndow ess buil di ngs.

"Al'l right, everybody," he announced, taking the first breath he could renenber
for at least a half netacycle, "helnmets on-this is as far as she goes." He
pul l ed the spin-gravs back to idle, enabled the gravity brakes, and set up the
control panel for a quick getaway. Then he wiggled out of his seat restraints
and fol |l owed Barbousse to the cargo deck. Wiile the big rating closed the
hatches, Brim placed a gl ove on Usis's broad shoulder. "Do those Hol oCards show
any sort of route to the bridge, N k?" he asked.

Ursis grinned through the visor of his battle suit. "I think so," his voice
announced hollowy in Brims helnet. He | ooked around as if taking his bearings
fromthe Iight of the open hatch, then pointed the handlight directly overhead.
"Six levels up,"” he said.

"Won-der-ful," Brimsaid. "Anything nore specific than that?
"Well," the Bear chuckled, "there are indications of a crew lift directly
over... that way." He pointed to the starboard wall of the hold: "I suggest we

try that first."

"Lead on," Brimsaid; notioning Barbousse to follow "If we end up lost, we
can at | east blanme you while we burn up in the star. It'll be a lot nore
sati sfaction that way."

"Not to worry, WIf Ansor," the Bear said, starting out between the huge
pallets at a rolling gate. "Science has proved that a person can survive al nost
anyt hi ng- except death, of course."

"Are you conforted?" Brimasked, turning to Barbousse in the near darkness
behi nd him

"Absol utely, Lieutenant Ursis,
conforts ne."

"See?" Ursis grow ed.

"Hmpf ...

After passing their third building-sized crate, they cane to the starboard
bul khead: a solid wall of seamless hullnmetal nearly fifty irals high. Usis
consulted the Hol oCards for a nonent. "To the right," he said presently. "Mke
sure | don't miss the lift."

"How about that red sign ahead, beggin the gentlenmen's pardon?" Barbousse
piped up. "lIt's little nore than a glow "

"1l see it now...." Brimsaid, squinting at the red Iight ahead. "Wat does
it say?"

""Crew Lift," in Vergonian," Usis translated presently. "And as dimas it
appears to be, | amreasonably certain that the ship's energency power supply is
beginning to dissipate." He began to nove along the wall even faster, rolling
fromside to side in the surprisingly agile manner of Bears in a hurry. "W
shall have to reach the bridge directly," he said, "before the ship closes
itself down to protect its logic systens. Undoing that sort of situation takes a
whol e crew and nore netacycles than remain to our use."

At last, they arrived at the dimred |ight and the heavy-1ooking hatch it
mar ked. Ursis inmediately turned four stout levers to C OIT ("Cpen" in
Ver goni an, Brim surm sed), then tugged on the |atch nechanismnearly pulling
hinself fromhis feet. The door remained firmy in place.

"What's the matter?" Brim asked.

"I don't know," Ursis grunted, testing the levers and pulling on the latch
mechani smagain. Still the panel remained in place. "By the rancid,
gar bage-clotted beard of Voot hinself," he swore sharply, "I think the
xaxtdamed thing is | ocked!"

He tugged once nore, then shook his head. "Perhaps | am doi ng sonet hi ng
w ong. You should check ny work, WIf Ansor."

Bar bousse said with a grin. "Everything
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Brimtook the Bear's place before the hatch. He first inspected the
| evers-each one was | oose and in an open position-then he placed both hands on
the latch mechani smand pulled. The latch noved freely, but the door renained
i movabl e, still clearly secured. "Sweet thraggling Universe," he said through
cl enched teeth. "Now what ?"

"May | have a try at it?" Barbousse asked.

"Absolutely,"” Brimsaid in a disgusted voice. "W mght as well all have a

go."

"Thank you, sir,'
Li eutenants will stand back a few paces..

Bar bousse said, stepping before the batch. "If the
" he added presently, and unslung a

heavy bl ast truncheon fromhis back. "I think this will take care of the inner
| ock. "

"Where'd you get that?" Brimasked with arched eyebrows.

"Ch, | picked it up on m way to the launch," Barbousse said, aining the
power ful weapon at the latch nmechanism "I stowed it in the cabin-thought it
m ght come in handy, like." Then he turned his head to one side. "Watch the
eyes, now," he warned. Instantly the hold was bathed in a ful gurating green
brilliance and the whole | atch side of the door dissolved in a shower of sparks

and nolten netal that splashed harmessly off their battle suits but incinerated
the Inperial conmet at Brimls |eft breast. "There," Barbousse said presently,
ki cking the gl owi ng remains of the door aside with his boot.

"You surely have a way with | ocks," Brimcomented in an awed voi ce.

"Clearly, precision work," Ursis added.

"Thank you, Lieutenants," the big rating said, slinging the truncheon over
his back and | eading the way into a small alcove with a circular door at the far
side. Beside the door was a vertical row of seven sensors |abeled w th Vergonian
synbols. "I suppose this lighted one is where we are," he said, pointing to the
bott om sensor.

Usis frowned and silently peered at each synbol in turn, beginning from
the top. "Yes," he said nonentarily, "and the top one reads 'Control Bridge,"
roughly transl ated. "

Bar bousse nashed toe top button...

It took what seenmed like a year for the car to finally arrive-and a great
deal longer than that for it to spiral its way to the top. But at |ast-nearly
thirty-five cycles after Brimlanded the | aunch-the three Defiants stood on
Providentiol's bridge. Not nmuch tine renained at all

Brimhad only begun work at the Hel msman's consol e when Barbousse once nore
interrupted his concentration

"Un | hate to bother you gentlenmen,"” the big rating began hesitantly.

Brimturned in his recliner, Barbousse never interrupted unless he had
somnet hi ng gal axy-shaking to say. "Wat?"' he asked with a grin.

"Well, sir," Barbousse said, holding three of the HoloCards in his hand
like a talisman. "Beggin' the Lieutenants' pardons, but-as | nentioned before-ni
cal cul ations say that we have sonethin' |ess than a netacycle before we've got
to be underway." He shrugged unconfortably. "Um otherwise, at the rate we're
fallin', those two crazy triple-phisotron Drive units-the 'Gandofflers' -won't
be able to push this rust-bucket out of the gravity sphere anynore. Those
poppi ng n' creaki ng noi ses you hear every once in a while are the hull plates
beginnin' to work fromthe stress."

"Voof ," Ursis exclainmed, "I too have heard t hose noises." He shut his eyes
and pinched the bridge of his great nuzzle. "It gives us sonmething |l ess than
twenty cycles after a failure on this ship to fly away in the launch before it
too is no longer able to escape the star. W nust indeed hurry." Imediately, he
returned to his instrunments.

"Thanks, friend," Brimsaid, throwing the big rating a quick sal ute.

Bar bousse reddened through his visor. "Wasn't nothin', Lieutenant," he
nmunbl ed.

"Garbage," Brimsaid with a grin, turning back to his console, where he
qui ckly lost himself studying the archaic flight instrunents. He devoutly
t hanked the Universe that starship controls all pretty nuch operated the sane
sort of steering nechanisns. First he located the autopilot master switch-it was
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of f, which accounted for the ship's perilously low altitude. Before he switched
it on, however, he had to establish the settings it would be expected to hol d.
Rapidly, he reset the roll, pitch, and yaw controls at neutral, then forced the
artificial horizon to realign itself with the galactic disk. Turning to the |eft
console, he nmentally cal culated a spherical course to pernit the ship's escape
with a mninumexpenditure of energy, then registered the paraneters-by

t hunbwheel s! -in the heading wi ndow. At |last-after an especially bothersonme groan
fromthe ship's hull-he located all four trimwheels and noted their relative
positions. Cearly, they had been set by the crewto offset |atent gyroscopic
torque generated by the hul king G andoffler Drives-why anybody had ever built
such contraptions!... Then, settling back in the recliner, he checked the entire
array of instruments and nodded to hinself. He was about to inform Ursis that
the hel mwas ready for flight when Barbousse's deep voice again broke the
silence of the bridge. But this tinme there was an edge to the man's voice that
he' d never heard before.

"I think there's sonethin' wong with nmi bl oody eyes,
"Sweet thraggling Universe. It's all wobbly outside...."

Brim | ooked up to see ne big rating staring out the starboard Hyperscreens
with a positively awestruck | ook on his face. "What's the nmatter?..." he began,
but stopped in nid-sentence when at the sane tinme Ursis half rose fromhis
consol e and began peering out the Hyperscreen, too-also with an anmazed | ook on
hi s face.

"My vision is |ikew se wobbly," the Bear exclainmed presently, blinking
rapidly and shaking his head. "Wat is that out there?"

Frowning with concern, Brimrose fromhis recliner and quickly joined the
others beside a starboard console. He required only one gl ance through the
Hyperscreens. "By the beard!" he swore, rubbing his eyes. "1 can't |look directly
at it, either...." Qutside, perhaps three hundred irals off the starboard boat
deck, was the shinmering, half-seen ghost of a small starship-and for sone
reason, his eyes refused to focus on it properly. He shook his head and peered
into the enptiness beyond the bow. Al the stars in the shoal appeared in sharp
focus. Yet when he tried to look at the ship off to port, it seened to be
epheneral . Sonme of the brighter constellations were actually shining through its

Bar bousse gasped.

hull! As if it were fromanother dinension. H's heart thunped with sudden
apprehension. Perhaps the crazy fiction witers weren't so far off after all!
O..."Do you suppose we're | ooking at a bender?" he whispered

Usis snmote his forehead. "I vould bet on it!" he exclained. "And sonewhere

this shipis clearly radiating sonething that it cannot bend!"

"Do you suppose they know that?" Brim asked sharply.

The Bear shook his head and smiled sardonically. "No..." he said slowmy. "
believe that they do not. And... |ook, they are drawi ng closer."

"If only we knew what it was that they cannot bend," Brimsaid over a whole
chorus of creaking hull plates.

"Whatever it is," Usis runbled, "we nust at least notify the Fleet that
sonet hing of the sort exists." He turned to Barbousse. "Urillo," he ordered,
"see if you can prepare the KA PPA set for use. | was about to restore the
ship's main power when you spotted this apparition. | shall finish the work
i medi ately."

"Aye, Lieutenant," Barbousse said, noving slowy off to the communications
console. The big star was now naking itself felt through the ship's weakened
| ocal gravity.

Am d a nearly continuous di ssonance of sepul chral groans and clanor from
the overstressed hull, Brimcontinued to watch the little ship as it slowy
approached Providential's starboard rail

"Stand by to switch power fromstorage cells to the normal reactor,” Ursis
war ned.

"Ready, sir," Barbousse answered.

Suddenl y-at the exact tick the whirring consoles went silent on the
bridge-the little ship disappeared conpletely, then rematerialized a nonent
|ater in the sane position when the consol es resuned operation. Now, however,
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the bender was considerably nore visible, with only the brightest stars shining
through its ghostly hull. Suddenly, Brimfelt at least a milston lighter in the
ship's revitalized local gravity. "Wat'd you just do?" he asked.

"Restored primary power to the mains," Ursis said hurriedly, then turned to
Bar bousse. "Urillo, see if you can get a nessage off to-"

"Hold off a nmonent, Nik," Briminterrupted, pointing out the Hyperscreens
at the bender. "I think whatever else you did to the mains, you also put the
bender back into... what do they call it when the ship's invisible?"

' " Spectral node, Usis said, frowing out at the little ship and shaking
his head. "But it is still perfectly visible, WIf Ansor. See for yourself."

"I know full well what it |ooks |like now, you stubborn Sodeskayan," Brim
answered hotly, "but it wasn't that way a cycle ago when you nonentarily shut
of f power to everything. Renenber, | was |ooking...."

Usis held up a hand of supplication. "I do not doubt your word, friend.
Bel i eve ne. During the nonment of switchover, everything on board the ship |ost
power - i ncl udi ng whatever we've got on board that is transnitting those
radi ati ons the bender can't bend."

" Speaki ng of which," Brimadded, pointing over his shoulder with a thunb,
"the Leaguer is a lot nore visible now, for some reason."

"So it is," Usis agreed. "Therefore, our nysterious radiating source nust
al so be getting nore power." He shook his head in frustration. "Wat in the
filthy name of David L. Voot do you suppose it could be?

"I wonder, gentlenen," Barbousse interjected, |ooking up froma |arge
utility console at the rear of the bridge, "if it might be the Nrays this ship
is sprayin' all over the Universe? |'ve been checking around, and those

Ver goni ans shut nost everythin' else down cold, like..."
Bri m| ooked at Ursis and shrugged i gnorance.
"The N-ray projectors are still emtting?" Usis asked.
"Aye, sir," Barbousse said, "at |east accordin' to these five sw tches they

are. The di agram here shows the nmains are w de open."

"You nmay have found it, then," the Bear answered, getting to his feet.
"Switch themoff-all of themand we'll have a | ook through the Hyperscreens."

"Aye, sir," Barbousse answered. Presently, a series of sharp clicks sounded
fromthe rear of the bridge. "How s that?" the big rating asked

Brimpeered at the eneny ship just intime to see it go conpletely
invisible again. "It's gone." he exclained in amazenent.

"By the ice lizard's toe!" Usis said. "So it is, Urillo. Turn them on
again."

Bar bousse switched the N-ray mains on again, and the ship i mediately
r eappear ed.

"Switch themof f again."”

"Aye, sir."

"Aha! On again, please."
"Aye, sir."

"And of f again."

"Aye, sir."

"Barbousse figured it out!" Brimcheered. "Look, the bender's di sappeared
again."

"That seens so," Ursis said, nodding his head thoughtfully, "It seens that
the dammed Leaguers have not tested their new vehicle thoroughly." A runbling
chuckl e escaped his lips. "It nakes sense when | think about it, too. N-rays are

not hi ng but highly conpressed beans of photons that act by swanping el ectron
energy that nust be present to sustain the uncoll apse of an el ectro-collapsite

like hullnmetal. |nmagi ne what happens when such a highly packed beamhits a
bender. "
Brimfrowned. "I guess it saturates the bender, too, doesn't it?"

"Correct, ny furless friend," U sis said. "The bender sinply cannot
retransmt so many quantuns at one tinme-and sone of themreflect." He peered
through the Hyperscreens. "Ah-ha-see: he has now reappeared again." He turned to
Bar bousse at the utility console and waited until a particularly noisy creaking
spent itself somewhere in the decking beneath his feet. "Perhaps we should stop
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the testing now, nmy friend," he suggested, "before sonething gives us away."

"I didn't do anything that tinme, Lieutenant Ursis," Barbousse protested.
"The N-ray mains are still closed."”

"Then she's cone out of spectral node on her own," Brim stated through
clenched teeth. "Probably |ooking us over to see if we're worth finishing off."
Gimy, he peered through the Hyperscreens and listened to the hull breaking up
bel ow. The bender was snall-perhaps 115 irals in length. And narrow. no nore
than ten irals in dianeter-little nore than three tinmes the height of a man. An
awkwar d- | ooki ng control bridge jutted vertically fromthe hull al nost dead
am dships. It was topped by a stubby KA PPA antenna. A row of small Hyperscreen
panel s extended around its forward curve like a toothy smle. Aft, the tower
returned to the hull in tw steps, each surnounted by an ugl y-I|ooking disruptor
Brimeasily identified the top one as a rapid-firing 37-mm Tupfer-Schwandl. The
| ower weapon was nuch |arger: probably one of the |ong-nosed Schneidler 98s he'd
run up agai nst on A zurn-he'd never seen one up close. At either side of the
hul |, obese nacelles welled outward |ike great, swollen tunors. These clearly
housed the Drive conponents; each ended sonme twenty irals abaft the contro
bridge in finned reverser rings.

And every square mlli-iral of the ship's surface (including gratings in
front of the Hyperscreens) was covered by a fine pattern of tiny, rectangul ar
logic units-literally mllions of diem Steady waves of feeble ruby light flowed
over these fromthe bowto the stemin regularly tined sequences

As Brimwatched, the ship began to swivel around until it pointed directly
at the cargo ship's hull am dships. Suddenly, there was novenent on the port
side of its narrow, knifelike bow plate as one of two rectangul ar doors opened
inward. Monents later, the ship began to glide backward until it was perhaps
half a c¢'lenyt distant.

"She's going to put a torpedo into us even before this blasted hul
collapses in on itself,” Brimnuttered through clenched teeth. "And there's no
way we can get down to the launch in tinme to do anything about it." Then he
shook his head and pounded a fist on the Hyperscreen | edge. "Barbousse," he
shouted. "Get that KA PPA going now. Maybe we can still do the Leaguers a little
damage. ..."

"Aye, sir," Barbousse said, junping for the communi cati ons console. Mnents
|ater, when Brimarrived at the rear of the bridge, the KA PPA gear was already
humm ng while Ursis furiously hammered a two-fingered description of the Leaguer
ship into its buffers.

"Get ready to send this,"” the Bear warned. "I nmay be about to neet ny
esteened ancestors, but until then |I still have the fastest two fingers in the
gal axy. "

"The Leaguers'|| see our KA PPA rings go out for sure, Lieutenant,"”

Bar bousse warned. KA PPA transm ssions-the only known techni que of nearly

i nst ant aneous conmmuni cation at gal actic di stances-began as a series of
glimering rings that expanded fromthe antenna |i ke waves from a pebbl e tossed
into a calmpond. In the darkness of outer space, they were hard to mss.

"So they see," Ursis said, shrugging phlegmatically. "They will send their
torpedo one way or another. But with the special cargo we have bel ow, at | east
we shall have the satisfaction of knowi ng that the Leaguers will go up with
us...." He rapidly keyed anot her few synbols, then turned to Barbousse. "Ready
to send," he said.

"Aye, sir," Barbousse responded, reaching for the transm ssion key.

"Wait!" Brimexclainmed suddenly. "I think they're shutting the torpedo
doors. "

"Sweet thraggling crag wol ves,
the | ast possible click. "Now what ?"

"I don't know," Brimsaid, his heart thunping as if it were about to burst
through his chest. "But they're now cl osed conpletely."”

"Hm " Ursis runbled thoughtfully. "I wonder..."

"What ?"

"Perhaps our friends in the Leaguer ship have now cal cul ated how soon

Ursis roared, seizing Barbousse's arm at
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Providential will crash into the gas giant behind us."

"Voot's beard! I'lIl bet that's it," Brimexclaimed. "So far as they're
concerned, we're not worth a torpedo. Add Zebuton Mu down there will soon reduce
us to subatom cs free of charge."

"Wich, of course, it will," Usis said, |ooking at his tinepiece. "W
don't have nuch nore than a half netacycle before the Leaguers will be quite
correct." He turned to Barbousse. "Fromthe sounds of the hull, perhaps you

shoul d retain that KA PPA buffer | entered. W may yet need it...."

"Aye, sir," Barbousse agreed.

"He's on his way back again,"” Brimwanted fromthe Hyperscreens.

"Excellent," Ursis said. "Perhaps he will tire of |ooking at as soon and
| eave. W dare not nove the ship while he is still in the vicinity-otherw se, he
will decide to use those torpedoes quickly."

Wil e Bri mwatched, the bender pulled in close to starboard, then nade a
quick circuit of the ship and ended up once nore al ongside-this tine no nore
than sixty irals fromthe bridge wing. Now he could clearly see the rows of
protective devices lining the eneny's hull. Each was rectangular in shape and
divided into six quadrants with a tiny ruby light that pul sed at the
intersection of the dividers. And on the bridge-behind the protective grid-he
coul d see nmen shading their eyes and | ooki ng through the Hyperscreens. They were
pointing at him "W've been spotted!" he warned.

Ursis sauntered up and joined Brimat the Hyperscreens. "Indeed?" he said,
peering out at the other ship. He snorted, "Not only have they spotted us, they
are | aughing at our plight-perhaps by now they have heard the hull creaking with
their own ears."

"Sweet Universe!" Brimswore. "They are |aughing, the bastards! The
absol ute bastards!" Then he snapped his fingers. "But it also nmeans that they
nm ssed the launch on their flyby inspection!"

"Apparently so," Ursis said calmy. "One hopes, however, that they don't
remain to watch us burn.”

"Sonmething like that could ruin the whole afternoon,"” Brim grunbl ed,
noddi ng hi s head.

"Friend Barbousse,"” Usis said while the deck vibrated under their boots,
"switch on the Nray mains. | have an idea."

"N-ray mmins are on. Lieutenant," Barbousse reported presently.

"Thank you," the Bear said, turning to Brim "Now, WIf Ansor, you and
are going to wave at themas if we expect to be saved. Are you ready?"

Brimrai sed his eyebrows. "You mean you want nme to wave to those bastards?
What if they actually decide to help us?"

"Judging fromthe size of their starship,” Usis shouted over a renewed
attack of cracking and groaning, "lI'd be willing to bet a Sodeskayan dascha they
sinmply don't have enough room on board."

"You've got a point," Brimconceded. "All right, cone on, Urillo, let's
all wave...."

In the next few nonents, the three conrades desperately waved their arns
and pointed at the roiling photosphere of Zebulon Mi only a few thousand
c'lenyts below them They couldn't have been nore clear if they'd been able to
call for help in the Leaguer's native |anguage of Vertrucht. And the Leaguers
continued to |augh...

At length, the ugly little ship went spectral again-although she stil

remained quite visible in the powerful illumnation of Providential's Nray
syst ens.

Brimand Ursis stopped waving i medi ately. "Do you suppose he knows we can
still see hinP" Brim asked rhetorically.

"l doubt it," Ursis answered. "But that, is probably of small consequence
to them | amsure that they also think that our KA PPA systemis
nonoperational. Otherw se, we would have sent a warni ng message by now whi ch
they could have seen going out. Is this not so?"

Brimgrinned. "Sounds right to ne," he answered, turning back to the
Hyperscreens in tine to see the little ship accelerate away and quickly
di scorporate into true spectral node as it outran the effect of Providential's

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...e%20Helmsman%2002%20-%20Galactic%20Convoy.txt (85 of 168) [1/31/2004 1:08:38 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2002%620-%20Gal acti c%20Convoy.txt

N-ray system "She's gone," he said in a sudden wave of relief.

Usis was out of the COW console in a matter of dicks. "Send the KA PPA
i medi ately, friend Barbousse,” he runbled as he strode hurriedly to the systens
console. "W have so far only avoi ded one of the dangers facing us," he added,
raising a titular index finger next to his ear. "Now we nmust renpbve oursel ves
fromthe nenace of this xaxtdammed star before we beconme the infinitesinal
kernel of a large stellar flare."

"The antigrav systens are now ready for flight," Usis runbled only cycles
after returning to his console. "WIf, you nmay power up your flight controls at
any tine."

"She's ready to nove," Brimreplied, throwing all the flight switches with
one sweep of his hand. Suddenly, the deck began to throb under his feet with a
reassuringly steady beat as the generators coupled to their mains. He sw tched
on the autopilot, and with renewed creaking and groaning the abused hull of the
mer chant man obediently oriented itself to the galactic disk. Mnents |ater,
steering engines struggled to align the ship along a vector that would produce
Brims desired course while countering the savage gravity outside. "Al right,

Ni k, slow ahead both...."

" Sl ow ahead both."

The ship began a cacophony of protesting creaks and groans, often vibrating
so badly that Brimcould hardly see the instruments before him Aft, however, a
haze of green streanm ng away agai nst the glare fromthe star boded well for the
state of the propul sion gear. "Looks |like we're noving," Brimwhispered, half
afraid to speak. "Quarter speed ahead, both."

"Quarter speed ahead, both."

Soon, the ship began to steady on course and the vibrations settled
considerably. "She's balancing," Brimsaid with a happy grin. "Listen-the hull's
not creaking so badly. Let's have half speed ahead and see if we can't nmke sone
di stance. "

"Hal f speed ahead," Ursis said. Even he sounded happy for once.

Shortly thereafter, Brimwas able to order full speed ahead, and within the
next half nmetacycle, they switched to Hyperlight Drive and a heading for
Hador-Haelic. It had been a |ong day indeed...

Chapter 6

THE D-SH P

On the third day out from Zebulon Mu, Brimeased S.S. Providential into a
parking orbit some two hundred c'lenyts above the surface of Haelic, then

wat ched Ursis and Barbousse shut off nobst of her systens. He had orders to | eave
the once-derelict cargo liner in orbit so she could be inspected for structura
damage before anyone attenpted a landfall. Her critical cargo of antinmatter
power supplies was rmuch too val uable and potentially destructive to risk in a
hul I that m ght not make it all the way down in one piece...

Later, as he lined up the attack |launch on a | anding vector over Atal anta,
he listened to his two conrades trading details over the intercomabout an N-ray
generator they'd dreamed up-one that could focus its output in the manner of a
searchlight instead of a radiation extinguisher. They planned to build a
prototype from spare parts avail able nearly anywhere in the field. He was
tenpted to interject his own thoughts concerning Randall anplifiers and
automati c focusing | ogic when a womman's voice interrupted fromthe consol e.

"Fl eet Launch 325: wind out of three five zero at one one: vector two zero
five to G pool nine eight; you are cleared to land."

"Fl eet Launch 325, wind three five zero at fifteen; vector three zero
five-thank you, ma'am" he called out, easing off power for his final |et-down
to the base. The Gradgroat-Norchelite monastery and its high gol den spire glided
past under the port nacelle, and from somewhere in the recesses of his mnd he
dredged up the mysterious Gradygroat nmotto: "In destruction is resurrection; the
pat h of power |eads through truth."” He shook his head. Watever neaning the
wor ds once m ght have possessed was certainly |ost on himnow.

He smiled to hinself when Defiant's graceful |ines defined thensel ves ahead
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in the di stance-al nbost | ost agai nst the nmassive sil houettes of two
battl ecrui sers noored nearby. Collingswood' s |atest warship was rapidly gaining
a reputation as one of the npbst handsone vessels in the Fleet.

Thr ough the side Hyperscreen he spied a colorful nmaze of little streets and
al |l eys below, enclosed by a ranbling wall. Caudia |lived in a section |like that.
He gl anced at the panel clock-she'd be going hone about this time, too.

Absently, he wondered how she planned to spend her evening, but quickly put that
sort of dangerous speculation fromhis mnd. Fascinating as she mght be-and he
had to adnit that she was definitely fascinating-her evenings were none of his
busi ness. Shaking his head, he trimred the ship to neutral, then energized the

Coll ective. "All right, everybody," he announced, "strap in. |'mabout to set
her down."
"Aye, sir," Barbousse replied fromright-hand consol e.

"You are maybe planning for a rough landfall, WIf Ansor?" Ursis teased
over the intraship.

"Only in the passenger conpartnent," Brim countered. "Barbousse and | don't
have a thing to worry about up here in the bridge."

"Smart-al eck Hel msnen. .. "

Brimgrinned as he switched both spin-gravs into vertical node. From here
on in, nmonentum from his descent would provide all the forward speed required.

"We'll need the coolant radiators set to dense atnobsphere," he warned as he
checked his instrunents.
"Aye, sir," Barbousse answered, adjusting the radiator flap switches at the

top of his console. Fromeither side of the flight bridge, powerful electric
nmot ors whi ned and the noise of the slipstream qui eted considerably.

Bri m banked a few degrees to port for the crosswi nd and eased the
Col l ective until he established a glidepath-then held it steady all the way past
City Mount Hill and out across, the inland portion of the Fleet base. Just short
of Defiant's gravity pool, he sinultaneously pulled the nose up and raised the
Col l ective. Scant nmoments later-with vibration fromthe thundering spin-gravs
poundi ng the soles of his boots-the launch glided to a stop, then settled gently
onto her cradle.

" Sno- 0-0-oth, Lieutenant,'’
power to the COW systens.

"Nothing to it," Brimsaid nodestly-but he was a little pleased with
hi nsel f, too.

Qut side, four yellowsuited ground handlers in blue skullcaps and
protective gloves were now at work securing the launch to its special cradle
whil e a shapely blond ensign flounced out across the boat deck toward them She
was dressed in the tight, jet-black coveralls of the Inperial Intelligence
Servi ces

Brimfrowned to hinself. "Looks Iike we won't have long to wait for our
debriefing," he remarked, watching safe indicators Iight on the tie-down pane!

"Coul d be worse-beggin' the Lieutenant's pardon," Barbousse said as he eyed
the ensign appreciatively. "They might have sent sonebody, that |ooks like Y.
Adol phus Fillnore."

"You have a point there, friend," Brimchuckled. "You definitely have a
point."

Monents |ater, the blonde pulled open both hatches. "W have a staff car in
the parking lot, Lieutenant," she said, smling up into the flight bridge. "I'm
afraid all three of you are under strict quarantine until we've had a | ong
chat."

Ursis chuckl ed fromthe door of the passenger conpartnent. ' Show caves
and lightning often mean warm friends,' as they say on the Mother Planets," he
grow ed gently. "No doubt the Intelligence navens are npbst anxious to di scuss
N-rays."

"Mbost anxious, you big smartie," the woman affirned with a grin. Ursis was
a | arge Bear by anybody's reckoning: one who could clearly kill & roan with a
single swipe of his hand. Yet he sel dominvoked a sense of fear in anyone-unless
he wanted to.

"Never heard of such interest in fire-fighting Bear,'

Bar bousse coment ed, reaching up to switch off

Bri m conment ed
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| aconically. Wiile he finished shutting down the |aunch's systens, he couldn't
hel p ogling the blond officer. She was a good-|ooki ng woman: anply built with a
creany and curly hair. Fromthe launch's little flight bridge, she m ght even be
taken for Margot. As if anybody could be taken for Margot. He grinned in sudden
anticipation. At |east tw nessages from Aval on would be waiting. It had been a
| ong convoy. Then he grinmaced. It also pronmised to be a |ong debriefing session
before he got a | ook at those nessages. Wearily, he clinbed through the hatch
and foll owed the Ensign toward a conpani onway. First canme the war...

True to Brim s predictions, the Intelligence people required a |lot of tine
before they were convinced that no nore information could be extracted fromthe
three Blue Capes, either as a group or individually. Wen he was finally free to
return to Defiant-in an early watch of the norning-he learned that his two
conrades had been rel eased nore than a netacycl e previously.

Qutside, it was darkest night, and-of course-the nessage center was cl osed.
He shrugged phl egmatically. Margot's nmessages woul d keep for one nore evening,
but the delay was still a disappointnent. As he waited at the tram
stop-Intelligence provided no |inousines on the way back!-City Mount Hill was a
mass of lights, despite a permanent alert status at the base. Cearly, he nused,
At al antans placed great faith in the two battlecruisers noored nearby. Wth the
advent of benders, however, he doubted their blind faith was still justified; at
| east until the Fleet |earned nore about N-rays.

O course, nost civilians didn't yet know about benders, either..

He took a deep draught of fresh night air. The breeze was from | andward and
carried with it snells of foliage, polluted canals, dust, the distant city..
Once nore, his mnd turned to Caudia. She was part of that city-and sonehow she
was on his mind a lot nmore than she shoul d be...

At last, he flagged down a tram and within twenty cycles Defiant hove into
vi ew t hrough the w ndscreen. Beyond | ooned the m ghty shapes of two Greyffin
IV-class battle cruisers: Gar Neithw and Princess Sherraine, now that he had a
chance to look. He smled wyly to hinself. No Carescrian Hel nsnmen aboard those
proud beauties, he'd wager. Capital ships were still unchallenged bastion of the
privileged. Ch, he'd visited a few of them But once on board, his hosts al ways
firmy gave himto understand-with great finesse, of course-that he was there
only to |l ook. The patronizing treatnent he received on those magnificent ships
still bothered hi mnmade himfeel cheap. For the thousandth tine he shrugged
aside nme ugly harridan of resentnent. Al things would eventually change in the
face of this war-as woul d anci ent prejudices agai nst people |ike Carescrians.
The people of Geyffin IV s Enpire needed every assistance they could get these
days-from anyone who could hel p. And sooner or later, they would al so have to
ante up. He smiled to hinself. He'd already had trenendous boosts from patrician
officers |ike Regula Collingswod and Nik Ursis-as well as First Star Lord Beorn
Wrood. Wien the war was finally over, he trusted that these sane patricians
woul d nake sure that justice was done...

Wthin the netacycle, he'd signed back aboard Defiant and treated hinself
to a long, |uxurious shower. Soon afterward, he was confortably situated in his
own bunk agai n. Perhaps, he thought as he dropped off to sleep, the controls of
a battlecruiser weren't that far fromhis grasp. Like everything else in the
Uni verse, all one needed was a bit of talent, a lot of hard work, and a neasure
of good luck-the last at exactly the proper tine....

Even though he was free during nost of the follow ng watch cycle, Brim
roused hinself early and downl oaded his mail only nonments after the nessage
center opened. He eagerly watched as header after header scrolled through his
di spl ay, but anobng the usual solicitations for Acadeny class gifts,
announcenents, advertisenents fromuni formnakers, and the |ike, only one was

sourced "Margot Effer'wck, Lt., I.F. @Admralty/Avalon.” And it had been sent
nearly a week ago.... Frowning, he opened it to the gl obular display. Wen
Margot's face filled the screen, her eyes were tired and she | ooked... defeated,
sonehow.

"WIf," she began softly. "I amjust beginning to understand how dearly |

| ove you-now that | nust totally exclude you fromny life for a tinme." She
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suddenly sniffed and wi ped her nose-which had taken on a definitely red hue

agai nst her otherw se creany white skin. She shook her bead. "I shall not nake a
third attenpt to record these words without tears. That seens to be inpossible
today." She paused again while she w ped her nose...

Bri m al nost stopped the nmessage before she coul d speak again; he could
guess what was coni ng.

"Wth ny nmarriage to Rogan only weeks away, dearest," she continued
presently, "I can no | onger continue our correspondence-at |east until such tine
as | can sonehow regain a senbl ance of ny personal privacy." She shook her head
angrily now "My life is no longer nmy own," she said with a wy grimace.
"Royalty pays dearly for its privileges, WIf, and privacy is part of that
price. | can no nore conpose a |l ove nessage-especially the kind you expect, mny
spoiled lover-than | can fly a starship. | amreduced to finishing this in a
secure conference roomat work-during the brief interimbetween an audi ence with
my future nother-in-law, the Gand Duchess, and a neeting with broadcast
representatives who will tell me howto act at ny own wedding." She | aughed
softly. "But then, it's not really nuch of a wedding, my darling, is it? Not
when the bride is totally in love with you...."

A chinme rang, and she reached out past Brims field of view "Yes, |I'm
com ng," she snapped angrily. "But | require another few nmonents to finish what
I am doing, and you will wait. Do you understand?" She grimaced as she returned
her gaze to the display. "I nust go, now," she said hurriedly. "I have no idea
when you will next hear fromne, but the time will certainly be neasured in
nmont hs; perhaps even years." Her lip trenmbled for a monent, "Meanwhil e, dearest,
pl ease renenber | | ove you-and only you." The chine sounded insistently. "That
can never change, no matter what you may see or think you see." Then she shook
her head. "Good-bye for now, WIf-nmay the Universe watch over you and keep you
safe until | amonce nore in your arnms." Monents later, with chinmes again
ringing harshly in the background, the display went dark...

Nunbly, Brim shut down his nmessage system then spent the renainder of his
dayl i ght wandering ai messly through the huge Fleet base on foot without really
seeing or caring for anything around him To the end of his years, he could
recall only nmuzzy, unconnected scenes fromthat disnal expedition into nowhere.
When he finally did return to Defiant during the late afternoon, he buried
hinmself in work until the |ast watch was over-afraid to occupy his mnd with
anything nore sensitive than the business of being a Hel nsman. ...

The following norning, Brimreturned to the bridge early and-except for
brief visits by Aramand Fritz Galen-toiled w thout serious interruption through
the better part of the next three watches. Finally, rumblings fromhis stomach
served as reninder that he hadn't eaten since the previous norning. Shaking his
head, he | ooked up to discover sunset stream ng through the Hyperscreens to
pai nt the deserted consoles in shades of deep shadow and gl owi ng anber-just as
Defiant's Chairman interrupted the stillness. "Lieutenant Brin®?" the voice
i nqui red.

"Yes, M. Chairnman?"

"Captain Collingswod requests that you join Lieutenant Ursis and
Tor pedoman Bar bousse in her cabin as soon as practical."

"Thank you, M. Chairman," Brimsaid, walking off toward the conpani onway.
H s stonmach could wait.

Ursis and Barbousse were waiting for himin the corridor. As usual, soft
music was drifting from Collingswood' s partially open door. Brimsmiled to
hi nsel f. She never seened to be without nusic if she could help it. It fit,
sonehow.

Bar bousse knocked politely.

"Conme in and sit down, gentlenen," the Captain called out. "Don't stand on
cerenony. "

Brimfoll owed the others through the door and took a chair at a coner of
her cluttered oak desk. Collingswood wore the sanme threadbare gray sweater she
was wearing years ago the day he reported aboard old Truculent, It still |ooked
just as elegant as it did then. He supposed that the el egance of old gray
sweaters on people |ike Regula Collingswod had a lot to do with what they
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called "class."

Thank you for coming at such short notice," she said, settling back in her
chair and crossing her legs confortably. "It was nmy intention to conmrend al
three of you personally a long tine before now, but the processes your
interrogations set in notion the other night kept nme rather nore occupied than
expected." She turned to materialize a globular display. "At |east by now | have
revi ewed your testinony sufficiently that | not need to bother anyone for stil
anot her personal recap of his part of the mssion...." She frowned over her
gl asses at each of the Blue Capes in turn, then smled and shook her head in

apparent incredulity. "Rather," she said presently, "it is nmy guess that each of
you will be nmuch nore interested in a KA PPA nessage that | received early this
afternoon fromthe Admiralty. I'"'mafraid nmy display here is the only one on

board that can deci pher the special code; it's why | have asked you to conme to
my cabin. W can talk once you finish."

Bri m nodded, then began to read:

K140981KANCCK

(TOP SECRET NOFORN COURTLAND]

FM ADMKALTYCOM NT

TO COLLI NGSWOOD@LL. 921: HAELI C

I NFO COMFLEETOPS

«23MSAF8ASKVHVF- ASLK- SDO FNQAWMN 193B»

1. TASKFORCE RESULTS

SPECI AL TASKFORCE STB- 12 COVPLETES PHASE ONE OF LEAGUE BENDER STUDY BASED
ON EYEW TNESS REPORTS RECEI VED FROM LTS. BRIM/ URSIS AND CH EF TORPEDOVAN
UTRI LLO BARBOUSSE (NOTE: BARBQUSSE PROMOTI ON EFFECTI VE | MVEDI ATELY;
DOCUMENTATI ON FOLLOWS UNDER SEPARATE UNCLASSI FI ED COVER. ) ALL | NFORVATI ON
RECElI VED CORRELATES ACCURATELY; | MPERI AL GRAPHI C CENTER (I GC) PRESENTLY
PREPARI NG DRAW NGS FOR | MVEDI ATE DI STRI BUTI ON THROUGH HYPERLJGHT COURI ER.
PERFORVANCE DATA SI MULATI ON SUGGESTS ADOLPHUS FI LLMORE ESTI MATES 92 PERCENT
CORRECT. ALL UNITS WLL USE THESE ESTI MATES UNTI L FI RSTHAND LABORATORY
| NFORMATI ON AVAI LABLE ( SEE ' SPECI AL REQUEST SECTI ON, BELOW.

2. CLASSI FI ED PERSONNEL ACTI ONS

EXTRACRDI NARY CI TATI ONS TO BE PLACED IN FILES OF LTS. BRIM URSI S AND CHI EF
TORPEDOVAN UTRI LLO BARBOUSSE COVERI NG HI GHLY | NTELLI GENT TEAM HANDLI NG OF THI S
CRI TI CAL SI TUATI ON

3. FOCUSI NG N- RAY PRQJECTCOR

I NI TI AL LABORATCORY TESTS/ SI MULATI ONS SUGGEST URSI S/ BARBOUSSE N- RAY
PRQIECTOR COVPLETELY WORKABLE. EXTENDED SI MULATI ON | NDI CATES SOVE REWORK OF
RANDALL AMPLI FI ERS NECESSARY FOR MAXI MUM EFFI Cl ENCY. W LL ENSURE PROJECTORS CAN
BE MANUFACTURED I N THE FI ELD FROM STANDARD PARTS. ALL UNI TS MUST CONSTRUCT THI S
EQUI PMENT | MVEDI ATELY ON COVPLETI ON OF NOTI CE

4. SPECI AL REQUEST:

YOUR SPECI AL REQUEST UNDER ACTI VE CONSI DERATI ON BY ADM RALTY PRQOJECT BQOARD.
W LL NOTI FY OF DECI SI ON SOONEST.

[ END TOP SECRET NOPORN COURTLAND]

H GHEST PERSONAL REGARDS TO COLLI NGSWOCD

BORODOV SENDS

1428021 KANCCK

"First," Ursis remarked breaking the silence of the cabin, "it seens that
congratul ati ons are due our new Chi ef Torpedonman!"

"Yes!" Collingswood exclainmed with a grin. "Wat have you to say for
yourself, Utrillo Barbousse?"

Bar bousse sat for a nonent, dunbfounded before he found his voice. Finally,
he smled and | ooked about the roomwi th color rising to his cheeks. "I don't
know what to say, Captain,"” he answered sinply. "I am al nost as nuch surprised
as | am honored."

"You certainly earned that pronotion, Urillo," Collingswod said.

"Indeed," Brim added, forcing hinself out of his depression. "Don't forget
who di scovered the N-ray nains were still emtting."

Bar bousse was visibly unconfortable now "l-it's good to know t-they Iiked
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our plans for the N-ray searchlight...." he stammered, rigid with enbarrassnent.

"Ah, yes," Ursis deflected energetically in a good-natured attenpt to
relieve the man's di sconposure. "Approved by an Adnmiralty task force, no |ess.
And chaired by ny ol d boss Borodov, would you believe?" He grinned. "Trucul ent,
it seems, remains in all our lives, does it not?"

"So she does,” Brimreflected, his mind drifting helplessly to the wardroom
party at which he nmet Margot Effer’'wck. "So she does." Then he fought hinself
to a draw and gl anced at Col li ngswood. "Wre you possibly thinking of letting us
in on that 'special request' of yours, Captain?"

Col l'i ngswood smiled. "I thought you would find that last part intriguing,"
she said, changing the contents of the display. "This is the nessage | sent that
pronpted it." She took off her glasses and began to clean themcarefully with a
dai nty white handkerchief. "KA PPA's text-only linmtations pernit no flowery
niceties," she added, "so | shall ask that you forgive the wordi ng-and the
content. Nothing personal, of course. It's just that | sinply don't trust ny own
eyesight, either."

Bri mfrowned, wondering what she nmeant by that. Then he began to read
again. ..

K092106KGLNNV

(TOP SECRET NOFORN COURTLAND]

FM COLLI NGSWOOD@LL. 921 : HAELI C

TO BORODOV@ADM RALTY: COM NT

I NFO COVFLEETOPS

<<3QVBEBFNCYA98PW-EBKJ. VDF@@8/ (RWWB947 M>>

1. PERSONAL REVI EW LEADS TO CONCLUSI ON THAT PRESENT BENDER DATA SET TOO
SPECULATI VE DESPI TE H GH RELI ABI LI TY OF PERSONNEL | NVOLVED. | QUESTI ON ACCURACY
OF | NFORVATI ON COLLECTED UNDER EXTREME, LI FE- THREATENI NG PRESSURE.

2. EXEC. OFFI CER CALHOUN SUGGESTS QUTFI TTI NG DECOY SHI P TO CAPTURE ACTUAL
BENDER NOW THAT N- RAY MAKES ACTI VE SI GHTI NGS PCSSI BLE: ARMAMENT HI DDEN UNTI L
BENDER APPROACHES FOR CLOSE ATTACK/ | NSPECTI ON.

3. SEVERAL SUI TABLE SHI PS PRESENTLY AVAI LABLE AT ATALANTI AN BASE: S. S.
BYRON. MOREAS, ARCSA SKY, PRIZE, VULCANA, AND VON STUBEN.

[ END TOP SECRET NOFORN COURTLAND]

H GHEST PERSONAL REGARDS TO BORODOV

COLLI NGSWOOD SENDS

1016041KGLNNV

"Al'l right," Collingswod asked at |ength, "what do you think?"

"I certainty have no problemw th your doubts about nenories Captain," Brim
said truthfully. "I even agree, if that's what you want to know. "

"About the D-ship, gentlenmen...."

"Yes, the D-ship,"” Usis said. "Well, 'One nust always kiss an ice nmaiden
on the lips before he knows how cold her nose is,' as we often say on the Mther
Pl anets. | assune this decoy ship you have in nmind is to operate in the
ti me- honored fashi on?"

"I't is, N kolas," Collingswod answered, "if you refer to harnl ess-1 ooking

mer chant vessels fitted with conceal ed arnanent. They' ve been used fromtine
imenorial for luring pirates and privateers to close range where they can be
identified and then destroyed."

"That fits ny idea perfectly, Captain," the Bear decl ared.

"And yours, WIf?"

Bri m nodded. "That is ny understanding al so, Captain-although |'ve never
seen one, so far as | can remenber."

Col l'i ngswood smiled. "If you saw a successful D-ship, WIf, you mght not
recognize it."

"You have a point, there, Captain," Brimadnitted with a snite.

"Chief, are you follow ng this?" Collingswod asked.

Bar bousse reddened. "Urn," he stamrered, "well, Captain, | did put in a few
crui ses on Voot's Mariah, now that you nmention it. W, um decoyed quite a few
pirates in the days before the war."

Col l'i ngswood' s brows rose. "You served on Voot's Mariah?" she asked in
astoni shnent. "Way, |'ve heard it said that she was the greatest D-ship of al
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time."
"W were pretty proud of her, ma'am"”
"I can certainly believe that," she said slowy. "Then you nmust know all
about D-ships."
"Alittle, Captain.”
"Tell us about Mariah, Chief."

Bar bousse | ooked around the cabin with enbarrassnent. "Well, Captain," he
started. "T-there isn't really nuch to tell. Od Mariah started out as a star
packet.... Solid little ship-built soneplace in Godthaab, as | renenber.... Urn,

maybe the big yard at Siddoth." He shrugged sel f-consciously. "She nounted three
mai n di sruptors-one in the bows, one in the stern, and one am dships." At this,
he smled and his eyes suddenly focused sonewhere far in the past. "She had this
little Vanthauser 1.88 up forward-rigged to |ook Iike a stowed cargo hoist.
Haven't nade disruptors like that for at |least a hundred years now. But in the
ri ght bands, they could shoot the wings off a fly at ten c'lenyts.”

"Those 'right' hands weren't your hands by any chance, were they, Urillo?"
Ursis asked with a grin.

Bar bousse reddened. "Well," he stanmered, "I don't nean to brag, Lieutenant
Usis..."

"Chief," Collingswod interrupted gently. "I doubt if you're capable of
braggi ng. Now, what other arnanent did she carry?"

"Urn," Barbousse hesitated, his face turning a bright crinson, "aft she
carried a rapid-firing Keuffer 91-mm twi n nount. That was hi dden under a
col | apsi bl e deckhouse, but the crew could bring it to action in six
clicks-wearing battle suits, too." He scratched his head for a nonment. "An',
yes... she carried a big 125 am dshi ps under the shell of a launch." He | aughed.
"W had to be awfully accurate with the 125, though. It used so nmuch energy that
the ship's generators needed al nost five cycles to recharge between firings."

"Wul d you go out in a D-ship again?" Collingswood asked. "It was a pretty
hazardous duty, wasn't it?"

Bar bousse nodded and snmiled. "Aye, nma'amto both your questions."

"Hmm " she said, glancing at Usis, men Brim "And you, gentlenmen?"

Brim | ooked at the Bear. "Nik," he said, "I have this feeling that | am
about to hear us volunteer for a nunber of dangerous m ssions,"” he said,
grinning in spite of hinself.

Ursis |aughed. "lIndeed, WIf Ansor, | believe | am about to hear the sane
thing. Strange..."

"Only if | get Admiralty clearance for such a mssion,"” Collingswod
interjected with a laugh. "And a ship. Until then, you three and the D-ship's
prospective skipper are at least relatively safe fromny nore perilous schenes."”

"Her skipper!" Brim asked, suddenly curious.

"OF course,"” Ursis answered. "Your countryman, Baxter Qgl et horp Cal houn,
unless | miss ny guess...."

"How did you know that?" Collingswood exclained in amazenent.

"Pure conjecture, Captain," Ursis said, grinning. "Commander Cal houn's
background in the 'sal vage' business nade ne feel that he m ght be, shall we
say, specially qualified for such a job."

Col I'i ngswood | ooked at himfor a | ong nonment and nodded ever so slightly.
"l see," she said, breaking into a knowing smle. "l see...." Then, shaking her
head and chuckling, she turned toward her work station in a clear sign of
dismissal. That will do for now, gentlenen," she said, peering at the
ol d-fashioned tinmepiece on her wall. "I shall let all of you know as soon as
hear one way or another."

"Thank you, Captain,"” Brimsaid amd the scraping of chairs, then foll owed
the other two into the corridor. "Wat was that all about, N k?" he asked as he
cl osed the door behind him

Ursi s chuckl ed, watching Barbousse hurry back to his N-ray prototype in the
repair shop below. "Only a little wager | nade one evening at a party,"” he
explained, grinning until his fang gens sparkled in the overhead lights. "I
predi cted that Nunber One's previous occupati on would one day prove to be highly
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val uabl e to Defiant and her nmission,"
right.”

Bri mrubbed his chin and frowned. "I think Cal houn said he was in the
'sal vage' business at one tine, didn't he?"

"That is what | renenber," the Bear answered

Brimnarrowed his eyes and frowned for a nmonment, then snapped his fingers
"OfF course," he said, shaking his head. "How could | have missed it? |I'mfrom
Carescria, even. The polite word for 'piracy' there is 'presalvage.'"

Ursis shrugged. "Often what is closest to one's nose is actually nost
di stant."

"Wl |, he certainly ought to know about D-ships, then," Brim decl ared.

Soon afterward, the two conrades parted conpany. Both had a great deal of
work to do before Collingswood received the answer to her proposal. And with old
Borodov on the Task Force, they were reasonably sure they knew what that woul d
be.

he said. "And | am about to be proven

K324976H]GCCK

[ TOP SECRET NOFORN COURTLAND/ CAMPBELL]

FM ADMRALTYCOM NT

TO COLLI NGSWOOD@LL. 921: HAEUC

I NFO, COMFLEETOPS

<<98RQVEI H92CNU98U4- QU2 13HCPQBCO- CMP5C>>

1. SPECI AL REQUEST FOR 'D-SH P APPROVED UNDER PRQJECT CODE NAME
" CAMPBELL"' .

2. FUND L-533 ESTABLI SHED TO COVER ' CAMPBELL' EXPENSES. | NI TI AL AMOUNT
UNDER SEPARATE UNCLASSI FI ED COVER

3. STARSH P S.S. 'PRIZE ASSI GNED AS LEAST LIKELY TO COMPROM SE PRQIECT
PURPCSE.

4. CLAUDI A J. VALEMONT ( MOR/ CTV/ FLEETOPS4) ASSI GNED TEMPORARY DUTY BASE
PRQIECT OFFI CER FOR ALL MATERI AL. SUPPORT, AND CI VI LI AN SERVI CES RQMIS.

5 INTIAL D-SH P COVBAT CREW MUST SOURCE PROM ' DEFI ANT' CREW CONTI NGENT.

6. COVFLEETOPS EXPECTS ' PRI ZE' W LL BE READY FOR ACTI ON WTHI N 40 STANDARD
DAYS.

[ END TOP SECRET NOFORN COURTLAND/ CAMPBELL]

BEST OF LUCK TO COLLI NGSWOOD

BORODOV SENDS

K325003HIGCCK

"Well," Collingswood said as she peered around her crowded cabin, "I wanted
everyone to read it together, for it seens as if we shall have our project-even
if it must be ready for action within forty days. Al that remains is to get on
with everything-while we maintain our primary nission as an escort vessel." She
| ooked at the dark-haired figure sitting to her left. "Caudia," she asked,
"you're a relative |ateconer to the project, but | assunme sone of this makes
sense, doesn't it?"

"Only in the broadest terns, Captain," the Atal antian Yard Manager adnitted
with a smle. "Dr. Borodov's office at the Admiralty sent a |l ong nessage just as
I was on ny way over here, but |'ve yet to read it." She glanced at Cal houn. "If
you hadn't sent Lieutenant Brimto neet me, | should be conpletely in the dark."

"WIf will mak' sure ye ha' all the facts, ny dear," Cal houn assured her
"Wn't ye, Lieutenant?" he added with a know ng | ook.

"Count on it, sir," the younger Carescrian answered, feeling his cheeks
bum "I've promised to fill in the details while we drive over to inspect S. S
Prize. W're due at the salvage yard directly following this neeting." He | ooked
around him "N k, Urillo, you' re coming with us?"

Ursis shook his head. "Not this tinme, WIf," he said, "the Chief and | have
test time in the radiation lab.... But you and M ss Val enont shoul d begin
| earni ng everything about the ship inmediately. Wth only forty days to work, we
don't have a lot of tine to | ose.”

"Agreed," Brimsaid, hoping the elation he felt about spendi ng an unshared
afternoon with Claudia didn't show up too much on his face-even if it al so nmade
himfeel slightly guilty. "W'Ill start going over her this afternoon."

"Al'l right, people,"” Collingswod said, holding up her hand. "I prom sed
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shoul d keep this neeting to an absolute m ni nrum of wasted tinme-and | shall.
Defiant is due out on patrol in precisely six days, so we Blue Capes must work
with all deliberate speed-and a little nore. Claudia will bear nost of the refit
burden here while we are off trying to discourage Gorn-Hoffs fromthe convoy

| anes." She sniled and wi nked at the Hael acian. "W shall have another brief
nmeeting again tonorrow norning at the top of the Morning watch to discuss
today's progress-nmake it the wardroomthis tine, so we can breakfast together
Oh, and by the bye," she added, "because we do retain our primary mssion as an
escort ship. | shall enploy other nmenbers of the crew only as their services
becone necessary-by | eaving them behind if necessary. So, if the work force
appears to be a bit short of Blue Capes at present, take heart. Things will

i nprove as the project progresses...."

Brimfollowed O audia through the door, sheepishly aware of her powerful
sensuality. He readily acknow edged that she was a true, hardworking
professional in every sense of rite word; ironically, it was her very
prof essionalismthat he found nost attractive. He'd encountered |ots of
good- | ooki ng femal es around the gal axy. Very few of them |anentably, had what
it took to be very interesting out of bed as well as in. Taking a deep breath,
he resol ved he would naintain a professional relationship with her at all
costs-for Margot, if for no other reason. "I'm nmaking the assunption that you
know where this Prize is noored," he said, guiding her into the conpani onway.

She grinned over her shoulder. "If you'll show ne the way out of this nmaze
you call a starship, I'll promse to find S.S. Prize. It seens to be the |east |
can do as Project Oficer." She laughed a little self-consciously. "Perhaps
after | get a chance to read that nessage fromDr. Borodov | can be a little
nmore useful . "

Brimabruptly stopped at the bottom of the steps and | ooked her in the eye,
frowning. "You really don't remenber the way out," he asked, "do you?"

Cl audi a gl anced both ways al ong the I ong corridor and shook her head. "I
was in so much of a hurry when | came that | didn't pay all that nuch
attention," she admtted ruefully.

"Good," Brimsaid with an evil leer. "In that case, before | lead you to
freedomyou will also have to pronmi se to chauffeur nme wherever we go today-
don't have a staff car."

"Universe," Claudia swore in nock rage. "I just knew you'd take advantage
of me the first chance you got!"

"Basically," Brimretorted, "we Fleet people are all w thout honor when it
comes to wal ki ng hal fway across a base the size of this one."

Claudia laid the back of her hand agai nst her forehead. "All right, you
cad," she said theatrically, "I shall drive, but oh, the shanme of giving in so
easily!"

G ggling like schoolchildren, they made their way to the brow. There was
al ways so nuch to tal k about when he was with this beautiful worman. It never
failed to make himfeel a little guilty-when he thought about it....

Shortly before the turn of the watch, C audia parked her skinmrer and
di sappeared inside a dirty brick tower to inquire about the ship's | ocation
Beyond stretched an ugly square c'lenyt of radiation-blackened clay and dead
weeds where obsol ete starships were stored until it was tine to towthemto a
breaker's yard. Brimhad noticed the dull rows of ancient vessels fromthe air,
parked side by side on the bare earth. No gravity pools graced the base sal vage
yard. Instead, old ships were propped up at wild angles by forests of rough
wooden poles. Mdst were old G and V-cl ass destroyers, with a few angul ar
Resol ute-type nonitors, but there were also whole rows of the graceful little
ED- 4 packet ships that were so popular in his grandfather's day. Interposed
anong these were a nunber of ancient-|ooking nerchantnen of all possible shapes
and sizes. Brimalways found sonething nel ancholy about the area when he soared
past it on takeoff or landing, but nowwith tine to contenplate the corroding
old hulks fromclose range-it was downri ght depressing.

Claudia returned in a few nonents carrying a voice recorder, two
handl i ghts, and a | arge el ectronic key-all of which she handed to Brimwhile she

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...e%20Helmsman%2002%20-%20Galactic%20Convoy.txt (94 of 168) [1/31/2004 1:08:38 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2002%620-%20Gal acti c%20Convoy.txt

clinmbed back into the skinmer. "Row fifteen, slot thirty-one," she said,
starting off toward the opening gate. "I|'ve becone pretty objective about nost
everything on this old base," she added, setting her jaw, "but | still find
sonet hing perfectly obscene about the sal vage yard." After that, she drove in
sil ence.

As soon as they were inside the conpound, Brimunderstood why. He could
literally snmell the dead starships: dried |ubricants, reactors |eaking cool ants,
| ong-fused | ogics, and occasionally the faint stench of decay-battle-danmaged
shi ps were often hopel essly soaked in bl ood. Everywhere he coul d see peeling
pai nt, dented and patched hullnetal, yawning scuttles, weeds growi ng from
recesses in the hulls, and enpty Hyperscreen frames gaping sightlessly at a sky
upon which they woul d never again enbark. In the eerie silence of this grotesque
boneyard, w nd nobaned around unkenpt deckhouses, cycled | oose hatches with
creaki ng hinges, and rattled shards of nmetal on broken decks hi gh overhead.
Squealing little animals with naked tails and huge ragged ears scurried out of
the skinmrer's path in the weeds ahead. Brim shuddered in spite of hinmself. "I
see what you nean," he said with an involuntary grimace.

Alittle apart and at the far end of row fifteen stood a lone civilian
ED-4. The nost widely used conmercial vessels of a bygone era-and | ong
afterward- ED-4s had the snub-nosed bow and el ongated, teardrop hull that
characterized a whol e generation of starships, Their flight bridges with
ol d- fashi oned V-shaped Hyperscreens forward were faired snoothly into the top of
their hulls, and | arge side ports gave themthe frowning, raptorlike countenance
that whol e generations of children associated with the romance of starflight.
Actual ly, the clean, stream ined shape reduced reentry tenperatures to safe and
confortable levels for the metallurgy of the day.

This one | ooked as if she had so far been spared from nost of the parts
scavengers, although both her great teardrop nacelles were stripped of their
Drives. The last SGR- 1820 crystals had been produced years in the past, but an
active market in spares made replacenents relatively easy to obtain. And aside
fromher mssing crystals, it was clear the old ship hadn't been around the
sal vage yard very long. Her hullnetal was even burnished to a reasonabl e sheen

Propped up here on the ground, she rested with a kind of innate dignity,
al though every ED-4 that had ever been built-and there were a | ot of
t hem possessed the unique sort of grace and beauty that even the best builders
design only by accident. Though he'd never had the opportunity to fly one, Brim
knew from | ong experience that her hull was exactly one-hundred-sixty irals in
length and twenty-five irals in dianeter. Not |arge as starships went, but
perfect for nearly every light cargo job in a whol e peacetine galaxy. Big liners
carried the glanmorous cargo between mgjor ports, but at |east a thousand tines
nmore conmerce still travel ed everywhere else in little ships like ED-4s. They'd
caused a revolution in space when they were first introduced.

Claudia broke into his reverie. "W're here, WIf," she said in a hushed
voi ce, "or had you already noticed?"

"I'"d noticed," Brimanswered, eyeing the ol d-fashi oned characters that
spelled "Prize" just short of the old starship's bows. He spoke in the sane
hushed voi ce O audia had used. There was sonething about this particular vesse
that seened to demand respect.

Presently, they wal ked over to the hull; closer up, her age showed-there
were countless little dents on her bow fromcollisions with a billion-odd grains
of space debris over the years. And up on the bridge, her big port-side
Hyper screen had been hol ed, probably when she was laid up. But antennas and

at nrosphere probes were still neatly in place beneath her chin, and soneone had
thoughtfully stuffed wadding in some of her larger intakes-as if on the odd
chance that she mi ght soneday be called upon to fly again.... Caudia touched a

button on the strange-looking key and a ground-1evel hatch dropped slowy
outward, stopping before it was fully open because the old ship's teardrop hul
rested in a nose-high attitude.

After a rapid wal k-around, they clinbed on board and nade their way up the
canted decks by handlight to the bridge. It was clear that no one had been on
board for a considerable tinme. The air inside the vessel's corridors and
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conpani onways was dead-as stale as if it hadn't noved in centuries. It was
definitely not, Brimnoted, the sort of cozy darkness be would choose for a
social evening with his lovely conpani on. He paused at the hatch to the bridge
and | ooked for the old ship's naneplate; it was just inside. He rubbed away a
coating of dust that appeared to have settled all over everything fromthe

br oken Hyperscreen

S.S. PRI ZE

SERIAL NO. 4

CLOVERFI ELD

51783

"This is the nunber-four ship," Brimgasped under his breath. "They nust
have built ten thousand of them She's-let's see-two hundred twel ve standard
years old. Voot's beard, C audia, sonmeone nust have flown her here, too."

Cl audi a nodded. "That's right, WIf," she said. "I got a chance to read
about her when she was delivered. Quite a ship, our old Prize."

"I want to hear," Brimsaid, brushing dust fromthe ol d-fashi oned
Hel msman' s consol e. There were even | evers and digital readouts!

"Well, for one thing," Caudia related, unconsciously | eaning back agai nst
a navigation console until her nipples protruded distinctly through her
coveralls, "Prize was a real celebrity in her day."

Bri m desperately struggled to keep his eyes |ocked to her face. He set his
jaw and ground his teeth as he settled hinself in the Helnsman's recliner, then
felt his cheeks burn as he renenbered-too | ate-the covering of dust....

"A lot of fanpbus people stood right here on this very bridge, WIf,"

Cl audia continued, quickly stifling a smle. "Wuld you believe that she carried
Cortez Desterro to Avalon after his discovery of the Edrington Tetrad? O that
August Thackary Pal adin hinself flew her from Vornhold to Throon a few nonths
after his circumavigation of the gal axy?" Her eyes lit with an inner

excitenent. "She even won sone sort of trophy-for hel ping open the Eoreadi an
sector. She was special. And then, for the longest tine she just disappeared: no
|l og entries or anything. But we know she was in use al nbst constantly, recording
time on her automatic spaceframe counters. Voot only knows where she wandered
all those years. She was seen in at | east a dozen domi nions-and served Universe
knows what purposes.” O audi a shook her bead. "The Xervellos O uster-she was
regi stered there for nearly eighteen years, you knowis still knee-deep in the
sl ave trade, and..." she threw up her hands, "who knows what el se?"

Wi | e she spoke, Brimfound hinself frowning up at her in the dimlight
that streanmed in through the dirt-caked Hyperscreens-and his fascination this
time had nothing to do with her tight coveralls or anything like them Here was
a Claudia he hadn't really expected to neet: soneone who | oved starships the way
he did. "You know a | ot about the old girl, don't you?" he asked. "Especially
for sonebody who isn't on a flight crew "

She smled wistfully and | ooked out through the old V-shaped Hyperscreens.
"You don't necessarily have to be a Hel nsman to | ove starships, WIf Brim" she
said. "We all mate do the best we can with what gifts the Universe provides us-I
j ust happen to be better at yard managenent than piloting."

Brimfelt his face bum "Sony," he said.

She held up her hand palmfirst. "It's all right," she said, aimng her
head just slightly. "You're no different than the other thousand or so Hel nsnen
I've encountered." Then she softened. "And now, Lieutenant Brim" she continued
with a smle, "it is hightinme we get to the job at hand. Captain Collingswood
will expect some sort of report about this old starship-other than the |ist of
celebrities she once carried. And | have an appointnent for tonight that | do
not expect to mss. Al right?..."

Brimfelt a sudden rush of enotion that felt a lot |ike jeal ousy. He
squel ched that quickly enough. He had no claimon this woman, even if he was
strongly attracted to her.... "Al right," he agreed, hoping she hadn't noticed
his hesitation. "W might as well start here on the bridge."

For al nbost three nmetacycles, the two recorded a reasonably carefu
i nspection of the old ship and her general condition. The bridge was mssing a
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few consol es, but Caudia was pretty sure those woul d be avail abl e on sone of
the other ED-4s in the Salvage Yard. And al though nost of the passenger and
cargo decks bel ow had been conpletely stripped out, the ship would certainly
never serve as a transport again, so this was no great |oss either. Moreover,
her Laterals and single Vertical appeared to have been untouched since the day
she was | ast shut down. The npst inportant news, though, was that she seened
solid as the day she was built-very solid. Only warships were constructed with
that sort of strength anynore.

They returned to Defiant in the early evening-during the shift-break
commuter rush. Cl audia was clearly anxious to be on her way, so Brimtook the
recorder with himas be stepped fromher skinmer. "I'Il do the editing for us
this evening," he said with what he hoped was a convincing smle.

"I really appreciate that," she said with a hurried smle. "I'll try to
join you in the wardrooma little early tomorrow to go over it before the
meeting.'' Mnents later, she was off in a whirling cloud of dusty sand,
skillfully darting ninbly through the heavy traffic |ike a destroyer anobng a
fleet of battleships.

After she had driven out of sight, Brimjamred his hands in his pockets and
made his way to the wardroom when he knew Ursis and Fl ynn woul d be sipping meem
prior to supper. He shook his head; sonehow, every tinme he parted conpany wth
Cl audi a Val enont, he got the sane enpty, lonely reeling in the pit of his
stomach. As he stopped at Ginsby's pantry for his own split of nmeem he took a
deep breath and frowned. He was getting far too involved with the |ovely
Atalantian. It was high time he sinply put her out of his nind-which he
attenpted by joining his two friends at their table a few nonents |ater.

It didn't work...

Later that evening, after he finished editing their recorded voice report,
his fitful sleep was constantly troubl ed by visions of soneone-whose face be
never was able to see-rutting noisily with the beautiful Atalantian on the bunk
beside him It nade for a very long and very lonely night.

The foll owi ng norning, Caudia showed up only a few nonents before the
meeti ng began, whispering an enbarrassed apol ogy for sleeping |ater than she had
pl anned. Her bl oodshot eyes |ooked as tired as Brimfelt-and try as he might to
convince hinmself otherwi se, he knewin his heart of hearts that his dream had
been all too accurate.

Usi ng a nunber of her |ocal contacts, O audia soon |ocated a huge,

di | api dat ed warehouse in Atalanta's ancient waterfront district that was perfect
for Defiant's new enterprise. The weathered brick building featured both an
anpl e wharf on a main canal and an indoor gravity pool that, once properly

ref urbi shed, could accommobdate an ED-4. Collingswood i nmedi ately | eased the

buil ding for "Payless Starnotive Sal vage" through the local Intelligence field
of fi ce. By common consent, Barbousse won a fine old bottle of Logish Meem for
the nane that only just edged out Brinis "Inperial Ri gging and Refurbishnment."
As soon as the | ease was official, Usis and a crew of systems specialists from
Defiant noved in to repair the decrepit gravity pool. They were supplied with
parts trucked in from Fl eet-base stores aboard civilian skinmers hastily painted
with the logo "Apex Starship Supply." Finally, the new "busi nessnen" contracted
for Prize to be towed fromthe Salvage Yard by a commercial salvaging firm It
was a tired crew that watched fromtheir pier while a tug fromAtal anta

Al'l -Watch Towi ng and Sal vage naneuvered Prize up the big ranp in the seawall
They had been at work for only five standard days-thirty-five remnained-but the
Bl ue Capes were due out for convoy duty the next norning. War had a way of
getting in the way of everything.

Little nore than a week later, Brimfound hinself back in one of the
building's loft offices poring over a set of systemdiagrans. He now had a
bandage around his head and a severely burned | eft arm whose repl acenment skin
was still quite tender. Defiant had suffered serious danage during her | atest
convoy and woul d be out of conmi ssion for at |east a week.. After naking
landfall with only the starboard Lateral in operation, he had turned her over to
the shi pwights, nen headed directly for the Payl ess warehouse.

Bel ow him centered in littered disorder on the main floor, Prize floated
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on her newy renovated gravity pool am d the shattering discord of power cutters
and hullnmetal forming tools. The snoky air was alive with odors of fusing netal,
Hyperscreen seal ant, hot lubricants, and the usual toasted |ogics. Crews of
brightly dressed "Atal antian | ocals" busily worked on her hull from hovering
power scaffolds. Thick bundl es of glow ng cables ran fromevery open port to
rows of kal ei doscopi c checkout consol es manned by an inprobabl e assortnent of
"wat erfront toughs." The old ship's wai st hatches had been enl arged

consi derably, and already the snouts of powerful 122-nmm twi n-nounts protruded
fromthe openings. Near the bow and stem still-crated 90-mm rapid-firing
antitank disruptors lay on the stained brick flooring waiting to be installed
behi nd renovabl e caps.

Wil e Brimstudied the diagrans, a novenent caught his eye. Peering through
the filthy wi ndows, he watched a huge fl atbed barge | unber around the corner of
the canal, its powerful gravity engi nes shaking the floor beneath his feet. The
only cargo on her decks consisted of two heavy | ooking crates, each stenciled
SOR- 1820 HYPERDRI VE CRYSTAL ( REMANUFACTURED). As the cunbersone vehicl e warped
onto the Payl ess wharf, a suspiciously professional group of "civilian"
dockwor kers secured the great, awkward vessel, and a shapely worman dressed in
worn coveralls advertising "Ace Sal vage and Parts" clinbed to the dock. The
|atter nade her way into the work area and continued across the floor to a steep
metal staircase that led to his loft. Even with her long hair in a bun, it could
only be d audi a.

"WIf," she exclainmed over the construction noise as she stepped fromthe
staircase, "then it was Defiant | saw landing earlier this afternoon." She
frowned and gl anced at his dressings. "I heard she took a couple of hits this
time. How badly were you hurt?"

Bri m nodded. "I'mall right," he said grimy. "l just happened to be down
with Ursis when the Leaguers took out our starboard Lateral. W both got a
little singed-but nobody was killed." Then he frowned. "They do say she'll take
a whole week to fix, though."

She sm | ed and shook her head. "Just so long as you didn't get killed," she
said. "And keep in mind, M. WIf Inpatience, that Defiant's the first of her
type," she added defensively. "Woever heads up her repair crewwll literally
wite the manual for everything they acconplish. Second tine's always easier."

"l understand," Brimsaid. "But | think everybody in ne Fleet expects that
you people can performmagic on a regular basis. You know..." He gestured toward
Prize bel ow.

She stood beside himon the rail and nodded happily. "Not bad for |ess man
three weeks' magic, is it?"

"You nust be killing yourselves," Brimobserved.

Claudia laughed. "It's a |ot safer than having the Leaguers try to do it
for you," she said as a hullnetal trinmrer began a | ong, noisy cut.

"Huh?"

"I SAID..." Then she put her nmouth close to Brinms ear. "Let's go out on
the Wharf," she said. "It's quieter there...."

Bri m nodded, then followed her down the long flight of stairs and across
the bricks to a rear door. Qutside, the air was still thick with acrid snells of

burning rubble-an all-clear fromAtlanta's |latest raid had sounded only
nmet acycl es earlier. Conpared to the confusion inside, however, the bustling
wharf was |ike a haven of repose. "How do you stand it in there?" he asked.

"These," she said, pulling earplugs fromher coveralls. "QOherwise, |I'd be
deaf." Then she grinned. "The Intransigent party wasn't quite that noisy, WIf
Brim" she said, suddenly serious, "but it did get us an evening away from al
of this for a while."

Brimfelt his heart leap. "Didn't it, though?" he agreed. "Maybe we ought
to do sonething |ike that again. Soon...."

"l sort of hoped you m ght take the hint,'
sparkl i ng.

Brimgrinned. "My pleasure,” he said. "But | think you'd better say
when-1'mthe one with a flexible schedule."

she adm tted, her brown eyes
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"Al'l right," she said, "let's see..." She frowned for a nonent. "Not
tonight, that's for certain. Everyone in The Section is going to watch Princess
Ef fer' wck' s weddi ng-t he BroadcastPac came in on your convoy, you know. "

Bri m nodded, grinding his teeth. He didn't need to be rem nded about that.
"Yeah," he answered grimy. "I suppose |I'll watch in the wardroom..."

"What's the matter with the royal wedding?" Cd audia challenged defensively.
"You sound as if you don't approve."

Brimsnothered a bitter laugh. "Oh... nothing like that," be lied, avoiding
her eyes. "It's just that, ah, | probably have duty tonight, myself." He
shrugged unconfortably.

"Well, | hope you don't have to nmiss it," she said, raising her eyebrows.
"Fromwhat |'ve beard about the preparations, Avalon hasn't put on a spectacle
like it since before the war. And Universe knows we Inperials can stand a little
sonet hing beautiful in our lives these days."

"I imagine this Inperial mght survive..." he grunbl ed.
Abruptly her face became serious and she touched his cheek. "I'msorry,"
she whi spered gently. "I guess things ook a |lot different when one has nearly

gotten hinself vaporized."

Unconsciously, Brimtook her hand-it was small and warmin his. "Let's see
if we can schedul e that evening together," he tenporized.

Cl audi a nodded-wi thout renoving her hand fromhis. "I guess it's not going
to be for the rest of this week, either," she said presently. "About a year ago,
| signed up to chair an Operations senminar. It starts tonorrow afternoon and
runs through the rest of the next thirty watches. There's sinply no way | can
get out of it."

"How about the evenings?' Brimguiltily heard hinmself ask

Cl audi a | aughed. "That's when the senminar is, WIf," she answered. "Nothing
changes ny day schedul e-especially with this crazy Payl ess Project your skipper
has on nme. Prize has to be finished in alittle nore than three weeks, you
know. "

Bri m nodded. "Just my luck," he said, forcing a smle. "Wen you get to
your office, you'll learn that Defiant is due out at the end of the week."

"I had a feeling it nmight be something like that," she answered with a
frown. "I guess that does it for this trip." Then she brightened. "But | haven't
any nore semnars scheduled for a nonth-and you will be back."

"You bet I'Il be back," Brimsaid. "Especially if | have something specia
to l ook forward to-1ike another evening with you."

"Conme on, Caudia!" soneone interrupted fromthe barge. "Let's get this
rust bucket on the road. She's due back in two netacycl es-and you have to sign
the rel ease papers."

Claudia grimaced. "lI'mafraid |'ve got to return the barge, WIf," she
sai d.

"Yeah," Brim nmunbl ed, nesnerized by her brown eyes.

"Hmm ...perhaps you' d better let go of ny hand before | turn around and
everyone can see," she whi spered.

"Voo't beard," Brimsaid, feeling his cheeks burn. "I'm ah..." He cleared

his throat. "Ah... sorry."

The man in the barge was wavi ng again. "Hey C audia. W need to go!"

"Don't be sorry," Claudia said with alittle snmle. "I thought it was
nice." Then she turned and hurried onto the deck of the barge. Mnents |ater,
the huge vehicle lunbered out into the stream Just before it disappeared around
a bend of the canal, d audia | ooked back and waved.

Brimcould feel the warnth all the way back to Defiant....

That evening, after he ran out of excuses for being anywhere else, Brim
trudged reluctantly to Defiant's wardroomdetermned to sit out Margot's wedding
cerenony as if it were nothing nore than an interesting spectacle. Every officer
who could spare as nuch as a half netacycle was already there, staring raptly at
a huge three-dinmensional nonitor Provodnik rigged for the occasion in the center
of the room By the tine he purchased a bottle of neemat Ginsby's pantry, he
could see that nost of the interm nable prewedding rituals had al ready been
broadcast and the main event was about to begin. He took a seat near the door
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between Ursis and Cal houn, then poured hinself a deep draught of nmeem and braced
hi nsel f for the worst.

It didn't work. ..

Hs first glinpse of Margot in the nonitor was |i ke a searing tongue of
flane-and there was no protection fromlove. She was so beautiful in her wedding
gown that everyone in the wardroom gasped

"By Voot hinself-isn't she a picture!"”

"Ch, look at the gown! And she's wearing the Stone of the Enpire."

"Yeah. She is, isn't she?"

Bri mrenenbered the huge StarBl aze pendant-she'd worn it the first night
they'd shared her bed.... Hs mnd raced back, filling for a nonent with
delightful recollections. Then abruptly he tried to inmagi ne what she night be
doi ng bowat that very instant! The BroadcastPac had been conpil ed days ago. He
shook his head. He knew what he'd be doing in the sane circunstances.... He took
anot her healthy swig of neem

Then he felt a hand squeeze his arm "You are a brave man, WIf Ansor,"

Usis said in a quiet voice, "and also a fool. Is this pride of yours worth al
the pain it brings?"
Brimshut his eyes. "I don't know what you nean," he whispered, then took

anot her great draught of nmeem

"The way | see it," Ursis continued, "whether or not you care how | see
things-is that you are suffering because you don't want people to know how
mel ancholy you are about watching Margot Effer'wck marry someone el se.”

Bri m opened his eyes and frowned. "Watever gave you an idea like that?" he
bristled.

Usis smled sadly and shook his head. "Only Chief Barbousse and | know
about your, shall we say, 'friendship' with Her H ghness. W were the ones
returning with you fromthe Typro mission-in the captured scout ship-when
Princess Effer'wck extended your invitation to Aval on. Renenber?"

"Yeah," Brimwhispered, clenching his teeth as he watched Baron Rogan
LaKar n-i npossi bl y handsonme and benedal ed-put his arm around that gorgeous
wai st. ...

"Accordingly," Usis concluded through the side of his nmouth, "I amthe
only one in this roomwho could possibly know, what you are trying to hide-and
you have already failed to hoodwi nk nme." He puffed thoughtfully on his Zenpa
pipe. "O aml wong, friend WIf Ansor? Can it be true that you want to watch
this 'friend of yours marry Rogan LaKarn?"

" Xaxt dammed Bears," Brim grunped under his breath. He poured hinself
anot her generous draught of nmeem but abruptly set the goblet on the table,
nodding to hinself. There was no way he could drink this kind of sadness away.
After a few nonments, he | ooked over at his Sodeskayan friend. "If anyone needs
me, Nik, I'll beinthe simulators.'' Wth that, he corked the neembottle, set
it in front of Cal houn, then slipped out into the hallway.

He never did see the actual wedding.

Signing out of the ship for a three-day "recuperative" | eave-he had six
days com ng to himbecause of his wound-he nade straight for the sinulator
buil ding. There, he configured one of the older flight-bridge sinmulators as an
ED- 4- he was again amazed by the | evers and gaugeli ke instrunent readouts that
mat eri ali zed-then buried hinmself in practice for two solid days at the
ol d-fashi oned consol e. Wien at |last he returned to Defiant-in the early-norning
darkness before the change in the watch-he had becone an expert ED-4 Hel nsnan,
by simul ator standards, if nothing else. Stopping at the deserted wardroom he
checked out a bottle of neemfromthe ever-present Ginsby, then nade his way to
his cabin. There, he drank hinself into insensibility at his desk and sl ept the
cl ock around.

The foll owi ng norni ng, he awoke-m racul ously-in his bunk. Even nore
m racul ously, his clothes were hanging fresh and clean in his closet. Precisely
one netacycle later, he reported on the bridge for duty-still somewhat nunb, but
once again in total control of hinself and his Universe. And though he had his
suspi ci ons, he never did attenpt to discover who was responsible for tucking him
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in his bunk and cl eaning his clothes. Sonme favors were best |eft unthanked...

Atal anta's reconstruction of Prize continued unswervingly. Defiant flew her
next convoy m ssion wi thout sustaining so much as a scratch in battle danmage.
Then suddenly the forty days was over, Throughout the hectic rebuilding program
Bri mand O audi a had encountered each other often, but only by chance in passing
when they could find a few nonents to exchange greetings-and a wi stful "one of
t hese days!..."

At the same tinme, the war's pace had pi cked up considerably. Not only did
attacks on Atal anta increase in violence and frequency, but Intelligence reports
i ndi cated that Nergol Triannic's preparations for The G eat Assault were now
al rost conplete. In fact, Coud Fleet units were beginning to enmbark even before
rework on Prize was conplete. The first to sortie was Vice Admiral Liat-Mdal's
91st Troop Transport group that departed the League's capital planet of Tarrott.
I medi ately, he set course for what the Adniralty expected would prove to be a
mai n assenbly point where the form dable old starsailor could await further
orders before setting off for the actual battles. H s carefully shadowed arnada
included fifteen troop carriers, nineteen transport vessels and supply shi ps,
auxi liary warships, and escort vessels-nearly one hundred in total. The
transports carried a landing force of nmore than ninety thousand specially
equi pped shock troops, a third of whomwere said to be Controllers, for the
occupation of Haelic-and then Aval on. These were under the command of Marsha
Qgen z' Kassierii-known as "The Butcher of Rennigal" for his bloody occupation of
that star systemearly in the war

Subsequent to Liat-Mdal's departure, Inperial Fleet units began to arrive
in Atalanta with astonishing regularity. The 19th, 43rd, and 61st Destroyer
Flotillas were followed by the 3rd Battl ecruiser Squadron and then both
divisions of the powerful 4th Battle Squadron. After this, all Leaguer raids
cane to an abrupt halt.

On the convoy | anes, however, a different story had begun. The new benders
were now maki ng their unseen presence felt acutely, and there were few defenses
against them It was inperative that a bender be captured i nmedi ately, and Prize
constituted the best Inperial hope for that.

Alittle after dawn on the thirty-ninth day-follow ng the tunultuous
arrival of Admiral Penda's 1st Battle Squadron at the already crowded
base- Col I i ngswood travel ed to the Payl ess warehouse with Cal houn in tow. Brim
Ursis, and Barbousse had been at work there for the last week, toiling the clock
around with C audia and her civilian shipwights. |.F. S. Prize was al nost ready
to fly.

"Well, Claudia," the Captain said with a pleased snmile, "the old girl |ooks
nmost i npressive. "

"Thanks, Captain," Caudia responded wearily. "Except for a launch, she's
ready to fly again. Isn't she, WIf?"

Bri m nodded. "We've got Barbousse out beating the bushes for sonething
about the sanme size as our attack launch. But little ones like that are hard to
find anynore."

Col l'i ngswood frowned. "Am | to understand that Prize mi ght be held up
because you can't find a | aunch for her?" site asked.

Claudia frowned. "I'mafraid that's right, Captain," she admtted. "W
can't get an Admiralty sign-off wi thout one-and we need that before they'll even
|l et the tower clear her for takeoff."

"Fl eet regul ations," Brimexplained, shaking his head grunpily. "W can't
take her up without a launch, even though |I don't particularly need one. ED 4s
are so maneuverabl e that nost Hel msmen use the | aunch chanber for extra
payl oad." He. shook his head angrily. "I've argued the point for a week now with
some stupid clerk in the xaxtdammed Adniralty. Wuldn't be surprised if her nane
was Voot ."

"Specifically, the woman quotes Fl eet O di nance Regul ati ons Number
ED-2/3/4.998. 12p, A and B," Ursis runbled. "Series AGN-32, to be exact."

Chuckl ing, Collingswood stepped over one | ast checkout cable and entered
the old starship. "Well," she said, "I believe | have an answer to your
probl ens-at | east until we can get the Admiralty to redesignate old Prize as
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sonme sort of special-mark ED-4 that doesn't carry a launch." She | ooked at Brim
"I shall lend you back Defiant's attack |aunch. Since we took delivery, the
little ship has served nostly as a private space yacht. That is correct, isn't
it, WIf?"

"Aye, Captain.”

"That takes care of that," she said, synbolically dusting her hands. "Now
come show ne the rest of the ship...." Collingswod had a way of solving
probl ens |ike that.

Inside, Prize little resenbl ed the abandoned hul k she had been only forty
days beforehand in the salvage yard. Every interior surface had either been
shined or coated with standard Fleet Gray #619 (I NTERIOR). Forward, her tiny
flight bridge was unaltered except for the addition of new, nore powerful
conmuni cati ons gear and standard Fl eet KA' PPA COW panel s between the two
Hel msman' s consol es.

Qut si de, however, she was a different story. Not a hull plate had been
refinished. Wth exception of a new Hyperscreen panel, every stain and dent the
ol d ship brought with her fromthe Sal vage Yard was intact. One had to | ook
closely indeed to discover the trenendously enlarged wai st hatches for her
122-mm tw n-nounts. These could, of course, have been normal enough
nmodi fi cations during an ED-4's many years of hard duty all over a gal axy. ED
buffs-and they did exist in considerable nunbers-night al so have noticed a
slightly enlarged KA PPA antenna in its stream ined housing under her chin-or
the beautifully nmachi ned hatches in her bow and stern behi nd which the 90- nmi
antitank disruptors were nounted. Brim had been nobst unhappy about the latter.
They were sinply done too well for a ship her age. But by the tine he discovered
them every one of the shipwights had fallen hopelessly in love with the
graceful old ship, so he'd sinply let it drop

The nost noticeable features were rather outsized dorsal and ventra
anticollision beacons nounted ami dships. Prize | ooked as if she belonged to
sonmeone who-at one time or another-had experienced a very close call and was
making sure it didn't happen again. In reality, the "beacons" were focusing
N-ray generators, disguised to the degree that they even included |arge,
strobi ng beacons as part of each assenbly. Brimdid approve of the way each was
constructed of stained hullnetal to match the rest of her hull. After they were
mount ed, the pair |ooked as if they might have been installed at the factory.

Whi |l e Cl audia showed Col | i ngswood ar ound the warehouse, Cal houn called
Ursis and Barbousse together with Brim just outside the gangway. "lIs auld Prize
really ready to fly, noo, gentlenmen?" he asked, |ooking forward around the
gentle curve of the hull. "You' ve had scarce forty days to ge' her in order."
Suddenly he turned and nodded to Brim "Wha' do ye think, |addie?"

Brimfrowned for a nonent. "I guess |'mready to take her up, Cal," he
replied. "Just as soon as we nove her to the harbor." Then he grinned and hel d
up his index finger. "But only if Nik also agrees that she's ready to go."

"Al'l right, Nk, how aboot ye?"

The Bear shrugged. "She tests out as if she's ready to fly, Nunber One," he
said. "But | won't have anything better than test data to go on until we get her
into space and the systens go under sone sort of |oad."

"Ye're willin' to fly under such circunstances, tho' ?" Cal houn asked.

"Wth Brimat the controls, of course,"” Ursis replied with a shrug.

"An' ye, Chief?"

Bar bousse grinned. "I'Il go just about anywhere with these two gentlenen,"
he sai d.

Cal houn | aughed while the building trenbled to the thunder of nore heavy
starships arriving in formation. "Probably I'mcrazy." he continued when be
could be heard again, "but if the three o' ye are willing to bet your necks in

that auld bird, | guess | am too. How many mair innocents we risk gettin' this
gr'at auld bucket of bolts off the water?"

"Well," Brimanswered, scratching his head. "I'lI|l need a backup Hel nsman,
for certain. I've had Ardelle Jennings in the ED-4 sinulators since we got back

frompatrol. She's good enough technically for |long cruises, but she needs a | ot
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nore experience inprovising." He nodded for a nonent, then raised his eyebrows.
"That way," he added, "I can also put Galen Fritz in Defiant's left seat for a
whil e-with Aram and Angel ene to back himup."

Cal houn nodded. "Sounds |ike guid choices to nme, WIf. How about you, N k?"

Ursis chose Alvin Ganbler, one of the younger systenms officers, as his
backup-a human, no | ess-after which Barbousse nanmed a snmall crew of
quartermasters, signal nen, and disruptor crews.

"You'll be in charge o' the ratings, Chief," Cal houn directed.

"Aye, sir," Barbousse answered as if he'd been in charge all his life. Brim
smiled-there was a lot more to Urillo Barbousse than net the eye. A lot
nore. ..

"A'right, gentlenen," Calhoun said with a smle. "I wi'ld suggest that ye
round up your crews i mediately. W are goin' to nove this ship to the harbor
right after sundown-an' be on our way into space afore dawn. Any questions?"

"No questions,"” Brimanswered in unison with the others. He grinned when
Col I'i ngswood and O audia returned to the gangway. He could tell by the | ook on
the latter's face that she knew, too. She wi nked surreptitiously. Tonight was
the night they had plans to finally get together

"Claudia tells me that she thinks she can have Prize provisioned by
sundown, Cal," she said. "How about your crew?"

"They' || be ready, Captain," Cal houn answered. "All they need now is thy
orders. "

Col I'i ngswood sniled. "They have them then," she declared. "Go to it,
gentlenen. Qur civilian friends have worked nmiracles with old Prize, here. Now
it's our turn. Bring us back a bender!..."

Brimnet Caudia on his way to the street door. She'd clearly been waiting
for him

"One of these days," she said with a wistful grin.

"One of these days," Brimaffirmed, touching her hand as he passed. dicks
|ater, he settled into the old taxi they used for transportation, Barbousse
gunned the grav, and they were off for Defiant.

Later that evening with the sweet runble of two ancient Gal axy 10-320-B1C
gravity generators in his ears, Brimsqueezed between Usis at the systens
consol e and Cal houn in the comuander's seat, then settled hinmself behind the
controls of the ED-4. "All set?" he asked, turning to Jennings at the right-hand
Hel msman' s consol e.

"Just like the simulators, WIf," Jennings assured him "Nothing to it."

"How about you, Ni k?" he asked.

The Bear |ooked up fromhis instrunents for a nonment with a pleased grin on
his face. "Just listen to old Galaxy's purring down there-like a couple of
extra-large rothcats. She's ready to go."

Brimsw veled in his seat. "On your command, Cal," he said.

The ol der Carescrian glanced at his tinepiece and nodded, "Let's be on our
way, |addie," he said.

"Aye, sir," Brimanswered, scanning the ancient control panel. He took a
| ast | ook at the 'tween-decks nonitors, then activated a ground |ink. "Stand by
to nove ship," he ordered. Below, soneone in the sizeable throng waved, and
monents | ater the huge ranp door began to slide up into the ceiling.

"The door is open," a voice announced presently fromthe control panel. "At
your orders...."

"Wheel is amidships; trimis neutral. Ready to proceed, sir,
announced-al | professional Hel nsman's Acadeny now.

"Hands to stations," Brimordered over the ship's intraship. "Special duty
starnen prepare for departure." Fromthe open door at the rear of the bridge, he
could hear alarms and the sound of running feet as space hands nade | ast-nonent
adj ustnents to spare gear and focused the ship's gravity fenders. Powerful
electric notors whirred and the deck began to pul se beneath his boots as U sis
raised the ship a fewirals to clear the pool. Qutside, ground crews were
runni ng here and there, singling up nmooring beans and unbilicals from pool -side.

Bri mswal |l oned hard and braced hinself. "Switching to internal gravity," he
war ned. Morents |ater, a wave of nausea swept over himas Prize dipped

Jenni ngs
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monentarily, then regai ned her hover. He blinked his watering eyes clear and
took a long, deep breath. "Cast off, fore and aft," he ordered into the ground
l'i nk.

Si nul t aneously, all nporing beans wi nked out and a ground technician yanked
the last unbilical, expertly catching the long cable in three |ooping coils
before its plug end could touch the brick floor

Brimslid the Hyperscreen panel open beside him Then, half |eaning out of
the opening, he carefully backed Prize out of the warehouse-only just
negoti ating the narrow doorway and the sides of the ranp as he eased the old
starship into the chilly night. Swinging her stern around to parallel the
stream he drew abreast of the spray-swept Payless pier at the sanme nonent that
a famliar long-haired figure stepped into the glow of a Karlsson | anp and
peered out toward him

Wth a free hand, Bri mwaved through the Hyperscreen frame while he cycl ed
the generators to FORWARD.

Cl audi a must have been able to see him she waved back

"Friend of yours?" Cal houn chuckl ed quietly.

"You m ght say,"” Brimanswered noncommittally. A noment |ater, Prize began
to pick up speed and headed into the nain canal. Just before she nosed into the
first turn, he |l eaned out the Hyperscreen frane and peered back toward the
Payl ess wharf-barely in tine to see the figure under the Karlsson | anp throw him
a ki ss. Then she and Payl ess both di sappeared behi nd anot her dreary
war ehouse. . .

Presently, the canal enptied into Grand Harbor and Brimset up a hi gh-speed
taxi toward the takeoff vector. A stiff hibernal breeze was now bl owi ng through
his still-open Hyperscreen frane, filling the bridge with snells of the sea.
Bri m soaked up the sensations of the old ship: her generators vibrating his
boots, the distant splashing of her gravity footprint twenty-five irals bel ow
the hull. Presently, a voice interrupted fromthe COW console. "S.S. Prize:
Atal anta Tower. Taxi into position and hold nineteen right, traffic |anding two
five left."

"Position and hold nineteen right, S.S. Prize," Brimanswered, sliding the
Hyper screen panel shut and activating the seal. Caudia s distant figure bl ow ng
a ki ss appeared nmonentarily before his nmind s eye, but the pretakeoff checkli st
kept himtoo busy to dwell on such thoughts-appealing as they were.

Wthin noments, a ruby light appeared in the distance and blinked three
times. "S.S. Prize cleared for takeoff," sounded fromthe COW consol e.

"S.S. Prize," Brimacknow edged, advancing the power |evers to MAXI MUM
TAKEOFF. He grinned as the old starship began to speed over the water. "One of
these days, Caudia," he whispered to hinself. "One of these days." Sonehow,
there never seened to be tine for anything but war....

Chapter 7

I.F.S. PRI ZE

Wthin days, Prize settled on station, audaciously cruising the main trade
routes to and fromHaelic in an ironic attenpt to counter an entirely new
technol ogy with one of the ol dest ruses known to warfare. And true to Ursis's
conj ecture, Cal houn accepted the challenge as if he had been dealing with
D-ships all his life.

The el der Carescrian did everything he could think of to get into contact
with a bender. Each day, a special bureau in the Admiralty collated all reports
that even suggested bender activity, then KA PPAed the lot in a specially coded
message to Prize. Cal houn personally plotted each of these "sightings" in case
the Leaguers m ght be enploying any sort of "systeni with their new ships. But
except that they sonetimes worked in pairs, it seemed clear that-during this
early period of their deployment, at |east-each bender captain was free to
devi se his own system

Frequently the old ship travel ed under markings of neutral civilizations
such as Lixor, Vornardian, or Rhodor-a strategy requiring rmuch preparation that
was often carried out under the nost difficult circumstances inmagi nabl e.
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Nationality markings had to be renoved-then reapplied-often while the ship was
at Hyperspeed. This necessitated use of special, highly caustic chenica
coatings applied in the absence of all but the nost basic safety techniques. In
addition, both nacelles usually required sone sort of special nodification. At
m nimum the port of registry had to be changed on her nane-plates with

pai nfully correct |anguage translations, and the KA PPA antenna was constantly
returned, just a hair off either way, to give the ship disparate transni ssion
signatures. They even renoved her Reynol ds Pivot Marks-required by
intra-galactic legislation to visibly indicate the hull's pivot point. Mst
neutral "tramp" transports didn't bother with such niceties.

At first, the Admralty theorized that benders might well be forced to
navi gate by internal gyros, especially in spectral node, and woul d therefore be
forced to reaffirmtheir positions with considerable frequency. Accordingly,

Cal houn concentrated his initial efforts off sone of the larger, nore well-known
navi gati onal beacons at intersections of nmajor trade routes. He tried schenes
such as danpening off both Drive and generator systens, then drifting as if the
old ship were out of control or disabled. And, indeed, Prize's powerful KA PPA
receiver did intercept two benders talking to each other-one of them even
sounded as if it were fairly close. In the end, however, no contact was nade.

On anot her occasion, they thought to encourage a bender attack by making
clear KA PPA signals to their "owners" in Haelic: HAVE BEEN DELAYED BY GRAVI TY
STORM AM NOW AT GI*21/-18:154; EXPECT TO ARRI VE PAYLESS WHARF HAELI C 2ND WATCH
THREE DAYS.

By prearrangenment, they were answered from Payl ess Starnotive Wth: MESSAGE
RECEI VED. YOUR VALUABLE CARGO ANTI Cl PATED THROUOHOUT CI TY.

The ruse failed utterly; perhaps, as Ursis conjectured, benders didn't
nmonitor all possible frequencies.

Prize finally flushed her first quarry by broadcasting another series of
di stress nessages on the intergalactic energency frequency. This tine, she
reported a shamfailure in the ship's navigational systemand requested a
position verification. Brimand Jennings had the D-ship running well bel ow
Li ght Speed just off a powerful binary star. As a third interval of nessages
flashed out fromtheir KA PPA tower, Brim heard Barbousse report a target
bearing fromdirectly aft. The Chief's voice brought instantaneous silence to
the bridge. "It's a bender, Commander Cal houn," he said fromthe intercom "I've
cycled the N-ray searchlight three tinmes now, and every tine he's disappeared."”

"Very well. Chief," Cal houn acknow edged. "Keep himin sight." A noment
| ater, alarnms sounded throughout the ship, and presently the aft gun crew could
be heard nuttering over the intercom

"Target bearing Geen ninety-eight. Apex ninety-five, range one hundred ten
percent and steady...."

"Slow her a mte, WIf," Cal houn suggested. "Let's see if we can't lure
thema wee bit closer."

Bri m nodded and retarded Prize's speed a few notches.

"Target bearing Green ninety-seven. Apex ninety-eight, range one hundred
six percent. Look lively now, she's closing...."

Brimcarefully retarded the power |evers again.

"Target bearing Green ninety-six. Apex ninety-seven, range... Unh-oh-wait:
she's slowing." An unpronounceable Lhtrhian oath fouled the intercomfor a
monent, then, "Range One hundred ten percent... range one hundred thirteen
percent... range one hundred fifteen and steady."

Brimbit his |ip. He knew he'd caused the Leaguer captain to reduce speed
by his own inpatience; clearly the man had been closing with Prize through
carel essness alone. "My fault," he nmuttered to nobody in particular

"Patience, |laddie," Cal houn said softly. "W'Il gat himyet."

But in fact they didn't. The two ships cautiously toyed with each other for
more than two netacycl es before the bender apparently tired of their arduous
game, reversing course and di sappearing into the starry bl ackness before Prize
could get off a single shot. During the entire episode, the Leaguers had never
come within range of the 90-mm antitank di sruptors conceal ed behind Prize's
tail cone
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Afterward, Brimfound if nearly inpossible to put the episode fromhis
m nd- especially since he bl aned hinself for depriving the disruptor crew of

their only chance to get off a shot. Two days later, he was still dwelling on
his blunder as he sat with Cal houn, Ursis, and Barbousse in the ship's tiny
canteen. "If we're all agreed that the Leaguers still don't know we can see

them" he said, "then | fait to understand why neither of them would cone any
cl oser.™

"For that matter, | wonder why they did na take at |east a couple of shots
at us." Cal houn added with a frown.

"Possi bly because we weren't in range of their disruptors,” Usis
interjected. "They certainly weren't within range of ours."

"W were indeed close enough to |aunch a torpedo,"” Cal houn observed.

Ursis nodded, puffing thoughtfully on his Zenpa pipe. "Unless the Leaguers
had al ready used their entire supply on the supply |anes," he answered. "The
convoys are certainly running at peak volune these days."

Bar bousse abruptly scratched his head and nodded as if he had just reached
a decision. "Beggin' the gentlenen's pardon,"” he said, "but | wonder if there's
still a third factor to consider."

"What m ght that be, Chief?" Cal houn asked, peering over his gl asses.

"Novi ce crews, Commander," Barbousse stated. "I've been watchin' the
reports about those benders. An' | get the idea they haven't been operationa
for much nore than a couple of nonths-at the nost. |Is that true?"

That's the information | hae," Cal houn answered, | ooking at the other two
Bl ue Capes. "WIf? N k? How aboot it?"

Bot h nodded accord.

"Well, sirs," Barbousse continued presently, "if that is true, then I'l
estimate that there aren't nmore'n ten or fifteen bender crews in the whole
League that have even finished their initial training cruises yet. An' nost of
those are probably research teans that don't normally fly conbat m ssions at

all. The ones we're running into right now are only trying out their space
| egs-on training mssions, like."

Ursis snapped his fingers. "That makes abundant sense, Chief," he
excl ai med. "Il nexperienced crews could easily cause their own di scovery-and the

price of that would be far greater than any possible gain fromdestroying old
Prize here or even S.S. Providential."

"Absolutely," Cal houn agreed with a nod. "If soneone opened fire at a ship
and failed to cleanly destroy it with the first shot-or at |east knock out its
KA' PPA-then the resulting distress nessage m ght weel reveal the Leaguer's whole
bender program afore they e'en devel op a proper strategy."”

Bar bousse nodded. "I guess that's what's been going around in ny head," he
sai d.

"Well, if it turns out that you've guessed right,"” Cal houn said follow ng a
few nonents of thought, "and | hae a strong feeling that you have-then it al so
means that we aren't aboot to lure ane within shootin' distance, at |east very
easily...."

"That may not matter,"” Briminterrupted with a frown. "Maybe we don't need
to lure themany closer." He | ooked around the room "The crazy attack | aunch
Captain Collingswod gave us nounts a Brentanno 75-mm with a whole array of
.303 bal sters. And with those spin-gravs, she'll out-accelerate just about
anything in the galaxy. If we set things up right, we can probably nove enough
firepower into range before the Leaguers even realize what's going on."

Cal houn grinned. "Sonehow, | suspected that you m ght hae sonmething |ike
that on your mnd, laddie," he said. "But you'll be badly outgunned if that
first bender the three of you spotted off Zebulon Miu is any sort o' standard
configuration. Ane hit anywhere on your wee thin-skinned launch, and it's
vapori zed-along with you."

"I certainly can't deny that," Brimadnmtted grimy. "But we would have
surprise on our side. As well as a green Leaguer crew." He | ooked at Barbousse.
"What do you think, Chief? Wuld you be willing to try it?"

"I"'mready any tine, Lieutenant," Barbousse assured himwith a grin. "Al
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we need is a bender."

Little nore than a day later, with Jennings running the ship fromthe
ri ght-hand console. Brimrestlessly scanned a | ong, bleak asteroid shoal off to
starboard. It seened to go on forever. After intercepting coded nessages from
what was clearly a Leaguer ship in their imrediate vicinity, Prize had been
operating for sonme netacycles now under the colors of neutral Vishu-Berniaga,
exchangi ng faked distress nessages on the intergal actic energency frequency.

He listened to the snooth runble of the old ship's generators, felt their
steady vibrations through his feet. Sonewhere behind him feet scraped the deck
and a hatch slamred shut. He checked the proxinity warning-nothing. Qutside, a
few points off the bow, ruby and green beacons strobed froma distant asteroid
pronmontory. Prudently swiveling his head, he peered around the vicinity with his
own eyes: only stars-and the seeningly infinite shoal

"Do you think we ought to start the crystal s?" Jennings asked nervously
fromthe right seat. "If that Leaguer nessage came from a regul ar warship, we
may have to get out of here on an instant's notice."

Brimsniled and shook his head. "Wuldn't be much use," he said softly. "W
aren't about to outrun any mlitary starship launched in the |ast hundred
year s- except maybe a bender in spectral node. And if it's one of those, we want
to be caught...." He studied the tail monitor-nothing there, either, save a
recedi ng cone of stars. "How s the gravity gradi ent out there?" he asked.

Jenni ngs checked her course indicator, then turned to answer. But before
she could utter a word, the ship's al arm sounded deafeningly and a | ookout's
voi ce crackled fromthe intercom

"Unidentified starship bearing yellow nadir three at violet, blue-violet
apex ten."

"Action stations!" Cal houn shouted into the blower. "Action stations!"

Brim | ooked up intime to watch a nowfamiliar shape turn sharply and pull
into formation about five thousand irals off Prize's port bowwell beyond the
range of her disruptors. This bender, however, inmmediately trained both its
powerful disruptors directly, it seened, at his head. Gritting his teeth, he
waited for the incredible shock of their first hits...

A full netacycle later, however, the bender still hadn't fired a shot-nor
had it conme out of spectral node. Brimhad | ong since decided that he m ght
survive the encounter after all and was now watching the eneny ship with a great
deal of interest. He had attenpted to close with the eneny ship a nunber of
times since the original sighting, but no natter how subtly he handl ed his
controls, the bender skittishly noved off in a like direction. |If Barbousse's
guess concerni hg neophyte crews were correct, this was still another Leaguer on
a training nssion.

"The bastard Leaguer Hel nsnen are probably practicin' their covert hunting
routines," Calhoun nuttered in the tense silence of the bridge.

"If they stick to that and forget the disruptors, it's all right with me,"
Jenni ngs decl ar ed.

"Unfortunately, we're here to capture them" Cal houn countered, "while they
seemto be quite weel satisfied keepin' their distance. That neans we've got to
lure themwithin range."

"And then pop off a couple of bursts to disable their ship w thout
vaporizing all the secrets aboard," Ursis put in, shaking his head gravely.
"Chief, those firing teans have a tall order indeed."

Bar bousse grinned. "They'll give it their best shot, beggin' the
gentl enen's pardon. "

Bri mgroaned. "I knew | should have vol unteered for old Hagbut's ground
forces," he said, shaking his head.

"You may actually nean that aefore we're through with this ane," Cal houn
coment ed. "Those Leaguers over there luik like they're settlin' in for the
winter. Mnd you, they're in no particular hurry; they think they're invisible
An' since we hae no idea-yet-how fast that oddball ship can accelerate, we can't
very well light out after them either. It's been a long tinme since old Prize
here has been known for fast getaways. It would be a danme shane to let the
Leaguers know how well we can see their new ships-until we get at |east a couple
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of reasonabl e shots off at them"

The next negacycles were a trenendous test of crew discipline. Jennings put
the situation as well as any when she declared that she felt strange being used
as "live bait."

Cal houn chuckl ed, "You're right," he agreed, pursing his tips, "and nothin
i mproves a fisherman's luck than fish that are in a bitin' nood." He thought for
a nmonent. "What do you suppose we might do to nake ourselves mair interestin' to
our quarry over there?"

"Well," Jennings replied, "for starters, we could send a work crew out to
"repair' sonething on the hull-in those civilian space suits they packed for
us."

"Good idea, lass," Cal houn said, nodding his head. He touched the intercom
" Chi ef Barbousse to the bridge-on the double!"

Less than twenty cycles later, the big rating-and a party of seven
"Vi shu-Berni aga civilians"-could be seen floating around the port Drive nacelle
as they replaced one perfectly serviceable plasma generator assenbly with
another just like it. H's "funbling" team of professional Blue Capes took nearly
two netacycles to acconplish a task that they could easily finish under nornal
circunstances in barely a quarter of the tine.

At length, Cal houn ordered themto finish up and cone back inside before
the Leaguers becane suspicious. "Only a team o' Personnel Oficers could be so
bunbl e- headed, " he conpl ai ned, shaking his head, "an' even Leaguers do na send
those types out if they want anythin' inportant done."

After six full metacycles, the Leaguers still had nade no overt
actions-except for maneuvering to precisely match Prize's purposely irregul ar
course toward Atalanta, and renaining tantalizingly beyond ne range of her
disruptors. Finally, Brimcould endure no longer. "Cal," he said, checking his
ti mepi ece, "how about the Chief and | going after the bastards in our |aunch?"

Cal houn frowned for a nmonent and shut his eyes. "For certain | ha' na cone
up with another approach that's half so promsing," he said, "e'en though it's a
mte maer dangerous than | like." He took off his glasses and polished themfor
a nonent with great concentration. Then, shrugging nore to hinself than anyone
el se, he looked up and smiled grimy. "Al right, laddie," he said, "give your
hel mover to Ardelle. | think the tine has come that you and your friend the
Chief ha' a go at it. Tell me wha' you plan to do-1 know you've been thinkin
o't for days, noo."

"Aye, sir," Brimreplied. "Ardelle, the helmis yours-ships is trimmed
neutral ."

As Jenni ngs assuned the controls, Brimglanced at the bender paralleling
their course and pursed his lips. "I haven't really done all that nuch planning,
Cal," he admitted at length. "The Chief and | aren't going to have a lot of tine

for anything but the nost basic dogfighting." He pursed his |lips while he rang
for Barbousse to neet himat the launch. "As things seemto be right now, |

think we'll have the starboard hatch opened first so the Leaguers can't see what
we're doing, then I'Il run up the launch's spin-gravs until she's just starting
to overrun her gravity brakes. At that point, Barbousse'll give sonebody a
signal to swap the Inperial Conet for our Vishu-Berniaga colors and open the
port hatch-fast. The way that |aunch of ours takes off, | don't think our
Leaguers wi |l have much chance to escape before we've at | east popped a couple

of volleys their way, even if they decide to conme out of spectral node."

Cal houn nodded. "Sounds good so far," he said. "Then what?"

"Well," Brimanswered, "I don't know what kind of arnor benders carry, but
if we acconplish nothing else, any hits we score will sure raise Voot with those
little logic units she has all over her hull."

"Aye," Cal houn agreed. "An' if the boffins are right in their guessin', she
may be a wee easier to see afterward."” He frowned for a nonent, then nodded
toward the bender. "But after you mak your first run, |addie-then what? Yon
bender hae quite a sting fromwha | can see."

Bri m gl anced across at the disrupters nounted on the eneny ship's contro
bridge. "After that first run, Cal, | don't have nuch in the way of plans.
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Possibilities become xaxtdammed near infinite at that point."

Cal houn nodded, then pointed an accusing index finger directly at Brins
chest. "Aye, child," he said, "so they do. But they are precisely why you naun
keep your nind's eye firmy on the purpose of your mssion. Oherw se you are
liable to lead with your chin and waste yoursel f-plus your ship." H s gray eyes
narrowed. "I ha' na' heard you speak o' anythin' luik a mssion yet. That shoul d
ha' been the first thing you' told nme aboot. You do ha' an overall goal in mnd,
do you na'?"

Bran frowned. "OF course | do, Cal," he objected. "W're supposed to
capture a bender."

"Aye, right you are, laddie," Calhoun replied calmy. "But that wasn't the
first thing on your mind, as | renenber. Shootin' was." He shook his head
sternly. "That sort of blind bravery ha' served you well in the past-and nmake no
m stake, lad, it wll again, in the future. But you maun be able to do nmair than
just shoot sonethin' to pieces." He raised an eyebrow. "Today, you may cause
only enough danage to deprive yon Leaguers of a neans to escape. The rea
mssion is to get a bender safely back to Atalanta an' the intelligence units
waitin' there. After you finish with the Leaguers, the rest of us will bring
Prize alongside their ship an' board it. 1'll grant that burned, tw sted
w eckage wad be a |l ot easier for us to board-but it wull be neither interestin
nor useful to the Intelligence people. Do you understand?"

"But..."

Cal houn | ooked Brimdirectly in the eye. "I knew that you had all the
details somewhere in the back of your nind, you stubborn chield. But it was na
forempbst. An' in the entire Universe, nothin' is so inportant as your
m ssion-notttin'. W have only tine to do things right-very little has been set
asi de for mistakes. Do you understand, |addie?"

Bri m nodded his head. "Now | understand," he answered. In fact, he did...

"And the rest of ye?" Cal houn asked, |ooking fromJennings to Usis. "The
| esson was na' just for young Brim here."

"l understand, Cal."

"I, too, understand, Number One."

"Good," Cal houn said. "Noo, young Brim Let me hear those plans of yours
again. Fromthe beginning, if you please."

M nd racing, Brimglanced quickly through the Hyperscreens. Qutside, their
bender was still keeping perfect formation. He nodded, then turned to Cal houn
"What | want to acconplish overall, Cal," he said, "is to keep that bender over
there fromescaping until you can | and a boarding party fromPrize-w th m ni mum
damage to any of the three ships...."

"Aye, laddie-that's the stuff. Noo, how do you propose to go aboot such a
t hi ng?"

Brimcl osed his eyes, exam ning every detail he could conjure. Finally he
nodded, | ooking Cal houn square in the face. "On our first run-right out of the
hatch, so to speak," he said, |I'll have Barbousse concentrate his fire on their
KA PPA antenna. That'll stop themfromwarning their friends back hone that
benders may not bend quite everything. Next, | suppose we'll try to take out
those disruptors behind the control bridge. After that, we'll concentrate on the
Drive nacelles." He nodded. "My best guess says that the 'bending' nechanisns
are |l ocated am dshi ps, near the power supplies, so we'll keep away fromthere as
much as possible. Then," he added with a shrug, "we'll try to get her to stop,
or at |east cut her power so she can be boarded. | don't think there' |l be mnuch
trouble getting that idea over to them Disruptors speak a pretty Universa
| anguage. "

Cal houn chuckled grimy. "Ye hae a true point there, |addie," he said.
"Noo, what can we do in old Prize to help you?"

"Well," Brimanswered with a grin, "aside fromboarding-if the Leaguers do
start to nove off, I'Il expect you to follow as close on their tail as you can
Prize has the only N-ray searchlights. W never had tinme to nount one on the
| aunch. "

"Wl | done, young, Brim" Cal houn said, glancing out at the bender,
hinsel f. "Now, | think, perhaps you are ready for your mission. Go toit,
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| addi e. "

Bri m nodded and pursed his lips. "Thanks, Nunber One," be said. "I'll see
what | can do."

Bar bousse was directing a team of handlers at the | aunch when Brimarrived
at a dead run. The chanber had al ready been evacuated, and everyone was wearing
battle suits. "She's unstrapped, Lieutenant," Barbousse's voice crackl ed through
Brims headset. "I've got the main bus energized, an' the disruptors are all
checked out."

Brimnoted that the protective tip covers had been renpoved, and he grinned
in spite of his haste. "Good work, Chief," he chuckled. "Let's be at it." Wth
that, he hoisted hinself through the hatch and settled into the Hel msman's
consol e.

Scant clicks | ater, Barbousse took his place in the right-hand seat, nen
pul l ed the door closed-just as the Prize's starboard hatch cover rolled into the
open position. "Everybody's clear," he reported a few nonents | ater

Brimstarted the auxiliary power unit, then pressed the master switch and
wat ched his instruments cone alive. Next, he toggled the bright-orange
energy-charge | ever and gated the power inpeller. Cicks later, the Grav pane
read ENERG ZED.

"Plasma set," Barbousse report ed.

"Stand by, then," Brimwarned, switching the starter circuits to PORT
"here conmes the port generator."

"Standing by port," Barbousse echoed.

Brimhit the start and energy boost in unison; instantly, me big spin-grav

whined, its interrupter strobing.... One... two... three....The strobing began
to speed up, reflecting fromthe chanber walls with a dazzling fireworks
display. Eight... nine... ten.... He mashed the enable button-the spin-grav

fired, then caught, shaking the launch's starframe with a steady rhythmwhile
the interrupter becane a bright blur and slid closed.

"Stand by starboard,"” Brimwarned above the thunder of the idling
sSpi n-grav.

"Starboard, " Barbousse echoed.

Brimswitched the starter circuits, then hit start and energy boost. The
starboard spin-grav whined, strobed... At the tenth flash of its interrupter, he
mashed enable; it fired, but suddenly flashes fromits interrupter slackened and
al nost stopped. More plasma! Heart in his nmouth, Brimworked the energy charge
vigorously until the spin-grav started to fire again. This time, it caught-and
ran. Brim noved the energy levers a fraction; the deck began to throb beneath
his feet as the big generators synchroni zed and snoot hed.

He nodded at Barbousse-who grinned and held his right thunb vertically in
the Universal sign of total approval. "Stand by to switch insignia," he reni nded
the handlers in the control room Then he lifted the little ship an iral or so
above the deck and swiveled until her nosecap was a fewirats short of Prize's
port hatch cover with her tail protruding fromthe starboard side. For a nonent,
Bri m chuckled to hinself, inmagined that the old ship nust appear as if she were
calving. Then-standing on the gravity brakes for all he was worth-he eased the
power |evers forward

Monents |l ater-1ong before the | evers were even hal fway along their arc-the
| aunch began to totter and stunble forward toward the cl osed hatch. Ginding his
teeth as he pushed harder on the brakes, Brim glanced at Barbousse. "Those
di sruptors enabl ed?" he asked tersely.

"They will be, Lieutenant," the big rating assured him "soon as we're out
of the hatch."

Brimmade a final check of his instruments-all normal; the |aunch was as
ready as he could make her.... He nodded to hinself, then bellowed into his
voi ce pickup. "QOpen the port hatch,"” he ordered, "NOWN"

As the hatch began to rise, Brimtested his grip on the power levers. No
roomto slip up right now, he rem nded hinself. At the high power settings he
pl anned to use, if both levers didn't go forward at precisely equal rates, the
resulting asymretrical thrust would whirl the touchy little | aunch around like a
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chil d' s pinwheel -probably overstressing its spacefrane; and certainly killing
both hinself and the chief. "Halfway raised, Lieutenant."

"Check hal fway." The launch was bucking against its gravity brakes |ike
sonet hing alive

"Si xty percent raised...."

"Check sixty." He glanced at the door. A few nore irals should clear their
flight bridge. He could see the bender in the distance now. He knew they were
wat chi ng cl osely, and wondered what they thought of this.

"Seventy..."

That was it. "Hang on, Chief!" Brimcried, his heart thudding in his chest.
During the next nonent, he shoved his power levers all the way forward to the
stop at MAXIMUM then clenched his teeth. The big spin-gravs spooled up swiftly
until they sounded like two bull Gynnets in rutting season, shaking the |aunch's
spaceframe wildly and vibrating the deck until it becanme difficult to keep his
feet on the pedals. Wien Brimwas certain the brakes would no | onger hold, he
lifted his feet and suddenly found hinself and the Chief hurtling through space
like projectiles froman ol d-fashi oned cheni cal cannon

"Di sruptors energized, Lieutenant," Barbousse shouted a nonent |ater,
peering intently into the ranging display. "I'mgivin' "emall three rings on
the sight to nake sure!"

Ahead, the bender expanded in the wi ndscreens |ike sone shadowy insect of
unbel i evabl e di nensi ons and abhorrence. C ose up, its surface was |laced by a
hi deous network of gray tubes in various thicknesses-and the whol e shrouded in
glimrering, florid scales. In spite of himself, Brimfelt an instinctive shudder
start up his back. There was sonethi ng obscene about benders-sonething that
affected his nost primitive enptions; he felt an insane urge to snmash it.

Fol | owi ng what seened like an eternity, the seventy-five began to fire.
Wthin clicks, the 303s were also clattering beneath the deck. A string of
glittering flashes appeared at the bender's Drive nacelle, where a nunmber of the
"scal es" flew off in her wake. "Chief!" Brimcried over the discord and
confusion, "get the KA PPA tower first! W're alnpbst past him"

"Aye sir," Barbousse shouted. "Soon as | can-1'msort of calibratin' on the
fly, so ta' speak!"
I medi ately, the flashes began to "wal k" up the hull, but it was nearly too

| ate. The Leaguers had begun slowy turning away fromthem now, presenting a
smal l er target with each passing click. Abruptly-while Brimreflexively held his
breath in anticipation-they flashed over the bender's control bridge. H s |ast

i mmge was of a disintegrating KA PPA tower, and two w cked-1 ooki ng disruptors
ponder ously indexing around toward him

"Good shot, Chief!" he cried jubilantly, hauling the | aunch around for a
second strafing run. Then his heart suddenly |eaped into his nouth. Al he could
see was the never-endi ng panorama of stars and the old ED-4 hurtling al ong
toward themin the distance. The bender was gone!

"Voot's hairy ass!" he shouted in dismy. "W've got to get back to Prize!
She's got the only N-rays!" Icy fingers gripped his chest as he strained his
eyes toward the distant starship. What if the old transport couldn't keep up?..
Very close to sonething that felt a lot |ike panic, he neasured her rate of
approach, then breathed a long sigh of relief. She was bowing along |ike a
Sodeskayan aval anche!

Suddenl y, space astern canme alive with a torrent of powerful explosions
that followed the launch's track in an erratic but determined fusillade. "The
bastards aren't accurate, but they're sure determ ned-beggin' the lieutenant's
pardon, " Barbousse observed grimy, |ooking over his shoulder as Brimrolled
into an even steeper bank and tightened his turn. "If you could point the nose a
bit nore to port, sir-an' about plus five apex-1 think | can get a shot at where
those voll eys seemta' be comn' from"

Brim gl adly obliged.

Instantly, the seventy-five began to thunder again-with disastrous results
for the bender. By the fifth salvo, a bright sparkling of hits comenced in what
appeared to be totally enpty space. Abruptly, the Leaguer ship becane visible by
the light of a nearby star, then went spectral again.
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"CGood shot!" Brim shout ed.

"W pranged 'em all right, Lieutenant!" Barbousse shouted excitedly as he
continued to fire the seventy-five with deadly accuracy. Monents |ater, the
bender again cycled through visible to spectral-and then again as nore and nore
hits continued to glitter in the distance. The Leaguers stopped firing
abrupt | y-but Barbousse increased the rate of his |ethal barrage...

On the nonent, Cal houn's adnmonition rang in Brims ear: Today, you nmay
cause only enough damage to deprive yon Leaguers of a neans to escape. The rea
mssion is to get a bender safely back to Atalanta...."

He was about to shout out an order when Barbousse stopped shooting on his

own.

"It's gone," the Chief said with a frown of concern. "It's just plain
gone\"

"What happened?” Brim asked, putting the | aunch back on coarse for Prize

and its N-ray illumnation

"I don't know," Barbousse answered, staring off past Briminto the starry
darkness. "All of a sudden, it stopped flying a predictable course-and | |ost
it." He | ooked across the console at Brimand grinaced. "It was just like

sonmebody new took over at the controls."”

Hi s voice was cut off precipitously by a furious volley of disruptor
fire-this tinme close enough to rock the launch violently. On its heels cane a
second barrage, even closer. Brimput the helmover and shoved the power |evers
all the way forward-just outrunning a third volley that would have burst in
preci sely the space they woul d next have occupi ed. "Sonebody new just took over
at the disruptors there, too!" he grow ed.

"Swi ng her back to vector blue. Lieutenant," Barbousse grow ed, peering
into his display. "I'll stop the sons of grok-fuls!"

"Not firing blind like that!" Brim groaned. "You might hit sonething vita
and bl ast her to pieces.”" He shook his head desperately. "I've got to get us
back into Prize's N-ray beans so you can see what to fire at-strai ghtaway!"
Qut si de, another furious salvo tossed their launch on its side, the concussion
bl asting stream ined covers fromtheir port nacelle and altering its thrust
vector. Inmrediately out of control, the little spaceship pivoted viciously
around its damaged spin-grav-less than a click before space once again erupted
in an enornous di scharge that smashed them sideways |ike a Vixlean shuttl ecock,
shattering the canopy in an aval anche of spinning crystal shards. Blinded for
the nmonent by the flash, Brimsightlessly fought with the controls, desperately
struggling to retrimthe launch before her wild oscillations fractured the
spacefrane.

"l see the bastards!" Barbousse suddenly yelled. "Try an' hold
sir-right where she is!"

Brimbit his |ips and sweat poured down his forehead as he strained to
west control fromthe launch's runaway physics. Wth the port generator
stuttering along at half power, he sonehow willed the stars to stop sliding
sideways until... There it was! Dead ahead and lighted by Prize as if it were
hi gh afternoon. The bender was com ng about slowy, but directly bow on to them
her aft-facing disruptors nasked by the tall control bridge.

On the instant, Barbousse opened fire again, and this tinme he needed no
calibrations. At his first shots, the bender's control bridge erupted in a
glittering shower of Hyperscreen crystals. Then the launch plunged di agonally
under the hull. This tine, however, Barbousse continued his withering fire on
the other side. The top of the control bridge-and both its disruptors-were now
visible in the bright starlight, protruding fromstarry enpti ness above a jagged
line where the bender's logic chips were no | onger functional. Bel ow this,
nunerous "hol es" in the vastness of space reveal ed those areas the Chief had
previously hit while firing blind.

Firing with the precision of a master surgeon, Barbousse next rendered both
Leaguer disruptors inoperative with a well-placed inferno of radiation and
shock. As Brimcircled 'round for another firing run, the weapons coul d be seen
dangling | oosely from bl ackened nountings, their firing chanbers gl owi ng red hot

er,
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and conpletely open to space. They woul d never fire again...

Peering over his control panels, Brimat last found tinme to search for
Prize. He discovered her straightaway, now fairly bristling with her powerful
di sruptors, and vectoring in at top speed toward the bender from green zero.
Unavoi dably, she was al so squarely in the path of a torpedo attack! Brim soon
found he wasn't the only one who had grasped the opportunity for a devastating
bow on shot-the bender's torpedo doors were sliding open even as he gl anced
their way!

"She's gonna' fire a torpedo," Barbousse swore. "W can't stand back and
let "emdo that, Lieutenant!"”

"Put a shot past the bridge, Chief," Brimordered grimy. "Then if they
don't shut the doors, take out the whole bridge!"

"Wth pleasure, Lieutenant," Barbousse grunted through clenched teeth as he
peered intently into the disruptor display, "but | hope he | eaves 'em open, all
the sane!" Shortly, the seventy-five spoke once, and a trenendous, fulgurating
expl osion tore the fabric of space only irals fromthe bender's bridge. Wen the
sparkling radiation cleared, every logic grating covering the Hyperscreens
appeared to be gone, and at | east three of the ten panels were now enpty franes.
"Qof ," Barbousse nuttered under his breath, "perhaps that was a nite too
close...."

Brimchuckled in spite of his anxiety. "I'll give thema count of five to
react, Chief," he cautioned. "They may be a bit shaken up in there. One..
two... three..." Precisely on the count of four, the bender's inmage becane
crystal clear as she came out of spectral node. Mnents |ater, a figure dressed
in gray battle gear appeared at one of the bl own-out Hyperscreens and placed its
hands atop its head in a clear gesture of surrender. Sinultaneously, both
torpedo doors slid closed.

"Now what ?" Brim asked with a shrug.

Bar bousse shook his head. "I don't know, Lieutenant. D you suppose they
mght try to scuttle her or sonethin'?"

Brimtried to scratch his head, but the closed helnmet of his battle suit
got in the way. "I suppose that's a definite possibility, Chief," he said,
hopi ng Barbousse had nissed his little gaffe, "especially if they have
Control |l ers aboard."

"Those dudes in the black uniforns with the Ti mreWeed habit, Lieutenant?"

"Yeah," Brim acknow edged. "It rots their mnds-at |east that part that has
anything to do with ethics." He shook his head. "Unfortunately, it doesn't seem
to interfere with much else. If that bender really was on a training m ssion,
it's my guess that Controllers were doing the training."

"Maybe it was Controllers who took over the disruptors when they al nost got

us," Barbousse said.

"I wouldn't be a bit surprised," Brimspecul ated. Those bastards are
good-and wholly dedicated to Triannic's League. |I'll wager there's one
horrendous struggl e going on inside that bender right now about surrendering.
You'll want to keep our disruptors ready to fire just in case the wong side
wns."

Bar bousse | eered evilly. "Wuldn't | |ove that,'
trigger nechani smof his seventy-five.

Only clicks later, the Blue Capes watched thirty-odd, gray-suited figures
cl amber through two deck hatches, dragging the linmp fornms of three others clad
in jet black.

Bri m had his answer when the first two stretched what appeared to be a
whi t e hammock between them and began to shake it vigorously in a clear nessage
of surrender. "Smart nove, Hab'thalls,"” Brimwhispered in the Leaguers' native
| anguage of Vertrucht.

"What in the name of Voot?..." Barbousse interrupted, pointing suddenly to
one of the black-suited figures that had regained its knees and was painfully
crawing toward the rear hatch, unnoticed by the other Leaguers.

"Thanks, Chief-we'd probably better keep an eye on that one," Brim said,
drawi ng his sidearmas the crawling figure reached the open hatch and pointed
sonet hing small and heavy-1|ooking through its aperture.

he said, fingering the
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"It's a blaster!" Barbousse warned, reaching for his own side arm "He's
gonna scuttle her!"

Bri mwas qui cker. Leaning fromthe shattered canopy of the launch, he fired
two powerful bursts fromhis ancient side-action blaster, disintegrating the
Controller's upper torso in a roiling pink spray that was highlighted by
spi nning fragnents of hel net and other debris he chose not to identify. The
Leaguer's blaster twirled off into space like a child's toy top. Forward,
gray-suited crewren cl anbered for cover behind any shelter they could |ocate,
and t he hammock wavers tripled their efforts to be noticed. Brimbolstered his
weapon and waved to the frightened Leaguers, then turned to Barbousse and
wi nked. "Send to Prize" he ordered, " 'One slightly damaged bender-under
entirely new managenent!'"

Wthin a quarter netacycle, Jennings warped Prize snmartly al ongside the
bender while Brimand Barbousse circled slowy in the launch, indexing their
powerful seventy-five fromstemto stern over the ever-organi zed Gray Leaguers,
who had by now aligned thenselves into two neat |ines and were standing
patiently with their hands on their heads.

Presently, hatches opened in the side of the ED-4 and a gangway slid across
the void. At once, blue-suited boarding crews with high-anplitude blast pikes
cl anbered to the opposite deck. They were led by two tall figures. One was slim
and strode nuch in the manner of Cal houn, the other could only be Ursis. Both
made directly for the open hatches, roughly pushing gray-suited prisoners out of
the way as they ran. Wile sal vage teans, rigged stout optical bollards at the
bender's bow, others followed Cal houn and Ursis bel ow

After a nunmber of tension-filled cycles, two blue-suited figures appeared
at enpty Hyperscreen franmes on the bridge and waved in the direction of the
| aunch. At the sanme nmonment, Cal houn's voice booned in Brinms ear fromthe
short-range channel. "Dame guid work, you twa'," the elder Carescrian asserted.
"An' young Brim your mission is acconplished, indeed. Usis inforns ne yon
bender logic remains intact."

"Bar bousse did all the shooting," Brimanswered, clapping his grinning
conpani on on the shoul der.

""Tis guid," Calhoun replied. "We'l|l see that you both gat a wee credit."
Bel ow, on the bender's deck, Blue Capes were conducting the surviving Leaguers
across Prize's gangway to a specially constructed brig on the mddl e deck

"Anybody | eft inside?" Brim asked.

"Dead neat only," Cal houn answered. "But twa' o' those wounded Controllers
out on deck wull probably live." He |laughed grimy. "No doubt, the Intelligence
people wull luik forward to neetin' both."

"Al'l six of them appear to have been on the bridge when you fired the shot
that took out their Hyperscreens," Ursis interjected. "Three survived the blast,
but each had serious wounds fromcrystal sprinters. They say that the one you
shot at the rear hatch was their captain-a Provost, no |less."

"Ye both might also be interested to know that we found scuttlin' charges
just inside that sanme hatch, too," Cal houn added. "So whi chever of you zapp'd
the bastard al so guess'd well. He'd ha' taken everyone with himincludin
yourselves wi' a charge the likes o' that ane...."

Soon after this conversation, Calhoun returned to Prize and sped off into a
spherical patrol approximtely one c'lenyt out fromthe bender. Brim and

Bar bousse were ordered to follow, linping along in their damaged | aunch as best
they coul d nanage. As Cal houn explained, "If Leaguer vessels do actually, trave
in pairs-an' this ane's mate closes in for a closer |ook, | don't want yon

crazy-looking ship of yours to scare themoff. Wio knows, we mght e en add a
second trophy to our spoils."

After an amazingly short stretch of time, Prize was relieved from her
patrol duties by all three of the Geyffin IV-class battlecruisers: Princess
Sherraine, Ganir Neithw, and Geyffin IV. The m ghty squadron of capita
starships had clearly been lingering out of sight in the event that Cal houn's
old ED-4 did-however serendipitously-land a catch. The real inportance of the
m ssion becane clearer still when these three magnificent warships were joined
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by none other than Diathomfromthe Vice Admiral Plutron's Fifth Battle
Squadron, one of the npbst powerful warships in the Fleet. After circling the
ugly little bender a nunber of tines, each of the great vessels ponderously

| unbered out to formthe corners of a huge square-twenty c'lenyts on a side-that
no force less than a full battle fleet could threaten

Significantly, each nounted a nunber of strategically |ocated N-ray
searchlights that-except for power and size- resenbled quite closely those
designed by Ursis and Barbousse.

As Prize coasted back al ongside the bender and rerigged her gangway to its
deck, still a fifth colossal vessel hove purposefully into view S.S. Gonper
Thr odori an, an enornous transport haul er owned by |G Starlines and "called up"
to mlitary service shortly after the beginning of hostilities. This angul ar
starship-nearly 526 irals in length and 75 in breadth-rem nded Bri mof nothing
so much as a huge brick that paid casual deference to atnospheric realities with
a noderately rounded bow. She extended sone twel ve decks from keel to upper
deck, and was surnounted by a veritable clutter of |ow deck houses, nassive
derricks, and scores of gantry cranes-with a nassive, overhung bridge placed
cl ose enough to her bows that she actually took on a brooding visage. As was the
case with many |l arge cargo carriers of the day, her bows swung open when it was
necessary to accommodat e oversized cargo-such as a bender

Bri m shook his head as he parked the launch sonme hundred irals out from
their kill. "Chief," he said wearily, "what do you say we put this poor old
| aunch back aboard Prize now? | doubt if the Admiralty requires our little
seventy-five anynore. They' ve got enough 408-mm disruptors out there to start a
new war."

Bar bousse nodded. "Sounds |like a good idea to ne," he said with a broad
grin, "but | think I'lIl settle for the war we've got. You get too nany of them
going on, and it nmight get difficult keepin' track of who's shootin' at ya."

Wthin the netacycle, two-hundred-year-old Prize-em nently successfu
D-ship, famed passenger liner, and one-tinme candidate for the breaker's yard-was
on her way back to Atalanta flying Haelician colors. Wth PAYLESS STARMOTI VE
neatly lettered on either flank, she was prined to enbark on an entirely new
career as a warship targeted agai nst a whol e new technol ogy. Sonmehow, when Brim
stopped to think about it, nothing seened especially remarkabl e about the
situation-especially when he considered the actual circunstances. War was al ways
absurd-fromits very origins...

As Helic's disk filled the ol d-fashioned V-shaped Hyperscreens, Brim sl owed
Prize to approach speed and began his let-down to Atal anta. Liat-Mdal's troop
transports were now at their staging area, with the ground troops already
engaged in "secret" maneuvers. Admiral Penda had taken official charge of the
Hador-Haelic perinmeter, and efforts to fortify Atalanta seenmed to be racing
toward an ultimate climax. He checked his instrunents, then glanced at the
clock. The port city was still at least a full half-day fromthe planet's
light/dark term nator. There was even a good chance C audia mnmight be waiting at
Payl ess when he arrived. ..

He was not di sappointed. As soon as be taxied in fromthe nmain canal, he
could easily pick her out anbng the others waving enthusiastic wel come from
their blustery wharf-even through the spray-streaked Hyperscreens. Twenty cycl es
later, with Prize safely noored inside, he followed U sis over the brow and onto
the main floor. C audia was waiting. The Bear stopped for his accustonmed hug and
kiss, then hurried off toward the iron staircase and a noisy cel ebration that
was al ready well underway in the |oft.

"Congratul ati ons, hero," she whispered, pushing aside a |uxurious strand of
brown hair and taking his arm "You should be terribly proud of yourself."

Brimsniled and | ooked into her brown eyes. "I guess | do feel pretty good
about everything,'" he adnitted, "but Barbousse did do all of the shooting."

"Except for the last shot," she corrected with a little wink, "the one that
saved the whole nission." She grinned. "You see, |'ve heard the report already."

Brimfelt his face burn. "Well..." he stunbled. Then he brightened. "Hmm™"
he said, raising his index finger and grinning. "I'lI|l bet there's one thing that

you don't know, smart al eck."
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"What's that?" she asked with nobck inpudence.

"Did you know that the m ssion has nade today the 'one of these days' that
we' ve been prom sing each other?" he asked.

"Ch, WIf," she groaned suddenly, her happy smle turning to a grinace,
"you've always arrived before on sone, ah, preset convoy schedule... you know.
This time-well, nobody had any idea when you' d be back, and..."

Bri m squeezed his eyes shut in enbarrassment "I think | understand,” he
said sadly. "It wasn't very long ago that | didn't have any idea when we'd be
back, either."” Then he bit his Iip. "I guess this isn't going to be the day, is
it?"

Claudia's face reddened for a nonent; then she smiled and pushed her hair
over her shoulders. "Well," she said, |ooking down at the old brick floor of the
war ehouse, "I'd be lying to you if | said | didn't have plans for tonight...."
Then suddenly she frowned and peered directly into his face. "I have been
| ooking forward to another night out with you, WIf Brimfor a long tine now,"
she declared with a determ ned shrug, "and... well, | suppose it wouldn't be the
first time |'ve told a white lie."

Brimgrinmaced and held up his hand and started to protest. "Claudia..."

"No ' audi as' about it, Mster Brim" she interrupted with a determn ned
grin. "And since your Defiant is not due back until sometinme tonorrow, | shal
pi ck you up here by the street entrance at..." she glanced at her tinepiece,
"the begi nning of Twilight watch. How about that?"

Bri m chuckl ed and nodded happily. "C audia, you lovely lady," he said, "I

feel so honored that I'lIl be here, even if Payless isn't."
"Good," she said with a wink. "Now go on up to the party while | nmake a
qui ck personal call. I'll join you in a very few cycles...."

That evening, Caudia was as good as her word. Her little skimrer-I|ooking
even nore battered than Brimrenenbered it-pulled up under the Payl ess

Starnotive Sal vage sign precisely as the Twilight watch began. A chill autummal
eveni ng had just begun to hide the shabby streets in shades of dark mauve and
shadow, and hints of coal and wood snoke hung in the still air. Wen she | eaned

over and opened the passenger door, she | ooked even nore beautiful than Brim
renenbered. She was dressed in a bulky white sweater, dark wool en skirt, black
stocki ngs, and hi gh boots. Silken tresses of brown hair framed her soft ova
face like a graceful hood. "Need a ride, sailor?" she said, batting her |ong
eyel ashes in a nock display of sensual fireworks that-feigned or not-set Brinms
bl ood to pounding in his ears.

"More than anything else | can think of," he answered, hoisting hinself
inside. For a long noment, he sat mutely staring at her. "By the very stars," he
whi spered at length, "you are beautiful, aren't you?"

Claudia pursed her lips in a pouting smle. "Flattery will get you nearly
anywhere, Mster Brim" she said-he was dressed in nufti left over fromthe
m ssion-"unl ess | happen to freeze to death before you stop letting all the heat
out."

"Sony," he said, slamming the door. "But I'monly a sinple starsailor."

"Only a sinple starsailor, eh?..."

"Honestly, | am| don't even know where we're going."

Claudi a's eyes sparkled. "Well," she said as she navigated through the
twisted streets, "I had originally planned to dine in one of the nore gentee
City Mount cabarets tonight. But since you are only a sinple starsail or,
suppose you'll probably be nore confortable in some place nore casually
confortable-like ny apartnment. How does that sound?"

Bri m si ghed as he relaxed in the shabby seat. No Hel nsman's recliner had
ever seened as confortable. "I can think of nothing so incontestably el egant,
madam " he answered, "or half so pleasing."

Claudia lived in an ancient, three-level dwelling that fronted the
i ntersection of two cobbl estone all eyways in her bel oved Rocotzi an section of
Atal anta. By the gl ow of nearby streetlanps, the old building's walls appeared
to be splendidly sculpted in bas-relief. Tiny trees-now w nter-bare-were
tastefully located in ornate bal conies and on either side of an el aborately
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arched entrance. The surroundi ng streets-designed for transportati on a thousand
years gone-were crowded with a variety of parked vehicles that for a few nonments
threatened to force them a consi derabl e di stance away. However, just as Brim was
preparing hinself for a significant hike, she finessed the skinmer into an
incredi bly small opening between an arrogant-1|ooking |inobusine and a dil api dat ed
delivery vehicle less than a block fromtheir door. He saluted this masterfu
Hel msmanship with | oud appl ause. Then they picked their way over the uneven
pavi ng bl ocks, |aughing and tal ki ng about every subject inagi nabl e-except the
war .

Her flat occupied all of the top floor, two double doors in its dusky,
ol d- fashi oned drawi ng room provi di ng unobstructed views of the darkened
har bor - now occasionally lighted by flashes of lightning froma stormout to sea.
The ceilings were delicate tronpe |'oeil scrolls connected to painted caneos
franmed in white and touched with gilt agai nst backgrounds of pastel nauve,
sapphire, and jade. The curtains, furniture, and carpets all blended into one
exquisite-totally feninine-whole. An ornate coner fireplace in dainty tiles
bl azed cheerily between the doors-its glow seened to warmthe whole of Brinis
war-torn Universe. Velvety nusic wove patterns of incredible el egance through
air spiced by wood snoke, perfune, and the yeasty odor of baking bread. "Like
it?" she asked.

"I love it,"
its owner."

She sniled warmy and blew hima kiss. "l asked the caretaker to start the
wood before we got here," she said, settling into the corner of a great plush
couch that fronted the fire. "It seens his timng was perfect.” She lit an
aromatic nmu' occo cigarette and indicated a wall cabinet between two
anci ent-1ooking oil paintings. "I have both e'lande and what ny deal er assures
me is sonme perfectly respectable Logi sh Meem over there. And, M. Brim if
you'll be so good as to pour, | shall patriotically start with e'lande."

"I admire that kind of patriotism®" Brimdeclared with nmock solemity as he
strode across the room "Fortunately, the national Carescrian beverage is water,
nmostly polluted, so | enjoy considerable patriotic |atitude." He opened an
ornate door. In the glimer of hovering G owOrbs, a half-dozen shel ves crowded
by liqueur containers of every possible shape and hue surrounded three sides of
a wai st-high counter. This latter held a pair of crystal goblets, an ornate
decanter of clear liquid that snelled Iike e'lande when he pulled the stopper,
and a hal f-dozen flasks of elderly-looking Logish Meem Choosing the latter for
hinsel f, he filled each of the goblets and carried themto the couch. "To the
‘one of these days' that finally came true," he said, delivering the e lande to
her mani cured hand, then touching the rimof her goblet with his.

"To tonight," she said, looking up at him She saluted with her goblet and
t hen si pped.

At that nonment, she was so painfully sensuous that Brimfete hinself |o0sing
control of his enotions. Taking both a deep breath and a | ong draught of nmeem
he stepped to the double doors and | ooked out at the scattering of lights that
fronted the bay. Wiile he stared, a |uminous cascade bust into |life far out on
the water, |engthened, then accel erated across the darkness until it vaulted
into the starry sky, echoes fromits passage ranting the door's crystal panes as
he stared in utter fascination. Eventually, its navigation |ight disappeared
among the stars, and then he felt her standing cl ose beside him

"You do love starflight, don't you?" she asked quietly.

"It's about all | know," he answered, |ooking into her brown eyes.

Suddenly, as if someone else were in control, he set his goblet on a nearby
table and drew her gently into his arns, the sensual fragrance of perfume heavy
in his nostrils. She cane with no hesitation, nolding herself easily to his
chest and searching his eyes, nouth open slightly and Iips pouted. "May 1 Kkiss
you?" he whi sper ed.

"I think you'd better," she sighed in a | ow voice, then delicately placed
her free armaround his neck and covered his nmouth with hers. Her breath was an
erotic blend of nu' occo and e'lande as she kneaded his |ips gently.

O a sudden, he found himself trenbling like a raw fifteen-year-old boy. He

Brimuttered quietly as he shed his coat. "It's beautiful-1like
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tightened his enbrace while he pressed her lips until he could feel her teeth
agai nst his. Her breathing began to shorten and her nouth opened wider. His
breath shortened, too-considerably-while his heart began to pound against his
chest.

Then the pressure on his neck ebbed and her |ips wthdrew as she took a
deep breath. Her eyes opened and blinked slowy before she dropped her arm and
| eaned back in his enbrace, nodding w de-eyed at the goblet of e'lande she was
holding at a perilous angle. "WIf Brim" she said with an enbarrassed little

smle, "if we keep that up, | amgoing to spill e'lande all over ny carpet
and..." She gestured with her hand. "Well, you knowwe haven't even had supper."”
"One nore," Brim begged.
"One nore like that, and by the time | feel |ike cooking again, everything

will be burned to a crisp."”

Brimrel eased her after a final enbrace, and they retired to opposite ends
of the couch to kick off their shoes and finish their drinks. There was still a
whol e Uni verse of interesting things to | augh and tal k about, but now Brimcould
no longer force hinself to take his eyes fromher Iegs. Nor did she seemto be
very commtted to snoothing her skirt any farther toward her knees than the
position at which it had originally cone to rest when she sat in the deep
cushi ons.

In due tinme, Brimrefilled their goblets, then-at the insistent tone of a
hi dden tuner-followed Caudia into the kitchen. Much of the tantalizing roomwas
l'ined by carved wooden cupboards and pantries adorned with copper inplenents of
every size and description. One end was dom nated by a | arge bl ack-nmetal stove,
clearly operated by an ol d-fashioned flane nechanism He smled. Sonehow, he was
not a bit surprised, although the little he knew about this wonan was cl osely
related to starship technol ogy and Hyperlight Drives.

Donning a ruffled apron and huge flowered nmittens, C audia opened the oven
and renoved two gol den-brown | oaves of bread that she set on a nearby counter to
cool. They filled the air with a yeasty scent so agonizingly delicious that Brim
found he coul d-to sone degree-forget how tantalizingly provocative this
natural |y sensuous wonman coul d be.

In short order, she prepared the renmi nder of their supper while Brim
reposed like crowned royalty in a stout wooden chair, watching with the rapt
fascination of the uninitiated. Truly, he had very little, experience with such
a cookery-or cook. After Kabul Anak's early raids, he had known only
institutional cooking-when he could get even that. Now, he found hinself totally
absorbed in warnth and pungent, nouthwatering odors while he watched an
extravagantly beautiful worman bustling in the nost outl andi sh exanple of a
kitchen that he could inagine. "Small Universe,"” he thought to hinself.

Eventual I y-only just short of his comrencing to gnaw on his chair-C audia
directed himto fill two fresh neem goblets at an exquisite glass table in stil
anot her softly lighted room Then, with great bustle and fanfare, she fetched a
steani ng tureen of soup and served their plates beneath ornate silver
hem spheres. Subsequently, considerable food, Logish Meem and tine di sappeared
before their conversation rallied to anywhere near its previous |evel

Much | ater, after a thoroughly preposterous dessert-that C audia admtted
she had purchased-they retired to the couch and the fire for liqueurs. This
time, Brimpermtted no distance between them He felt wonderfully full and just
the slightest bit tipsy after their second bottle of Logish Meem Beside him
Cl audi a rel axed on the cushions, drawing on a nu' occo cigarette in a long silver
hol der. Her cheeks had adopted a healthy blush as she stared into the fire and
her skirt reveal ed significant expanses of bl ack-stockinged | eg above her knees.
Wthout a word, Brimplaced his arm around her shoul ders.

Only after long nonments did she turn to | ook up at hi mstudying his face
with a grave expression in her brown eyes. Abruptly, she seened to reach sone
concl usion, for she strai ghtaway placed her |iqueur on the end table and quashed
out the half-finished nu' occo in a spicy puff of snoke. Wth a little
hal f-sm e, she next took the liqueur fromhis hand and set it beside her own,
then | eaned back in the crook of his armand took a deep breath-her eyes fairly

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...e%20Helmsman%2002%20-%20Galactic%20Convoy.txt (118 of 168) [1/31/2004 1:08:38 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2002%620-%20Gal acti c%20Convoy.txt

sparkling. "You are a very handsonme and desirable man, M. Brim" she signed
"When are you going to ask ne for another kiss?"

Al nost before he realized what he was doing. Brimaffectionately pulled her
cl ose and covered her partially open nouth with his. This time, they began
gently and tentatively, but when Brimfound his |lips again pressing wet inner
menbranes, his heart begin to hammer once nore in his chest and he di scovered
his resol ve evaporating before he'd gotten it fairly in use.

Suddenl y, she threw both arms around his neck and squeezed al nost
desperately. After that, things becanme a ot |less gentle and tentative.

"This could get out of hand," he numbl ed shakily, opening his eyes for a
nonent .

"I know," she whispered, blinking once or twice. "I think it already has."

In spite of hinself, Brimfelt his hand slide to cup her breast. It was
much larger than it appeared-delightfully heavy and firmas he gently fondled
its sensual curve.... Then his breathing suddenly went all out of control, and
he found himself fairly gasping for air.

"S-stop, WIf," she murmured, pushing his wist away, "not our first tineg,
pl ease. "

"S-sorry..." he stuttered, struggling desperately with hinmself, but his
passion continued to grow with each nonent-and clearly, so did hers.

Once agai n, he cupped her breast, his heart now thundering in his ears like
a runaway Drive.

Twi sting her body slightly in his arnms, she touched his wist once nore-and
her hand lingered there for a noment. Then, with a snothered sigh she slowy
drew her sweater up and out of the way. "What harmcan it do," she whispered,
her voice now, urgent and out of breath. "You couldn't hel p knowi ng how nuch
I'"ve wanted you."

"Universe..." Brimwhispered, feeling the incredibly soft nakedness of her
skin warm his trenbling hand. Monents after he started to gently finger her
taut, swollen nipple, she thrust her tongue into his nouth with an ani nal
urgency, and her hand dropped to his crotch. After a nmonment of funbling, she
gave a little gasp and grasped himeven tighter. He was ready...

Long after they conpleted their first-quite violent-coupling, Brimand
Claudia clung to each other in trenbling silence while coals fromthe fire
shapped and spit in the fireplace. At last, he arose and threw another |og on
the fire. As she lay back on the runpled cushions in the firelight, her noist
body shone in a flickering study of soft shadows and rounded hi ghli ghts.

Brimmarvel ed silently as he feasted his eyes on the | oveliness before
hi m had he purposely tried to discover Margot's opposite, he couldn't have made
a better job of it. Were one's beauty was bl ond and epheneral, the other's was
| uxuriously dark and hirsute. Margot's breasts were small and pointed with pink
ni pples while Caudia's were large and round, tipped by great dark aureol es and
generous paps. Margot herself was a |large woman with truly sensual grandness;

Cl audia, on the other hand, was small and wel| proportioned, graced by just a
touch of plunpness-precisely where it bel onged. Both, however, were quite alike
in one inportant elenent: when sufficiently aroused they could nmake fierce and
intenperate love-in the nost deliciously unrestrained and |icentious expressions
of pure carnality be could imagine...

Brimand C audi a dozed and nade [ ove until false dawn |ightened the storny
horizon out to sea. He was again relaxed in a corner of the couch, wistfully
delighting in her unique beauty by firelight, when his ears caught a famliar
thunder in the air-Defiant. Covering hinmself with his discarded coat, he stepped
quietly to the rain-streaked doors-just in time to recogni ze a uni que shape as
it thundered out of the clouds. C earance |anmps glowi ng brightly in the
darkness, the graceful cruiser swept over Grand Harbor in a perfect arc-like a
ship a tenth her size. Only Aramwoul d be flying her that way, Brimthought with
a grin. As her landing lights split the stream ng darkness with three powerful
beans of dazzling silver, he could alnost hear the litany in the young
A zurnian's mind: one seventy on the airspeed-not a whisker nore or |ess-and
four threes on the Verticals; turn crosswind at five-hundred irals, then
simul taneously reset the Verticals to exactly one thousand and turn for a tight
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downwi nd. . .
Claudia stirred on the sofa, and he turned to face her. She had opened her
eyes to frown at himagain, still conpletely unm ndful of her nakedness-as if

they had been living together for years. "That was Defiant, wasn't it," she
asked.

"It was," he said with a smle. "How could you tell?"

"By watching you, WIf Brim" she said a little proudly. "I think perhaps
have | earned to read you."

Bri m pl aced his coat on an end table and sat beside her, still wholly

awest ruck by the consummate beauty nmanifested before him He took her hand and
| ooked into her eyes. "Wat el se do you read?" he asked.

Her face broke into a little smle, and she squeezed his fingers. "Do you
really want to know?" she asked with a serious | ook

"I really want to know," Brimsaid, grinning as he gently rubbed the
delightful nound of her stonach.

"Hmm " she said, w ggling pleasurably under his hand, "one thing |I read
there is a nost profound | ove for deep space-and all the ships that ply it. But
then," she declared with a faraway | ook, "I already told you about that."
Suddenly she frowned a nonent, smling a little wistfully. "No woman will ever
conpl etely possess you because of it, either.”

"I wonder," Brimsaid thoughtfully, finding hinself drawn inexorably across
hal f a galaxy to the Torond, "if that mght not be all too true...." Abruptly,
he stopped rubbing. "Wat else do you read in ny face?" he asked.

"Well," Claudia declared in a quiet voice, "sonmetines your eyes are full of
sadness, WIf. | guess |I've always wondered if there was soneone already in your
life." She smled wistfully. "I suppose |'ve always been afraid there was."

Suddenl y, she frowned and pursed her Ilips.

Bri m shook his head for a nonent, gently leaning forward to place his hands
on her shoulders. "I won't lie to you," he said, brushing her lips with his.
"There is sonmeone whom | think | love, but she is awfully far away and..."

An indignant | ook suddenly crossed Claudia's face. "Soneone you | ove?" she
asked indignantly, pushing himback to a sitting position. "Great Universe," she
said angrily, indicating the surfeit of crunpled tissues littering the floor
"I'"ve lost track of how many tines we've nmade | ove tonight-what would she think
of you now?" She raised her eyebrows and peered down at his hand on her stonach.
"What woul d she think of ne?" She groaned. "You could at |east have told ne
before we started this, WIf Brim ['Il adnmit that | was every bit as horny as
you-but even so, |I'mnot used to spending the night on ny back entertaining
sonebody else's man!" She glared into his face. "Do you have any i dea how easy
this sort of thing is for a single girl in a port city like Atalanta? If |

wanted to get laid, | didn't need to cone to you."

Brimstarted to open his nmouth, but she held up a silencing hand. "I'm not
finished yet, you hypocrite," she said, drawing up her knees. "I could have a
different man here every night if | wanted to-but I've got a hell of a lot nore
pride than that. | don't sleep with just anybody. And let ne tell you-I never do

it with a man that | think bel ongs to anot her woman." She shook her head. "She's
a long way off, eh? Well, you poor baby! Wiy didn't you take care of yourself at
Payl ess before you came here?..."

Brimground his teeth and remained silent until she seened to be finished.
Then he firmy put his hand on her arm

She scowl ed, but let the hand remain.

"You didn't let nme finish, Claudia," he said in good tine, |ooking her
directly in her eyes.

"Al'l right," she admtted grudgingly. "I suppose | didn't." She gl owered.
"But is there anything else to say?"
"There is," Brimanswered calmy. "I'lIl admit that ny brains have been

hangi ng between ny | egs tonight,"” he said. "And pretty nuch everything you've
been thinking about ne is true. But," he added, raising his index finger in
front of her face, "when | said 'she is far away,' | didn't nean only far away
in distance. She has recently married soneone else...."

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...e%20Helmsman%2002%20-%20Galactic%20Convoy.txt (120 of 168) [1/31/2004 1:08:38 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2002%620-%20Gal acti c%20Convoy.txt

Claudia's carefully plucked eyebrows rose suddenly and she pushed back into
the cushions. "Married!" she gasped.
"Married," Brimassured her.

"Ch, Voot!" Claudia nuttered in a nuch subdued voice. "lI'msorry. | guess,
then, she wouldn't nmind much at all, would she?"

"You can be quite sure of that," Brimanswered. "In fact," he added,
staring off into the roomthoughtfully, "I rather suspect that she'd be glad

we' ve gotten together this way." He gently drew her fingers to his |ips-they
snelled strongly of love. "There," he whispered, "now you know ny secret. Can we
still at least be friends?"

She | ooked thoughtfully into his eyes and pursed her lips. "Yes," she said
after a tinme, "we nust be friends, that's very inportant to nme, | find. But only
friends, even when we share a bed-or a couch." She sniled. "I have a few other
acquai ntances in town," she said evenly. "I broke a date with one of them
yest erday afternoon."

"No permanent plans with anybody?' Brim asked.

"None," C audia said enphatically. "Qtherw se, you and | woul dn't have
sullied nmy couch the way we have. Wen it cones tine for ne to settle down,
WIf, then he'll be the one."

He nodded. "I think I"'mfinally beginning to know you a little bit," he
said sinply.

"CGood," she said, "and now, M. Brim there's something | want to know
about you."

"What's that?" he asked with a rai sed eyebrow.

"Pronmise to tell ne the truth?"

Brimgrinned. "And hope to die," he declared.

"Al'l right," she said, looking himdirectly in the face. "Wen you are-"
she shrugged "-you know, panting and groaning |ike you do..."

"Yes?" She had little roomto go on about his panting and groani ng, he
thought with a private snile.

"Wl l...who are you thinking about?" she demanded. "Her or me?"

Bri m | aughed. "You," he assured, "every tine."

She sniled broadly again with her teeth on her lower lip. "I actually think
that you might be telling the truth." she said.

"Thanks," Brimsaid. "I ambut | guess there's no way | can prove it."

"Wl l," d audia began, her face coloring for a nonment. "If you're really
interested, there is sonething you can do to nmake ne feel sure of your words."

"What's that?" Brimasked seriously. "I think I'd do damed near
anything...." Hs voice abruptly trailed off when C audia drew her knees up

agai n.

"Prove it, WIf Brim" she denanded in an urgent whisper. "One nore
time...."

As norning sun began to streamthrough the wi ndows, Brim shared a badly
needed shower with C audia, then relaxed on her bed-for the first time-to watch
her toilette and discuss the relationship they seenmed to have defined during the
night. "How could | stay angry with you, WIf?" she asked through a hal f-dozen
hair pins held in her teeth. Frowning, she inspected her coiffure in a |arge
mrror behind her cluttered bureau. "I wanted you as nmuch as you seened to want
me." She brushed a few | ast strokes, then carefully inserted the pins one by
one. "And," she added at | ength, "whether or not you know it-or even
particularly care-you gave ne the nost wonderfully scandal ous ni ght | have ever

spent. | could forgive nearly anything for that." Ginning in spite of a sudden
bl ush, she bent slightly to peer down at her crotch. "I shall be quite tender
there, | suspect...."

Wthin the netacycle-in anple tine to report for norning watch-Brim
returned to Defiant with a light heart, the sure know edge that he had nade a
lifelong friend, and a noderately strained back. The latter, he realized, was
part and parcel of this nost delightful and intimate new rel ationship. He
woul dn't have changed things if he coul d!

Late in the week, Collingswood invited C audia and a nunber of her civilian
associ ates on the Payless Affair-as Project Canpbell had cone to be known-to a
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top-secret awards cerenony in Defiant's secured wardroom There, am d rousing
cheers and appl ause, she presented Cal houn, Ursis, and Barbousse with |nperial
Conets for their work against the "latest threat fromthe League," as their
engraved citations read. Following this, she sumoned a thoroughly surprised
WIf Brimto the forward end of the room and handed hi ma shining gol den

envel ope enbossed with the G eat Seal of the Enpire

Enbarrassed and a little flustered by the unexpected attention, Brim
concentrated on opening the splendid envel ope instead of listening carefully to
what she had to say. Only the words "Enperor's Cross" and a thunderous round of
appl ause regi stered before he renoved the presentation material -a personal note
fromGeyffin IV, sumoning himto Aval on "as soon as events pernmit" to
personal ly receive the nedal itself.

Shaking his head in disbelief, Brimwas quick to discount his part of the
m ssion, but Collingswood only | aughed and woul d hear none of his protestations.
"Sorry, Lieutenant Brim" she said with a grin. "You will have to take that up
with the Enperor hinself when you get to Avalon...."

That evening Bri monce again dressed in nufti-escorted Claudia to the
Payl ess war ehouse where old Prize was conm ssioned an official Inperial vessel
and delivered to the Admralty Intelligence Operations Division. Subsequently,
she woul d continue in the extraordinarily hazardous D-ship role to which she had
been nodi fi ed- manned excl usively by volunteers fromthe covert side of "The
Firm" as COM NTEL was known, and operated froma secret |ocation. At
t he-unspeci fi ed-concl usi on of these duties, ownership would automatically
transfer to the sprawing Inperial War Miuseumin Aval on, where she would go on
permanent display as an inportant historical artifact.

Fol | owi ng the cerenonies, Brimstood on the Payl ess wharf, sheltering
Claudia fromthe bitter wind and flying spray with his coat. Qut on the canal,
Prize was just beginning to gain way over the racing white caps, her old
Lateral s thundering defiance at the darkness. Just before she vanished in
cascades of spray behind the corner warehouses, Caudia' s armclasped his wai st
tightly, and he turned to find tears streaki ng her cheeks.

"Those 'volunteers' at The Firm" she said over the dimnishing tumult,
"I'"ve heard what kind of missions they fly. "W'l|l never see her again, wll
we?"

Brimbit his lip. Hs mnd had been following a disnmally simlar path.
"Probably not," he said as the |last breakers fromthe starship's wake cascaded
under the wharf and broke on the stone seawall beyond. "Nor will we see the
likes of her again, either. Ad Prize was special, sonehow "

"Strange," Caudia remarked as they turned back to the warehouse, | eaning
into the teeth of the wind, "but |I think it mght be better that way. | can't
see her ending up in a stuffy nuseum... She wouldn't fit there. She'd be..
bored, WIf."

Later that night, with Caudia asleep in his arns, Brimsmled wistfully,
reflecting on her words. She was right, of course. Every starship he'd ever cone
to know had her own uni que personality-like proud Defiant, and tough old
Trucul ent before her. Even the treacherous Carescrian ore barges.... Prize would
likely spend the renmi nder of her days in one |ast, great adventure-the kind she
had known since the nonment she first soared out fromthe ancient C overfield
yards nore than two hundred years in the past. And then she woul d vani sh forever
in a blaze of glory.

He nodded his head and cl osed his eyes, sinking dreamly into the warnth of
Claudi a's perfuned fragrance. Not a bad way to go, he thought as sleep began to
overtake him Not a bad way to go at all....

Chapter 8

ANTI QUARI ES

Shortly following Prize's departure and the subsequent closing of Payless
Starnotive Sal vage-"Just when we were starting to get a couple of calls,”
Bar bousse conpl ai ned with a chuckl e-the pace of the war suddenly-and

om nousl y-sl ackened. C early, Kabul Anak was concentrating his forces in

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...e%20Helmsman%2002%20-%20Galactic%20Convoy.txt (122 of 168) [1/31/2004 1:08:38 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2002%620-%20Gal acti c%20Convoy.txt

preparation for the com ng assault. Sinultaneously, reports fromlnperial spies
i ndicated that small squadrons of Triannic's heavy warshi ps continued to
sortie-in support of Liat-Mdal's troop transports, it was assunmed. But the
League's main battle fleet remai ned stubbornly in harbor near Tarott.

During a rare norning of inactivity-Defiant was not due out until the
subsequent daybreak-a note from d audia inforned Brimthat she would be | ate
meeting himafter work. He frowned in disappointment; nearly all her evenings
had been spoken for since Defiant's |latest planetfall, and he was eager for her
conpany. Now at odds and ends until well into the evening watch, he was idling
outside the main hatch when Wellington and Ursis suddenly appeared on the brow

"What' s goi ng on?" he asked, gazing indolently over the surroundi ng expanse
of jam packed gravity pools. Rumor had it that nearly one hundred fifty fl eet
units had been tenporarily relocated to the big base, and even the skies-teened
wi th shi ps.

"Until tonorrow norning' s takeoff, friend WIf, very little," Usis
decl ared over the reverberations of a battleship and three heavy cruisers
thundering up fromthe bay in lofty cascades of spray.

"Actually," Wellington interjected, "Nik and | just now stopped by your
cabin and found you were gone. W' ve signhed out to tour the G adygroat
monastery. Wuld you like to go along? You could be our guide."

Bri m shrugged-he certainly had enough tine to kill. "Wy not?" he said with
agrin. "lt's a pretty fascinating place. |I'll sign the Good Book and be right
with you." Mnents later, the three Blue Capes were on their way al ong the brow
toward the swarmng public tramstop....

"Voof!'" Ursis exclainmed, stepping hesitantly onto the vast circul ar expanse
of the Conmmpbns Room "I have never seen the counterpart of this-not even in the
G eat Wnter Palace at G ontow. "

"I'"ve never even seen Grontow," Wellington quipped in an awestruck voice.
"Great Voot, WIf, you weren't exaggerating about this place."

Brimonly smiled. "There's a lot to ook at," he said.

"Indeed," Ursis said, pointing to the G eat Donme of the Sky above them
"The light source up there-a Kaptnor G seed, isn't it?"

"My stars," Wellington gasped, peering up over her glasses, "I believe it
is. I've only read about them of course-miniature accretion disks that enit a
| um nous beam of energy. They've focused this one through that funny |lens up
there-the one that says 'Power.'"

"Apparently so," the Bear said with a | ook of fascination. "I |ast saw one
during my days at the Dityasburg Institute on Zhiv' ot-where we trapped one for a
few days in a special plasma retort." He shook his great furry head and | aughed.
"And fromwhat | |earned there, | would wager that enough energy exists in that
one little beamto snuff out an entire planet-or cause a nmajor flareup in the
surface of a star."

"Are you serious?" Wellington asked with a frown.

"Conpl etely serious, ny dear Dora," Usis replied. "Properly positioned,
the beamfromthat little G seed could probably Iift this whole nonastery off
its foundations. In fact," he added, "the gol den cone over there-the one with
the word ' Truth' carved around its base-is probably the only reason that it
doesn't." He nodded his head with an approving snile. "The old
Gradgroat-Norchelites provided quite an energy source for their display here-one
with enough power to last. | like that kind of engineering!"

"Wait just a cycle, N k," Wellington demanded, eyeing the reflecting cone
and scratching her head. "You say that beam of light could |aunch this nonastery
into space? Forget you're a theoretical engineer and explain this to ne in terns
| can understand."

Usis smiled-he was quite into his elenment now. "Cearly, the way our
Gradygroats have things set up here, Dora, the cone serves to shatter the main
beaminto thousands of little ones-which it then reflects harmessly back to the
ceiling as lighted 'stars' for the display of the heavens. But if sonething were
to nove that cone," be continued, "the beam would have nothing to defuse its
energy, and-this close to its source- would continue right through the floor
with enough thrust to lift everything out into space." He | aughed. "Such an
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event would make things dreadfully difficult for the Friars...."

"I't would serve the idiots right,"” Wellington grunped. "The very idea,
wasting all that energy to power a preposterous display." She shook her head.

"' Preposterous' is only a relative term" Ursis pronounced sagely,
"especially when one deals in religious matters."

"l suppose you're right," Wellington admtted, "but | still think the whole
setup's nothing nore than a wild flea in Voot's beard. The very idea...."

In the next half netacycle, Brimand Usis strolled on around the room
taking in all the displays on the ground floor while Wellington | ost herself
scrutinizing gloriously detail ed hol onodel s of the Gradygroat space cannon. Wen
they'd completed their circuit of the vast circular floor, she was still deep in
reflection. "Fascinating," she said as her two conrades approached, "but
primtive. It's a classic study in ideal Rycantean design. Wapons nakers were
wonder ful | y hardheaded and practical in those days. Little wonder the Admralty
boffins haven't studied it for centuries."

"Did they build cannon that could live up to the | egend?" Ursis inquired
with a smle. "It is said that the ones in orbit here could vaporize |arge
asteroids with a single round."

Wl |i ngton thought for a nonent, then nodded accord. "G ven enough power,

Ni k," she declared, "artillery systens |like this probably could. They're
certainly designed to handle a | ot nore energy than anything |'ve ever
encountered. "

"But would they fire?" Brimasked. "I renenber fromyour classes that
nobody was ever sure they'd go off."
"Ch, | think there's little question that they would fire," she decl ared.

"It's sinmply that no one has discovered how to punp that kind of energy up there
to them" She smled and rai sed her eyebrows. "You probably also renenber from
those classes that the forts are solely powered by one, ol d-fashi oned Ever GEN
unit-and that's barely enough to naintain the environment and keep them oriented
toward Hador for warnth." She shrugged and grinned. "But if they did have a big
power plant-sonmething like a large solar flare,"” she added with a chuckle, "the
Gradygroat cannon woul d undoubtedly be the nost powerful weapons in the known
uni verse-by an order of magnitude...." Then she frowned. "N k," she said,
pointing to the ceiling, "do you suppose they sonmehow ran the space forts from
this G seed, too?"

"Li ke beami ng energy up to the cannon?"

"What do you think?"

The Bear shook his head. "You said it yourself, Dora," he said. "Those big
di sruptors need sonething on the order of a solar flare to power themup-and a
big one if you wanted to fire fromall thirteen forts in a salvo. Beaned energy
falls off rapidly. The G seed here probably couldn't even nobve anything bigger
than a pebble if it were fifty c'lenyts or so distant."

Vel | i ngton snapped her finger and grinaced. "1 shoul d have guessed that
nmysel f," she said, chuckling good-naturedly and turning to Brim "I suppose
we'll have to fight old Triannic with ships after all, won't we, WIf?"

Brimput his armaround Wellington's broad shoul ders and grinned. "Looks
that way," he said. "But with you handling the disruptors, we won't need all
that power, anyway."

"I's true," Ursis pronounced with nock sagacity as they noved off toward the
nmonastery gardens. "In this day and age, it is accuracy that counts! Not power."

Later, seated around a dimnutive table at one of the outdoor vcee' shops,
the three had just finished a round of steam ng, sticky-sweet cvcesse' when a
fragil e-1ooking Zuzzuou swooped down fromthe afternoon sky and side-slipped
toward the landing area. "I want to watch that |anding fromclose" quarters,"”
Brimsaid, junping up fromthe table. "I'lIl owe you for the cvcesse'!" Vaulting
a hedge and a bal ustrade, he covered the short distance in good tine to watch
the cheerfully painted little spaceship settle into place on its gravity
pool -savoring the singular sort of design philosophy that could place a high
control bridge at the stern of such an angul ar, top-hanpered hull. Smling, he
took in the arched wi ndows-nuch |ike the ones on the big tramhe'd ridden to the
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nmonast ery- ol d-f ashi oned handrails, exposed docki ng wi ndl asses, built-up
skylights on the cabin roof, and canvas dodgers rigged over the short

conpani onways to the brow. Its Hel msman, a huge brute of a nan, was no nore
mundane than the vehicle he flew Stationed presently on the cabin roof near the
bows, he was vigorously turning a huge Crank jutting upward abaft the starboard
| andi ng beacon. Like all Zuzzuou drivers, he wore a great silken turban wound in
swirls around a tall scarlet cap that protruded through the top |ike a nmountain
through a cloud. H s bl ack-and-white striped space suit | ooked alnost drab in
conpari son.

It was wonderful....

When at some length Brimlooked around for his conpanions, he found them
near the passenger gate in rapt conversation with one of the returning Friars.
He wasn't surprised-at the vcee', Wllington had vowed to remain at the
monastery until she at |east talked to one of the nmonks. Brim chuckl ed, judging
that she'd probably seduce one if she thought it would hel p. Wen he neared, it
was clear that she'd started by asking about the nonastery's strange notto.

"As a sinple gunlayer, | have no fixed idea what the notto means, nilady,"
the Friar responded politely. He was probably tall and powerfully built, but now
his shoul ders were bowed with fatigue. H's face was |ined not so nuch by age as
by deep, habitual concentration, and his eyes were those of a professiona
sni per-though there was an air of gentleness in every line and feature of his
being. "In our faith," he continued, "we are taught to believe that the notto
will manifest itself when such becones necessary."

"And what, Gunner Maas, do you perceive as 'necessary'?" Wellington asked,
al nrost nose to nose with the tired-1ooking Friar

"Why... a threat to the existence of our Order, nmlady. Wat else?"

Wellington snmiled wyly and stepped back. "I don't suppose | can think of
anything nore inportant than that," she agreed. Then she rai sed her eyebrows.
"And you say the cannon were created for the first occasion that The Order felt
threatened from space?"

"Aye mlady," Mas replied, setting his battered knapsack beside himon the
grass in resignation-clearly, the man recogni zed that no respite would cone
until he satisfied this nost persistent group of tourists. "As The Faith
teaches," he said patiently, "when runors of invasion reached the ancient
Gradgroat and Norchelite Tenplars, they conbined forces to build thirteen
orbital bulwarks and fortify themw th the ultimte space cannon."

Bri m nodded to hinmsel f-it squared with what C audia said.

"When was that?" Wellington asked. "I understand it was during the First
Age of spaceflight."

Maas rai sed his eyebrows and smiled. "MI|ady knows her history," he said.
"W are taught that the last fort was conpleted in Standard year twelve
thirty-five minus."

"Twelve thirty-five minus,” Wellington repeated thoughtfully, nodding her
head. She shook her head in anmazenent "Mre than a thousand years before the
foundi ng of today's Enpire."

Ursis nodded, returning his gaze to the Friar. "Ancient, to say the least,"
he comented, rubbing his furry chin. "Nevertheless, it is nmy understanding that
a nmere thirteen of these primtive weapons once destroyed an entire invasion
fleet. Are they the same thirteen that orbit Haelic even today, Gunner Mas?"

"So teaches The Faith," Mias answered proudly.

"Where did they get such prodigi ous amobunts of energy?" Wellington asked.
"I could find only small, auxiliary power plants in the nobnastery hol onpdel s.
And those were barely adequate to neet the denands of the forts
t hensel ves-certainly not the cannon."

Maas rai sed his eyebrows for a nonment and nodded agreenent. "Your perusa
of the holonpdels was entirely correct, mlady. Only rudinentary power is
supplied at the forts, and it is barely adequate to satisfy day-to-day
survival." He nodded his head. "Unless one is a firmbeliever in The Faith, it
is sonetines difficult to accept the know edge that all required energy will be
supplied when the time of need arrives."

"OF that | amcertain," Usis agreed synpathetically.
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"However, if one does believe in The Faith," Mias continued, raising a
tutorial index finger, "our Gradgroat-Norchelite Fifth Article of Religion
states ' The Space Cannon, that were created for the protection of Cvilization,
will receive power from Truth when they are again vital to the needs of
Civilization-but not before."

"And that's enough for you, Gunner, eh?" Usis asked deferentially.

"It is," Maas assured him "It has to be."

"So you everlastingly preserve these huge weapons in preparation for a day
on which they may once nore be needed,"” Wellington stated.

"That is true, ma'am" Maas declared solemly. "W maintain them according
to the Holy Metal Book of Specifications."”

"And | assune that should both the power and the need appear
si mul t aneously, soneone will know how to use the cannon thenselves," Ursis
declared with a great frown.

"Ch yes, sir," Maas answered enphatically. "Excellent sinulators have been
in constant use for centuries. Holy Laws require that the forts are al ways
manned by at least two firing crews, each with a m ninmum of five years
training."

"Even when there's no power to fire the real things?" Wellington asked.

"As | have stated a nunber of tines, mlady," Maas repeated enphatically,
"The Faith assures us that when power is needed, power will be supplied." Then
repl aci ng his backpack on his shoul der, he bowed. "Kind visitors," he said, "I
nost now take ny leave. | have endured Iife in orbit for two solid nonths, and
am not yet accustoned to gravity here at the nonastery.'

"Wait," Wellington said persistently, "lI'msorry | nade such an issue of
the power." She placed her hand on the Friar's arm "One nore question, QGunner
Maas- pl ease. Hador rides lowin the afternoon sky, and we oursel ves nust soon
return to our ship."

"Very well, mlady," Maas replied good-naturedly. "One nore question,

t hen. "

"How m ght one see the space forts?" Wellington asked breathl essly.
"By Zuzzuous, mlady," Maas replied with a quizzical frown. "O have
m ssed your question?"

"Only alittle,” Wellington said with a smle. "How should I-personally-go
about getting up there? Could | ride in one of these Zuzzuous?"

Maas shrugged. "I should never state that such was possible only, for
menbers of The Order, mlady," he said. "But | believe that to do so would
require special intercession by the Abbot." He then saluted fromthe center of
his forehead, bowed once nore, and determ nedly shuffled off toward the
nonastery.

Brimrai sed his eyebrows. "Wuld you actually take your time to go up
there, Dora?" he asked.

"Wel I, antique weapons are ny stock in trade, after all," Wellington
rem nded him "And once this war's over, | expect to continue teaching people
about themthat's of course if Geyffin wins and | don't get nyself permanently
zapped in the process." She shrugged. "So maybe there isn't any way now of
getting power to those old space cannon. | amstill convinced that they did fire
at one tine, and because of that they're worth |l ooking into." She giggled
m schi evously. "Especially worthwhile now when the Hi story Faculty budget
doesn't have to pay for a trip to Haelic...."

Much | ater that evening, Brimdiscussed his day's tour with
Claudia-including Wellington's interest in the G adygroat space cannon

"She really got herself caught up in the old G adygroat forts, did she?"

Cl audi a chuckl ed as she bustled about in the savory aronmas of her kitchen
"Well, WIf, she's not the first to be fascinated-nor likely to be the |ast.
Sonetinmes | think it's a national pastine."

"She is a recogni zed expert on antique weapons systens," Brim cont ended.

"Mm" Claudia murnured, lifting the lid of a steaming pot, "and |I'mat
| east-a recogni zed expert on the preparation of torgo puddings, WIf Brim What
do you say to that?"
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"You are a recogni zed expert on a lot nore than puddi ngs, C audia
Val enont," Brimremarked as he got up fromhis chair. "But right row, | have
very little interest in starship nmaintenance or anything el se al ong those |ines.
Monents later, she was in his arms, giggling while he unbuttoned her blouse. As
usual, she had neglected to wear anything under it....

After supper, they again relaxed to share |iqueurs before her fireplace.
"Defiant's due out tonorrow, isn't she?" she asked, nestled in the crook of his
arm

"She is," Brimasserted.

Cl audia turned her head to ook up at him "Just in case | forget tonight,"
she told him "tell Dora Wellington that I'll have the Abbot's perm ssion for
her space-fort visit when you get back." She grinned. "It's the least | can do
for her part in making you an Inperial Hel msnman-and bringing that tal ented body
of yours here to Atalanta...."

Shortly after Defiant passed through LightSpeed the next norning, Brim
received an extraordinary personal KA PPA nessage from Aval on-delivered by the
hand of the COW operator who had received it.

K321681 SANBVA

[ UNCLASSI FI ED]

FM | MPEHI AL PALACE

TO WA BRIM@CL. 921: U W

I NFO COWFLEETOPS, COLLI NGSWoOD@rL. 921: U'W

<<129BDNXCGEIUCRT783Q 4ASKJ- S- FSDVBLKJ >>

1. LT. BRRM IT IS OQUR PLEASURE TO PERSONALLY SUMVON YOU TO OUR ROYAL
PRESENCE AT THE | MPERI AL PALACE | N AVALON FOR THE PURPCSE OF TENDERI NG AN
EMPEROR S CRCOSS | NTO YOUR HANDS | N ACCORDANCE W TH TRADI TI ONS OF THE FLEET: AT
MORNI NG WATCH PLUS THREE, 23/51996. YOUR SPONSOR WLL BE DR. A. A BORODOV.

2. DUE TO THE EXI GENCI ES OF WAR, REGULATI ON UNI FORM | S REQUI RED.

[ END UNCLASSI FI ED]

PERSONAL REGARDS

GREYFFI N 1 V SENDS

Q7WO 9

A second KA' PPA nessage arrived on its heels, also personally delivered
fromthe COW section. This one was marked "Secret" and transnitted by one
L. K. G gNoord, personal secretary to Geyffin IV. It provided coordi nates and
times at which a courier ship would rendezvous with Defiant to pick up Brimon
his way past Avalon-as well as drop himoff when Defiant passed on her return
trip with the I atest convoy. Once be finished reading this nessage, he actually
started to believe he mght really be going to Aval on again.

Bef ore the watch was over, everyone, it seened, felt obliged to traipse
through the control bridge, personally congratulating Brimby slapping himon
the back or shaking his hand. Both becane remarkably tender before he finally
turned the controls over to Wal do and escaped to his cabin. There, behind a
| ocked door, he struggled for two solid netacycles to di scover sonme way of
| etting Margot know he was on his way, but none of his schenes nade any sense at
all. Unfortunately, the new Baroness of the Torond had been quite specific that
she woul d contact himwhen the time cane do so.

Finally devoid of fresh ideas, he relaxed by browsing idly through his
mai | . Much was the usual junk, but mdway through the Iist a nessage fromA A
Bor odov caught his eye and he enabled it imediately. In his display, the
el derly Sodeskayan's muzzl e had become significantly whiter in the year that had
passed since he and Brimserved on the sane ship, but the Bear hinself was not
changed at all. His nmessage of congratul ations was so warm and sincere that Brim
could alnost feel it. Later, as he continued to scroll through his nessage |ist,
Bri m consi dered the singular honor old Borodov had accorded him The el der
Sodeskayan was now consi dered by nmany to be the nost brilliant researcher of the
Enpire in his field of propul sion physics.

Abruptly, he caught sight of an entry sourced: EMBASSY: THE TOROND. Heart
poundi ng i n sudden anticipation, he touched activate, then held his breath
waiting for Margot's golden curls to appear in his globular display...

They did not. Instead, the display filled with standard synbol s that
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spel l ed out an invitation-and not the kind he had expected at all
TO WIf A Brim Lt., I.F. @lL. 921
FROM Rogan LaKarn, Baron, the Torond
@ Enbassy of the Torond/ Aval on

Your attendance is requested at a ball saluting the Honorabl e Yossobb
Lotord, Emissary to the Court of Mgrund XXIV. In keeping with wartine
protocols, regulation uniformdress is requested.

Eveni ng Watch: 25/51996

Enbassy of the Torond

Avenue of the Patrons

Aval on

Frowning, Briminmredi ately understood that Borodov had already notified
Margot of his inpending arrival. Bears always seened to know how to handl e such
affairs. The invitation-on the evening of his audience with Geyffin |IV-was
clearly her answer, and it contained nore man one neaning for Brim The nessage
itself was nmere "boilerplate,” witten for inpartial-and inpersonal -transmn ssion
to a standard guest list by unseen enbassy secretaries. The fact that his had
been sent separately-a nere Lieutenant's nane woul d never appear on such a
|ist-was sure sign of Margot's hand. However, since no personal touch
acconpanied it. Brimwas also led to the inescapable conclusion that this would
finally be the first of their encounters when they would not be able to "touch."
@ ancing at her tiny holoportrait-one he had torn from a nagazi ne- he wondered
how wel | he woul d nmanage the situation. Omnously, he failed to conjure even a
single positive specul ation

Three days later, Brimfound hinself in the junp seat of another speedy
little LK-91 as it runbled in for a flaw ess, predawn | anding on Aval on's Lake
Mersin, then taxied snoothly onto a tree-lined gravity pool. He felt a nonentary
sadness sweep over himas he thought of the last tine he'd seen Avalon's
mlitary conpl ex- Margot had net hi m besi de one of these pools...

As he carried his |lightweight softpack through the packet's main hatch, he
spi ed a massive black |inmousine at the bottomof the browreflecting the first
rays of a dawning Asterious triad. Easily the nost el egant nonflying machi ne he
had ever encountered, it was manned by two tall and athletic drivers who sprang
fromthe front seat and snapped to attenti on when he reached the foot of the
brow. Dressed in formal red coats, and bl ack jodhpurs of Inperial Guardsnan,
they had the short haircuts, small nmean eyes, and arrogant chins that wordl essly
suggested the breed of superpatriots who renorselessly followed all orders,
under all circunstances. Every drop of Brims Carescrian bl ood distrusted both
men i mredi ately.

"Li eutenant Brin?" one of them asked politely. He had a | ong scar across
hi s chin.

Bri m nodded, wondering if the man ever snil ed.

"May we see your identification, please?" The quiet words were no request.

Wordl essly, Brimproffered the HololD fromhis tunic.

Both drivers spent considerable tine conparing it to his face before they
finally handed it back. "Thank you, Lieutenant," the scarred one said at |ength,
clicking his heels crisply .and clinbing into the port-side driver's consol e.
The ot her Guardsman hel d the back door open while Brimentered a spacious
ophet - | eat her passenger conpartnent. Monents later, the skinmer departed at high
speed in a shower of layla blossons-spring was glorious in Avalon!-with Brim
wyly considering that were it not for the ophet-leather interior, the whole
affair would seemrather nore |ike an arrest than anything el se.

Inlittle time at all, the big |inmousine was speeding effortlessly through
the early-nmorning traffic on tree-lined Vereker Boulevard as it foll owed the
shore into downtown Aval on, Brim shook his head, recalling that his last two
rides on the Vereker had al so been in |inousines, but neither belonged to the
Enperor hinsel f-nor one that had made such rapid progress through traffic. The
prom nent Inperial flags fluttering on either side of its w ndscreen appeared to
be at least as effective as a siren. Wien people saw those |oonming up fromthe
rear, they noved over! Soon the Desterro Mnunent flashed by on the right and

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...e%20Helmsman%2002%20-%20Galactic%20Convoy.txt (128 of 168) [1/31/2004 1:08:38 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2002%620-%20Gal acti c%20Convoy.txt

then the gl eami ng ruby arch over the Grand Achtite Canal. In a few cycles nore,
the Marva tower had passed into their wake. Follow ng that, congestion on the
Ver eker increased exponentially as they began to traverse inner districts of the
sprawing city, but they were deep into the Beardnore Section before traffic

sl owed to Aval on's usual norning comuter crush. Brimchuckled as they craw ed
past row after row of historic buildings. At |least every third one appeared to
be propped up by sone sort of scaffolding. A wonderful place to |live, Margot
used to say-if they ever finished it....

Then the bottl eneck was behind them and they were gliding through
Courtland Plaza, slowing for the perilous traffic circle around Savoin fountain
and easing toward a curb lane for the sharp turn through the Huntingdon Gate and
into the grounds of the Inperial Palace.

At the precise noment they slowed for the guard station. Brimbegan to
conprehend that this was not nerely a short |eave he had finessed to Aval on. He
actually was going to see the Enperor-and soon! He swallowed hard as the awfu
reality began to sink in-a thousand Gorn-Hoffs were preferabl e! Taking a deep
breath, he forced his hand away fromthe | atching nmechanismtoo late to junp
ship now, anyway. But what in the name of Voot's big toenail was he-a poor
Carescrian-doing at an audience with Geyffin IV, Grand Gal actic Enperor, Prince
of the Reggio Star Custer, and Rightful Protector of the Heavens? He shook his
head in sudden panic. He ought to be getting back to the ship-surely there was
sonme mstake.... Then, just as he was about to open his nouth, his alternatives
evaporated when the Iinopusine pulled snoothly out of the guard station, coasted
across a vast gold-brick plaza, and cane to rest at an enornously wi de
staircase. Like it or not, be had arrived!

An instant |ater, the door was pulled open by a slight, gray-haired
i ndividual with a narrow face, prom nent nose, and the nearsighted eyes of a
secretary. "Lieutenant Brim" the nan said, extending his hand, "welcone to the
I mperial Residence-1 amcalled Lorgan, and while you are here, | shall render
any assistance that | can." Despite his peculiar |ooks, his handshake was firm
and nmascul i ne. Qpening his tabul ator board, he inserted a few quick marks, then
|l ed the way up the staircase, through an ornate col onnade, and into a great
mrrored | obby whose vividly colored ceiling was painted with allegorical scenes
fromEnpires | ong past.

Whi | e Lorgan busied hinmself with a brace of efficient-looking aides at an
ornate desk, Brim studied heroic inmages of ancient starships behind nmen and
worren dressed in vintage spacesuits. He recogni zed sone of themfromhis early
school studies. Mst appeared to be planting archaic versions of the Inperia
flag on wild-1ooking | andscapes that-by now had surely beconme sonme of the great
cities in the Gal axy.

After a few noments, Lorgan provided Brimwith a tracking | ozenge and a
tunbl er of sparkling water, then put his hands on his hips and shook his head.
"Far be it fromnme to criticize the perfection we have fairly swirling around us
today, Lieutenant," he declared, "but we seemto have reached a snag al ready.

H s Most Gracious Majesty, Geyffin IV, already finds hinself behind
schedule-and it is my bet that he will continue to fall behind as the netacyel es
pass. Wre | you, | should prepare nyself for a long day of cooling nmy heels.”
Wth that, he shoul dered Brim s softpack, showed himto a confortable waiting
room whose exits were controlled by nore patriotic-looking Guardsnen, then
excused hinself and vani shed around a corner. Shrugging, Brimfound hinself a
confortabl e divan and began to | eaf through a news display. He was stil
twenty-five cycles early for his audience when Lorgan ushered an el derly Bear
through the door. "I understand you two know each other," he said with a wi de
grin.

"Anastas Alexyi!" Brimexclaimed, springing to his feet to hug his old
friend in the Sodeskayan fashion. Thank you for com ng here!"

"But how could | be anywhere else, Wilf Ansor?" Borodov asked in his
accented Aval onian. "You are like a son to this old Bear-and | am nuch pl eased!"
Li ke Usis, he had a huge furry head with rounded ears, long aristocratic
muzzle, |arge wet nose, and sagaci ous eyes set in whorls of the reddi sh-brown
fur that marked Bears of truly patrician breeding. Many silver strands had been
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finding their way into the old gentlenman's tonsure of |late, however, and-to
Brims way of thinking-the total lack of artificial coloring spoke vol unmes about
his outlook on life. As usual, his uniformwas perfectly tailored-and he was
wearing the insignia of a full captain.

"Voot's wig," Brimblurted. "You' ve been pronoted. Congratul ations!"

"Even the Admiralty makes m stakes," Borodov said with a grin. "But I
decided | would not tattle on themthis tinme. Research noney cones much easi er
to those with rank, | find in ny dotage..."

Wil e they rem nisced, Lorgan excused hinself only to reappear a few cycles
|ater carrying a tray of delicious patiaseries: tarts, turnovers, pies, trifles,
strudels, cream puffs, eclairs, and a graceful silver pot of steam ng, delicious
cvcesse'. "As | told Lieutenant Brim" the secretary said, "it may take a while
t oday. "

‘1t is not to fuss about matters out of your authority," Borodov said,
gesturing with both hands. "'No matter how cold the w nd bl ows, Bear cubs and
crag wolves find warmcaves 'til spring,' eh?"

"Absol utely, Doctor," Lorgan replied without batting an eye. Cearly, he
was quite used to high-level visitors from Sodeskaya. ..

During the next metacycles, it certainly wasn't as if they suffered from
poor treatnent. Wiile the norning watch wore on, Lorgan escorted the Bl ue Capes
to an exquisite private dining room where they snacked on rare Bries, Bel
Paeses, Canenberts, Minsters, and Tilsters with delicate crackers and fruit
wedges. Then, after a lengthy tour of the pal ace-afterward, Brimswore he and
Bor odov had seen nore than Greyffin hinself!-they repaired to another private
dining roomfor a lunch of oysters, prawns, and |obsters fromall over the
Enpire, served with rich, crusty breads and green sal ad, everything washed down
with a rare bubbling Logish Meem Their formally dressed waiter topped off the
meal with frozen creans and sweet |iqueurs.

And still no sign of Geyffin IV....

M dway t hrough the afternoon watch, the two friends were still a mllion
c'lenyts fromrunning out of interesting subjects to discuss, but Brimwas now
noder ately enbarrassed about squandering Borodov's afternoon. It had becone

clear that the Bear was now an inportant factor in the overall Inperial research
effort. At length, Lorgan appeared again in the doorway-and shook his bead.
Brimsmled wyly and gl anced at his tinepiece. "Still busy, eh?"
"Still busy," Lorgan affirnmed. "Looks as if it'll be alittle while yet

before we get another shot at His Nibs." He turned to Borodov. "Doctor," he
said, "your office has been on the line alnpbst constantly for the | ast
met acycl e-and. .. "

"Maybe you ought to go, Doctor,"” Brimsaid quickly. "I'lIl see you again
tonight, won't [?"

"But of course,"” Borodov said. "I shall be here at the beginning of Evening
wat ch." Then he frowned and shook his head solemly. "Mich as | dislike
stranding you here, Wilf, | suppose | really should go. Some di scoveries are
born with nuch difficulty."

The secretary nodded enphatically. "I think it would be a good idea, Dr.

Bor odov. "
The Sodeskayan shrugged phlegmatically. "I shall then take ny | eave. But |

shall return in plenty tine for the ball-Lorgan will make sure | find you." Wth
that, he lunbered out of the door and down the hall

"I know of your plans for tonight, Lieutenant,'
personal ly sorry for these del ays."

Lorgan added, "and | am

Bri mshrugged, "First things first," he said pragmatically. "It clearly
isn't any fault of yours."
After a sunptuous supper in still another private dining room this in a

high tower with a splendid view of the city, Lorgan excused hinself after fresh
table Iinens were spread for dessert.

Bri m had stepped to the wi ndow and was peering out over the city-wondering
idly where the Enbassy of the Torond might be in the maze of lighted
streets-when he heard the door open behind him "I take it His Nibs is stil
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busy," he said wi thout turning. Borodov was due within the netacycle, and he
didn't want to mss himor the chance to see Margot.

"No, my boy," a deep voice chuckled quietly. "His Nibs has finally
escaped. "

Brimstiffened. It was not the voice of Lorgan the secretary-but one he had
often heard on broadcasts. Taking a deep breath, he slowy turned fromthe
wi ndow. .. he was correct. "Your Royal Hi ghness," he whispered, shapping to
attention.

"Do relax, Lieutenant," the Enperor said, offering his band with a snile,
"I amdelighted to nake your acquaintance... for a nunber of reasons." He was a
spare man of medi um hei ght - neither young nor ol d-who | ooked surprisingly like
the pictures that hung in every Fleet starship | arge enough to have a wardroom
Dressed in a nagnificently tailored Fleet uniformwith the insignia of a ful
Adnmiral -he wore his gray hair short, parted on the left, and conbed straight
back froma narrow face. He had cl ose-set gray eyes on either side of a
promi nent, squarish sort of nose, a striking noustache, and a dimnutive,
poi nted beard. In his free hand, he carried a small wooden box.

Brimsniled to hinself as he gripped the Enperor's soft, dry hand. He'd
been so sure he wasn't going to neet this man that he'd had no chance to becone
nervous! Al in all, Geyffin IV was a rather ordinary-I| ooking person-except for
that particular bearing of total inperturbability that seens to define everyone
who is born rich and powerful .

"I say, Brim" the Enperor nmuttered, setting the box on the table and
lifting its lid, "you certainly have cone a long way for this," Inside was an
ei ght-pointed starburst in silver and dark blue enanel with a single word
engraved in its center VALOR It was attached to an ivory sash enbroidered in
gold with the words GREYFFIN |V, GRAND GALACTI C EMPEROR, PRI NCE OF THE REGE O
STAR CLUSTER, AND RI GHTFUL PROTECTOR OF THE HEAVENS. Opening the sash, he deftly
placed it around Brim s neck, then stepped back and frowned. "Looks quite
first-rate," he observed presently, pursing his Iips and noddi ng his head.

"Thank you, Your Mjesty."

Geyffin laughed a little. "You are nbst wel cone, Lieutenant," he

acknow edged, "but |'mdashed if I'Il believe you are very thankful for having
been put off so nuch today. | amquite aware that | was supposed to nmeet with
you during the Mrning watch." Then he sighed. "I amalso aware that | amon the

verge of keeping you fromyour assignation with ny niece tonight at the Enbassy
of the Torond. WIf Brim" he said with a little smle, "you are a nobst
persi stent young nman."

Brims insides suddenly turned to ice. "Your Highness?" he asked.

"My niece," Geyffin pronpted, "Her Serene Mjesty, Princess Margot of the
Ef fer' wck domi ni ons and Baroness of the Torond." Then he smiled a little sadly.
"The | ady who woul d probably be your wife right now were it not for ny
i nterference."

“I... I," Brim stammered.

Geyffin held up a hand and sniled synpathetically. "Ch | know that you
won't discuss this matter, Brima trait that | find nost conmendable. It tells
me a great deal about you as a person, and about ny niece as well." He snmiled
musi ngly again. "I should have known to trust her judgnent. She's too discerning
to be taken in by a nere social clinber."

Bri m opened his nmouth, but Greyffin held up his hand again.

"Wait, Brim" he said. "Since nothing can change the circunstances that you
and Margot find yourselves in, let |east nmake sure you know that you have ny
under st andi ng, and synpathy-if not ny approval." He frowned, then snmled a
little wistfully and stroked his beard. "I should be a fool if I thought | could
talk either one of you into calling off your affair. | suspect it is the rea
thing, as they say. My beautiful and wonderfully disrespectful niece has already
| aughed scornfully at that suggestion, and | cannot imagi ne anyone with your
service record being discouraged by a nere Enperor." He chuckled quietly and
nodded, | ooking Brimdirectly in the eye. "Yes, right-ho. She is beautiful, you
young scal awag. Very beautiful-1 can't blane you at all."

Stunned, Brim shook his head and rai sed his hands to his chest, pal ns up.
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"l don't know what to say, Your Highness..." he stanmered.

"Don't say anything, Brim" the Enperor responded with a warmsmle. "I
shal |l have to dash off in a nonent-nore neetings, you know. That's how we
Enperors earn our nodest livings, if you haven't guessed by now. " He gl anced off
through the wi ndow for a nonment. "Regrettably, Brim LaKarn's in town tonight,
so | doubt if you and Margot will be able to do nuch nore than | ook |ongingly at
each other. But there will be a future-unless you get yourself killed in this
bl oody awful war. And it's that future that concerns nme now." He frowned for a
monent, then pointed a nost Inperial finger at Brinis mddle. "Young man," he
said, "as your Enperor, | nmake only one demand concerning this matter: that you
are... careful in your relationship with nmy niece-very careful. Her nmarriage is
of profound inportance-to the Enpire, at least. And, as | believe she has
al ready conveyed to you, it is therefore considerably nore significant than
either of you as individuals." A large warship thundering out of the distant
base at Lake Mersin rattled the windows and nonentarily claimed the Enperor's
gaze before he turned his attention again to Brim "Quite sorry to be so
indelicate," he continued, "but | amreally not terribly particular about with
whom she sl eeps, just so long as she is reasonably di screet about her
af fairs-and, of course, the first child doesn't look |like WIf Brim After that,
if any of themgrows up with extrenely black hair, a dinpled chin, and fancies
of driving those bl oody star buses you love, that's precious little of ny
busi ness.” Wth that, he extended his hand. "Once again, Lieutenant," he said,
"ny personal thanks for your extraordinary bravery and conmmitnent to ny
Enpire-jolly decent in the light of your Carescrian background...."

Brimfelt his eyebrows rise as he shook the Enperor's hand again. He never
expected anything like that.

"I don't rule well in Carescria," the Enperor continued, |ooking him
directly in the eye, "as | amsure you know all too well. Perhaps we shal
di scuss that another day. Meanwhile, keep up your efforts against the League.
doubt if Nergol Triannic would do much nore to inprove things-and at |east | am
now painfully aware of ny omissions in that part of ny dom nion."

Then he was gone. ..

Brimstood for long nonents in shock, staring at the enpty doorway-which
monentarily filled with the ever-present Lorgan

"Doctor Borodov is at the spinward portico. Lieutenant," he said. "I trust
you had a favorabl e audience with His Nibs." Just as if it were an everyday
occurrence. ..

Brimhad rarely seen Margot in the presence of LaKarn-and never since their
weddi ng. He was stunned at the difference it nade. Their eyes net for the first
time in the reception line at the Enbassy of the Torond; she was perhaps five
persons away. |n her peach-col ored gown and | ong white gl oves, she was nore
beautiful than ever. She recognized him clearly-but with what a difference.

Her e-toni ght-they were no | onger |lovers, only good friends, alnost as if she had
sonehow donned a nask that only he could see.

Totally absorbed in a discord of conflicting enotions, Brimfollowed
Borodov blindly toward the noisy ballroomthrough clouds of perfune and scented
smoke until a detached voice from somewhere announced, "WIf Ansor Brim
Li eutenant, Inperial Fleet," and abruptly he was shaki ng hands wi th Rogan LaKarn
hi msel f.

"Ah, hello Brim" the man said with a-forced?-nonchal ance. He was tall and
handsone, dressed in the luxurious black mlitary uniformof a Colonel in the
elite Hoffretz' Quards. Hi s severe features were custom nade for the w sps of
nmoust ache that decorated a slightly curling upper lip, and his cold blue eyes
fairly radi ated power and affluence. Brimhad to admt, he was quite a package.
"So happy you could be with us tonight," he was saying. "Od Borodov tells ne
you' ve just come fromthe Palace. Congratul ations, for the Enperor's Cross, old
man. Quite an honor, and all that."

"Thank you, Baron," Brim nunbled, finding hinself at a conplete loss for
words. "I do feel honored indeed."

"Yes, | can imagine," LaKarn asserted, turning to Margot. "M dear, |I'm
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certain you will be... pleased to wel cone this highly decorated Carescrian into
our hone. | believe you two were close friends at one tine."
"WIf," she said, giving hima quick little hug, "I'mso proud of you!" For

one heart-wenching nonent, her small breasts were pressing his chest, her
special perfunme strong in his nostrils.

"You are beautiful," he whispered in a tornment of enotion.

Then her |ips brushed his-dry and cl osed, al nost inpersonally.

Every atom of his being ached desperately to take her in his arms and..
except he couldn't do that. Her husband was standing right there beside her....
The whol e thing was |ike sone crazy, troubled dream Universe knew he was
desperately thankful just to see her face again-but it wasn't enough. He |oved
her. And he couldn't do a xaxtdammed thing but | ook!..

Then suddenly, she was introducing himto a fat little gnone of a nan with
beady eyes, huge turned-up noustaches, a grin that seened to stretch fromear to
ear, and a great wart on the side of his nose. Brimconpletely mssed the
nane- whi ch seenmed to be all right anyway because the grinning dwarf spoke with
such a heavy accent that there was no conmmuni cation possible in the first place.

After an eternity of confusion, he conpleted the reception line. Then
Bor odov was beside himin the crowded, noisy ballroom placing a generous gobl et
of meeminto his hand. "Maybe this will help a lyittle, ny friend," he said.

It did.

Throughout the evening, Brimand Margot found precious little tinme to
t hensel ves, and on those few hurried occasi ons when they did, they had no
privacy. But their eyes nmet often, and they spoke volunes, at least. In the end,
however, there was really no effective neans to comrmuni cate. Bri mwas conpletely
hel pl ess to speak the words he so urgently wanted to convey. |In desperation, he
once even asked her to dance, but he was so grievously inept that he soon found
hi nsel f driven fromthe floor, stanmering apol ogies, his face burning from
enbarrassnent in spite of her protests

After that, he would gladly have bolted, were he able. Unfortunately, as
Bor odov expl ained with a great deal of understanding, such an exit was |largely
i npossi bl e-at | east not before the guest of honor departed. Subsequently, every
passing nonent tore a little nore fromhis flaggi ng conposure.

Late in the evening, as he politely attenpted to follow a profoundly
scientific conversation anong Borodov and a small circle of clearly high-1leve
researchers, Brimfelt a hand on his shoul der. Swi veling, he encountered the
square-jawed, athletic countenance of Crown Prince Onrad, Geyffin's only son
and Margot's second cousin. "Your H ghness," he said, turning carefully-he'd
si pped consi derable meem by this tine and he knew it-"1 had no idea you would be
here. It's good to see you."

Onrad gripped his el bow and | ed himaway fromthe Borodov gathering.
"Brim" he said, with a synpathetic smle, "for a man who has just received the
Enperor's Cross, you | ook al nost happy enough to be a professional pallbearer.”
He shook his head slowy. "But then, so does nmy blond cousin. | warned you both
back on G nmas Haefdon that you'd pay a high price for your |ove."

Brim | ooked Onrad directly in the eye and returned the man's smle. "Your
H ghness,"” he said, very slowy so as to avoid slurring his speech, "once again,
I have no idea what you are talking about...." He steadied hinself while the
roomtilted slightly. "Princess Effer' wck-LaKarn and | share only casua
friendship." Then he raised a tutorial index finger. "But," he continued with
great concentration, "it seens to ne that the affection of a woman |ike your
nmost al luring blond cousin would be worth any price-what soever."

Onrad shook his head slowy as he continued to grip Brims el bow. "She nust
really be sonething else," he nuttered. "I greatly adnmire you, Brim" he said
with | ook of esteem Then his eyes glimered with sudden whinmsy. "Consider it's
only because of the nedal," he said.

Brimbowed slightly. "I hunbly thank you. Your Highness," he said.

Onrad bowed in return. "Keep up the bloody good work you do in the war," he
sai d. Then he pressed Brinm s el bow and vani shed into the crowd.

During the renai nder of the evening, Brimand Margot managed to touch hands
only twi ce before-at long |ast-the guest of honor departed. Shortly afterward, a

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...e%20Helmsman%2002%20-%20Galactic%20Convoy.txt (133 of 168) [1/31/2004 1:08:38 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2002%620-%20Gal acti c%20Convoy.txt

svelte garnering of Torond nobility occupied LaKarn at the exit, and suddenly
Mar got appeared beside him took his arm and-as if he were | eading-directed his
steps to a tiny, curtained al cove. Mnents later, she was at last in his arns,
her ki sses warm and noist-and her lips excitingly parted. "Sweet Universe,
WIf," she sighed, "it's been a | ot rougher tonight than | thought it was going
to be."

Bri m nodded in silence, then pressed her torso closer to his, totally
consuned by a thousand delightful sensations her body sent pul sing through his.
"A |l ot rougher,"” he munbl ed.

"But at least we got to speak and see-and this," she said, her breath
suddenly short and | abored, "even these few stolen nonents together is better
t han none at all."

"Yes-Universe yes..." Brimagreed just before she snothered his lips in
ki sses. His heart thundering in his ears, he was just beginning to | ose hinself
when a femal e whisper on the far side of the curtain warned, "Your H ghness,
he's asking for you!"

Mar got suddenly froze, gasping as if she had ran five mles. She forced her
eyes closed for a nonment, then took a deep breath and pushed herself fromhis
enbrace. "Until the next tine, nmy love," she said, placing a | ace handkerchi ef
in his hand and frowni ng. "Take care of your face-l amall over you." Wth that
she dodged through the curtain, and Brimfound hinself alone in the alcove with
only the ghost of her perfune-and a terrible feeling of enptiness. Shaking his
head, he carefully swabbed his face to renove her makeup, pocketed the
handker chi ef, and returned to the ballroomfloor. Mnents |ater, Margot energed
froma nearby anteroom as fresh-looking as if she had just arrived at the ball.
Their eyes net one last tinme-she made a sad little wi nk-then she joined LaKarn
with a dashing group of black-uniformed officers off at the far end of the
ballroom It was finally tinme to | eave

Col l ecting Borodov fromstill another crowd of admiring intellectuals, Brim
retrieved his cape and followed the old Bear to their |inousine. Ahead |ay
continued revelry, and eventually a Bear-sized bed, at the form dabl e Sodeskayan
Enbassy across town where he spent the remai nder of the night.

Next norning, beneath the towering Col onnade of Wnter, Brimbid
af fectionate farewell to Borodov and a nunber of other Sodeskayan hosts. By this
time, he was furtively curious about Sodeskayan sl eeping habits-or, nore
properly, the lack of such habits. Every Bear he'd ever encountered appeared to
be either working strenuously or playing strenuously-day and night-w th nothing
i n between.

Al ong Vereker Boul evard, he found hinself contentedly dozing on and off as
two burly Sodeskayan Guardsnmen snoothly piloted their massive Rill-15 |inousine
through the heavy traffic as if it were a child's toy. All in all, he considered
sleepily, it had been as good a trip as possible. Certainly his persona
audi ence with Geyffin IV turned out to be an exciting occurrence in his
|ife-and the Enperor's Cross was nothing to sneeze at, either. He buried his
nose in Margot's perfunmed handkerchief. He'd been assured that she still |oved
him too, though he'd since begun to have distressing anxieties about their
whol e rel ati onshi p-and what he suspected it cost Margot to sustain it.

As the big skinmrer drew snoothly to a halt beside his waiting packet, Brim
noti ced another |inousine already parked in the gravity-pool |ot. He shrugged-no
telling whom one m ght encounter on these special Inperial flights. He thanked
the grinning Sodeskayans as they opened the heavy door for himand handed him
his softpack. Then, as they deftly swiveled the big skinmrer around in its own
| ength, he was stopped on his way to the brow by a nowfaniliar voice fromthe
ot her vehicle's w ndow.

"Brim suffer ny presence for a few nonents nore this norning-1 shan't keep
you long." It was Rogan LaKarn.

Frowning, Brimset his softpack on the brow platformand strode warily
toward the |inousine, every sense alert for the slightest anbiguous novenment. At
the other end of the brick expanse, LaKarn opened his own door and set out in an
opposite direction. They nmet in the middle; neither extended a hand.
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"Hear ne out," LaKarn entreated with a serious look. "This won't take |ong
because-frankly-1 don't like your conpany any nore than you |like mne."

"I't's your party," Brimreplied evenly. "Wat is it you want to say?"

"Sinply this," LaKarn said alter a nonent of unconfortable silence. "I
cannot permit you to |leave here with the m staken inpression that | am
insensitive to the pain | caused you |last evening. On the contrary, |
under st and, and even countenance, your hostility toward nme, Carescrian. Wre our

situations reversed, | should probably feel the same ennity toward you." He
grimaced in the cool shadows of the early-spring norning, then touched Brims
arm and | ooked himdirectly in the eye. "I can give you no hope in your quest

for my wife," he continued, "but at least credit ne with knowing full well the
grounds on which she agreed to our narriage-as well as why you will not
relinquish her |ove."

"1 have no idea what you are tal king about, Baron," Brimsaid with an
expressi onl ess face-inside, however, he was churning like a gravity storm

LaKarn smled wyly and continued as if Brimhad never opened his nouth.
"It is also a fact that | cannot blame you in the slightest for how you feel -she
is a splendid woman, by the Universe. There are times when | think | could even
| ove her nyself, were you out of the picture...." He shut his eyes for a nonent,
then shrugged with his hands turned up at his sides. "That's it, Lieutenant WIf
Ansor Brimand lover to ny wife. It's off my conscience now." He turned to
| eave, then stopped for a nonent to point a finger in the center of Brinis
chest. "You may not always think so in the years ahead, but you are a fortunate
man i ndeed. "

"And you, Baron," Brimanswered quietly, "are a gallant nan." No ot her
wor ds seened appropriate.

Long after LaKarn's |inousine departed, Brimstood at the boardi ng hatch
staring sightlessly along the enpty road, noved to the very core of his
exi stence. Shortly after takeoff, he withdrew to his cabin and sel dom energed
until the rendezvous with Defiant two days later. During that period of nearly
total isolation, his rival's hopel ess words echoed constantly in his nind: "...I
think I could actually love her nyself, were you out of the picture...."

Brims guilt festered rapidly in the loneliness of his tiny
cubicl e-especially when he cane to realize that Margot nust often find herself
as despondent and | onesone as he did. He remenbered the frantic ending to their
| ovenmaking in the back of the |inousine-when they were forced to squander their
precious nmonments with the fool Hagbut. And later the few stolen netacylces in
her suite when they had to fight back sleep even while they tried to nmake | ove.
And that was all they had to show for nearly a year of their lives-except for a
few sweet stolen kisses in an enpty cl oakroom He shook his head. If it was bad
for him it had to be at |l east as bad for her. Was that really what he wanted to
achi eve for this magnificent woman who loved him a life of enmbarrassment and
frustration? Suddenly he held his ears and shook his head violently. Wat in the
bl oody Universe was he trying to do?

Long before the great turning wheels of Defiant's convoy filled the little
packet's Hyperscreens, Brimhad resolved to renove hinself fromthe | ove
triangle that he knew he had created...

Back aboard Defiant, Brim soon | earned that nore of Anak's support
squadrons had sortied fromvarious starports throughout the League, but his main
fl eets stubbornly remained in harbor at Tarrott. During the subsequent run to
Haelic, it becane anply clear that the Leaguers were busy marshaling every
warship they could locate for the assault. Over its entire route, the convoy was
troubled by only three attacks, and these were nere tokens of their forner
ferocity.

Interestingly enough, top secret situation reports posted in the COW room
additionally reveal ed that no benders had yet been observed in direct attacks
agai nst Inperial Fleet units. Yet the Leaguers by now were obviously finished
with the bulk of their training operations. So far, five had attacked Prize-and
she had nethodically destroyed each of themin turn. Change was clearly in the
wi nd, as an earlier generation of Helnsnen once put things. Brimknew in his
bones that another phase of his life was rapidly drawing to a cl ose.

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...e%20Helmsman%2002%20-%20Galactic%20Convoy.txt (135 of 168) [1/31/2004 1:08:38 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2002%620-%20Gal acti c%20Convoy.txt

Defiant was on final into Atal anta when the crew was infornmed that the base
had been officially placed on ALERT-1 status. After this, circunstances began to
evolve with mercuric suddenness. By the time Brimtaxied to a gravity pool and
secured his console, the ship had been transferred from COMCONVOY to COVFLEETOPS
and reassigned to the Task G oup/16-Haelic that had been formng in zones Hl and
K24-29 for the past two weeks. The nove was not surprising. Along with Leaguer
attacks, the convoys thensel ves were al so beginning to wind down. Atal anta was
now using its hard-won provisions to ready the hosts of Fleet units that had
been arriving in a steady streamto swell the ranks of the defenders.

That afternoon, when Brimcollected his mail, a note from d audi a expl ai ned
that she had been summoned to chair a conference in the university city of
Pel | eas hal fway around the planet and would not return for the next two days.
"However," she wote, "I shall need a lift hone fromthe Cvilian Term nal, gate
31A, Evening watch plus three. My ticket indicates coach 91. If you find
yoursel f ot herw se unoccupi ed, you can pick up the code key to ny ski mrer-parked
in its usual place at Headquarters-from Rabelais Gastongay in ny office. Don't
worry if you can't nmake it-he will. Cdaudia.”

Brimsmled wyly. He'd make it, all right. By that tine, he figured he'd
need her conpany badly. Especially after he acconplished his personal plans for
t he next Dawn watch. ..

Early the next norning, with Defiant tenporarily laid up for refitting,
Brimgrimy put his personal resolution into effect. In the Drive Room he
destroyed the few physical nenentoes of his relationship with Margot, then
carefully wapped the ring she had given himin her stained handkerchief and
mailed it by way of Borodov. I|nside the package, he sealed a short note:

Dear est Margot,

Even though it grieves ne nore than words can express, | nust cease ny
interference with your marriage and t he happi ness you m ght otherw se obtain
were | absent fromyour life. | have hopes that, given proper encouragenent,

Rogan wi Il one day becone the |oving husband you nust have before your life is
conplete. After much reflection concerning our |atest evening together, it is
clear to ne that ny relationship with you has nore potential for bringing pain

t han happi ness. And happi ness, after all, is what life is all about; | w sh you
a surfeit of both. Please know that | have loved you truly and well since the
day we net.

Mai d of Av'lon! | am gone:

Think of me, sweet! when al one.

Though | range the @Gl axy,

Av' lon's where ny heart shall be:

Can | cease to |ove thee? No!

Eternal ly,

W f

For the next two days, everyone in Defiant's crew participated in a
personal inspection of the Atalanta Fleet Base by Star Admral Sir G egor Penda
Fundanental |y, this consisted of polishing everything visible inside or outside
the ship-including the ship itself-then waiting all day until the Adm ral passed
their gravity pool at high speed in his linpbusine. For Brim it served as a
wel cone diversion, in a way. Sending the package to Margot was one of the nobst
unpl easant epi sodes of his life-and he couldn't get her off his mnd.

He joined the throng waiting at gate 31Ain the Cvilian Term nal at plus
2.70 of the Evening watch-a few cycles before C audia's passenger express
thundered up fromone of the |ong-distance runnels, its bullet-shaped traction
engine still glowing fromthe heat of its passage. Turning onto an anber
track-tube siding, the serpentine chain of nmetal cylinders slowed, then floated
snmoothly to a stop alongside the platform Brimfound coach 91 third fromthe
rear, and nmade his way through the noisy throng just in tine to see C audia
descend the steps. Her face lit up as their eyes net; then she stepped to the
pl atform and was swall owed up in the press of departing passengers.

Bri m marvel ed as he pushed through the crowd. C audi a Val enont was so
remar kably beautiful that each tine she appeared in his life he had to
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reaccommodat e hinmself to her |oveliness all over again. Mnents |ater, her quick
public enbrace and kiss left his lips nmoist with a promise of delights to cone.
Her sparkling brown eyes also said that she was glad to be with himfor all the
ot her considerations that enconpassed a true-intinmate-friendship.

As usual, they found whol e Universes of provocative topics to chatter about
while they toasted and dined in one of the Rocotzio Section's elegant little
bistros. Then-a little tipsily-they retired to her hearth and couch to cel ebrate
those deliciously carnal elenments that perfected their relationship.

Early in the Dawn watch-1ong before Hador had begun to lighten the
hori zon-Brim found hinsel f once again rel axed at the end of the couch,
contenpl ati ng her radi ance by the glow of enbers in the fireplace. No royalty
here: this was a beautiful, intelligent-fascinating-wnan who nade her honest
way in the Universe by being excellent. Her long hair had becone a tangled brown
hal o around the soft features of her face. She was partially covered by a light
quilt, but her shoul ders were bare and one exquisitely dark nipple peeked out
from beneath the coverl et.

An enber snapped in the fireplace, and her eyes opened. She sniled sleepily
at himfor along tinme in the stillness of the dimy lit room then she frowned.
"WIf Brim" she said softly, "we aren't going about this very well, are we?"

"What do you nean?" Brim asked, raising an eyebrow.

She sighed. "What | mean is that | could think of very little else during

the conference except tonight-and you. I'mafraid | could becone very attached
to you."

Bri mrubbed her foot. "I think I'malready that way about you."

She shut her eyes for a nonment. "WIf," she said seriously, "conme to your
senses. | know that you are on the rebound. And frankly, if you care for this
"distant' lover of yours as nuch as | think you do, then it's ny bet that she
must once have | oved you an awful ot in return-probably, she still does."

"I't's all over between us," Brimsaid unenotionally.

She | ooked himin the eye. "I've been in | ove once or twice nmyself," she
said with a wy smile, "and | know the truth about that. It takes a long time
for love to really stop. Down deep, WIf, | think you know it, too." Pushing

asi de the conforter, she sat up on the couch and crossed her |egs on the
cushions. "Let's suppose | did let nyself go all the way in love with you," she
said, "it would be very easy for nme to do that right nowand then that distant

| over of yours suddenly decided to | eave her husband and return to your arms."
She took both his hands and stared into his eyes. "You' d either |eave ne right
then or-worse-you'd stick it out and learn to hate nme." She raised an eyebrow.
"Either way, |'d lose, right?"

Brimcould only shrug. For all he knew, she m ght be correct.

"On the other hand," she continued, "what if-right out of the blue-I net
sonmebody who sinmply swept nme off my feet? And this great, bulking stud had the
same feelings about nme?" She chuckl ed and shook her bead. "WIf, dearest
| over-let's the two of us enjoy what we have right now great sex and a
wonder ful , wonderful friendship. It's nore than nost people get fromthe best
marri ages. And-what the hell-maybe soneday we will get together. But for now .."

Brimsnmiled with relief. "For now?" he asked.

Claudi a settled back against the pillows. "W' ve got a whole box of tissues
we haven't used yet, WIf Brim" she said, wiggling her bottom "Let's get
busy...."

Three nornings later, Brimstood on Defiant's sunlit bridge checking a
number of retrofits that had been made to his Hel msman's consol e when Wl |ington
came bustling up with Usis intow "WIf," she said, a great smile on her face,
"that pretty friend of yours, Caudia Val enmont, actually arranged a tour of the
Gradygroat orbital forts! | got an invitation from Abbot Piety at the npbnastery
just a netacycle ago. Regula Collingswood was with nme when the nessenger
arrived-and said | should take NNk and you with ne. Isn't that wonderful ?"

Behi nd her, Ursis raised his eyes to the heavens and nodded his head in
resignation. '"All snow nmelts when needed,'" he quoted stoically.

"Indeed," Brimsaid, |ooking at both with a grin. "Did the Captain indicate
how we are supposed to get there?" he asked.
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"OF course,” Wellington said. "We're to take |l aunch nunber four-the little
one. She says that way she'll be sure we're back quickly if we're needed."

Bri m nodded. "She's certainly thought of everything," he said.

"You bet!" Wellington gushed. "Come on, WIf," she urged, "let's get going
bef ore sonebody starts a major war around here and interferes with the really
i mportant work."

Brimnet Ursis's laughing eyes. "I'l|l need about fifteen cycles to get
ready," he said, grinning nowin spite of hinself. "Let me throw a clean battle
suit in nmy softpack and... ah... call off a couple of engagenents. 1'l|l neet you

on the boat deck. Al right?"

"Fifteen cycles,” Wellington said excitedly. "W'll be waiting, won't we,
Ni kol as?"

"Indeed," Ursis said inpassively. "W shall definitely be waiting...."

By the follow ng norning, they had inspected eight of the thirteen orbhita
forts: enornous, nmssively arnored contraptions-perhaps three or four tines the
size of a battleship-that |ooked |ike an egg enbedded at the large end in a
thi ck, disk-shaped structure perhaps half again its dianeter. Four angul ar
turrets were nounted equidistantly around the disk's rim each equipped with a
pair of colossal disruptors: striated and finned nonsters nearly six hundred
irals long that were nore man twice Defiant's entire | ength.

I nsi de the egg-shaped portion of each fort they di scovered a scal e nodel of
the nonastery atop City Mount H Il in Atalanta, each conplete with a Power
wi ndow at the apex of the ceiling and a floor with concentric Destruction and
Resurrection rings surrounding a central cone of Truth. The only difference that
Brimcould see was that Hador itself provided the illum nating beamthrough the
Power wi ndows instead of the nonastery's G seed. He shook his head. The
outrageous G adygroats had even gone to all the trouble of building in automatic
attitude controls so that the big forts were always aligned to that light. There
had to be sonmething in their teachings that was worth going to all that
engi neering. Smling, he promsed hinself that if he could ever find the tineg,
he woul d go back to the nonastery library for serious study.

The disk structures-with their four great turrets and prodi gi ous
di sruptors-were clearly the nost fascinating elenents to both Usis and
Wel lington. After minute inspections of the firing roons and the disruptors
t hensel ves, both had becone convinced that the trenendous nechani sns were sinple
enough to be quite workable, and-insane as it seened-perfectly maintained, at
| east according to the netal pages of huge mai ntenance conpendi uns the priests
gave themto read.

The only factor that didn't nmake sense at all was the age-old issue of
suppl yi ng adequate energy to fire such phenonenal artifacts. Toward the mddle
of their visit to the seventh fort, Usis had used The Manuals to trace energy
channel s within one of the disruptors back fromits discharge tube.

I nexplicably, it seemed to end in a singularly angled breech fitting-perhaps six
irals wide-that faced a darkened crystal wi ndow of the sane size and angle in
the floor of the turret. Both Wellington and Ursis i mediately agreed that this
must constitute the power input. But what kind of energy cane through that

wi ndow and from what ?

Unfortunately, beneath the turrets, the colossal disk structures were
hol | ow for the nost part-and virtually enpty.

The vast expanse of wall directly beneath the chapel floor was nearly
featurel ess, except where it was pierced by a large crystal |ens. \Watever
function the | ens had once served was now apparently gone. It was covered on the
chapel side by the Truth cone and, clearly, retained only a vestigial
exi stence-like a simlar device nounted at the center of the opposite wall.
Aside fromthese artifacts, and the eight crystal wi ndows opening into the rim
turrets, there was little to see. As Brimtucked hinself into the sinple bunk
provided by the Friars-a far cry fromd audia's couch!-he grinned. So far, the
trip had been utterly fascinating-and utterly usel ess.

In the norning, at the ninth fort, they concentrated their efforts on the
simulation roons to see if they could pick up any clues fromthe theoretica
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operations. For two solid netacycles, the three Bl ue Capes watched G adygroat
gunners struggling with outlandi sh target environnents-literally hundreds of
simul taneous targets noving at wildly disparate speeds all the way froma few
hundred c' |l enyts per netacycle to just bel ow Li ght Speed. They got no clues to
providing the disruptors with energy, but were at |east rewarded with the
Gradygroat's unique overall strategy. As the sinmulator roomwas subjected to
"attacks," it soon becane clear that none of the thirteen forts operated

i ndependently. Instead, each was a node in a closely linked network that relied
on group firepower-it explained why each great space fort was actually four

i ndependently targeted sets of cannon. Taken as an entire system they formed a
nearly inpervious shield around Haelic, and the one clear invasion path to

Aval on.

If only the xaxtdammed Friars could fire them But then, that was at |east
part of the reason why G adgroat-Norchelites had been sniggeringly referred to
as "Gradygroats" all those years. They sinply couldn't....

Later, in the bustle of the last four forts-while Wellington searched for
anyt hing they m ght have missed-Usis concentrated his studies in the chapels.
"Wwuld it not be bizarre," he cormmented to Brim "if the answer were actually in
their bew ldering nmotto-virtually staring us in the face-and we | acked the
insight to see it? 'In destruction is resurrection; the path of power |eads
through truth.'" He shook his great furry head in frustration. "I cannot
conprehend. Voot! "Chilled claws make wel cone bedfellows with roaring
fireplaces,' if you get ny gist, WIf."

Brimsniled. "Absolutely, N k," he equivocated. "I think...."

The three Blue Capes returned to Defiant late in the Afternoon watch of the
same day with al nost unshakable faith that the cannon could be fired, and
probably had been fired at one tinme. But whatever nechani sns powered them during
those | ong-gone days had been | ost before tinme began, and it was doubtful if the
huge batteries woul d ever again find any practical use.

That night, when C audia picked himup after work, Brimcould tell from her
face that sonething serious had transpired while he was gone. "Want to tell ne
about it?" he asked while she piloted her little skimrer off into the evening.

"l guess | always have worn ny enotions on ny face," she sniffed as a tear
roll ed down her cheek. Abruptly, she pulled into an enpty parking place and
switched off the traction. "Hold me, WIf," she said in a tight little voice
"dd Prize was | ost yesterday, with all hands. | got word when | was | eaving the
office...."

Bri m conpl eted her drive hone.

In the early-norning darkness, they awakened to a special alert from
Claudia's office: after many speeches and nuch fanfare, Triannic's Battle Fleet
had finally sortied fromthe great League base at Tarrott-alnost as if he wanted
to announce his intentions to the Universe. The |ong-awaited attack was finally
under way. . .

Chapter 9
LEGACY
Hador was little nore than a gl ow on the seaward hori zon when C audi a br ought
her skimer to a halt at Default's gravity pool. Dressed in a one-piece junpsuit
with no makeup, she had been uncharacteristically quiet while she navigated the
al ready busy streets. Now she peered at Brinis face as if there were sonething
i mportant she needed to say but couldn't find the words.

"Wsh nme luck," Brimenjoined quietly, taking her dainty hand and returning

her gaze. "Before this one's over, |I'Il nost likely need every scrap and shred
can get."

Cl audi a nodded and pursed her lips. "You know you have all ny best wi shes
for that," she said with a frowm. "But strangely enough, | don't have even the
slightest doubt about your com ng back-all in one piece, too." She shook her
head. "What bothers ne is whomyou'll be com ng back to...."

Brimrai sed his eyebrows. "I don't understand," he said.

Claudia smled a little. "Maybe | don't either,"” she said. "Kiss ne now,
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WIf; all things will be revealed with tine."

Brim ki ssed her easily, holding her shoulders for a nonent. Then he opened
his eyes and continued to peer into her face. Sonmething was going on in that
gorgeous head, and be couldn't fathomwhat it was.

Wt hout warning she enbraced himfiercely, crushing her lips into his for a
| ong, inpassioned noment. When she finally released him they were both a bit
breathl ess. "There, Lieutenant Brim" she whispered with a half-smle. "That nmay
just have to tide us over sone critical nmonents in our friendship. | wanted to
make sure that you understand which direction I'mconming from if I'mcorrect.”

Brimrai sed an eyebrow.

Claudia sniled. "Call it a prenmonition,"” she said. Then she peered solemly
into his eyes. "I'll be waiting at the gravity pool when Defiant returns," she
said, gripping his hand until it hurt. "Make sure that |I'mright: that you're on
her, and all in one piece...."

"You'll not be rid of ne so easily," Brimsaid, pressing the |atch and
stepping to the pavenent.

"I shall count on that," Caudia said. She blew hima kiss. "Now we nust
both hurry." Her skinmer was noving the nmonment Brimclosed her door, and was out
of sight before he could stride hal fway across the brow

He arrived at Defiant's main entry hatch just in tinme to catch
Col l'i ngswood' s sunmmons to an energency briefing in the wardroom He rushed al ong
the corridor, taking a seat only nonments before she finished a chart on the
forward marker board.

| mperi al TypelLeague
81DESTROYERS119

23LI GHT CRUI SERS37
8HEAVY CRUI SERS4
9BATTLE CRUI SERS12
24BATTLESHI PS36

4FAST BATTLESHI PSO

O<cl assi fied>(est) 48
20M SC. SUPPORT(est) 60
169Tot al Shi ps316

While the last few stragglers took their seats, Collingswood finished her
mug of cvcesse', traded it to Ginsby for a full one, then notioned for the

doors to be closed. "Well," she started, pointing to the board, '"as if nbst of
you haven't guessed, Kabul Anak's Attack G oups have finally enbarked from
Tarrott, and what you see here are his nunbers relative to ours. Overall, the

two lists are nearly neani ngless-but certain details are worth sone
consideration." She pointed to the next-to-last entry. "Here's a good exanpl e:
the Leaguers have forty nore support ships than we have, a considerable delta
for themif statistics are your gane. In reality, however, that's bad for them
Atalanta's really the only support 'ship' we need. Renenber, Anak and his

hoodl uns are coming to us, so, all things being equal, those sixty support ships
probably aren't enough-they're counting on the use of this base as nmuch as we

are." She stopped for a sip of cvcesse' and peered at her notes for a nonent.
"Now, if we forget those support ships," she continued, "the odds drop to 149
for us and 256 for themstill awfully one-sided for the Leaguers since now we're

counting actual warships. But a closer | ook shows that eighty-six of that
107-ship delta is in destroyers and a classified type of ship called a 'bender'
that many of you will see in a briefing for the first tinme this afternoon-once
Defiant is secured. Both carry a certain sting, to be sure,”" she added with a
smle, "but they don't in any way conpare to the renaining classes-and in those;
we're nmuch closer to parity. For exanple," she said, pointing to "Light
Cruisers," "they have only fourteen nore than we do, and two of ours are
Defiant-class-1.F. S. Deadly, our first sister ship, is due in nonentarily." She
waited while a rustle of excitenment swept the room "Since we all know that one
Defiant is worth at |least ten of any other class, that |owers the odds
considerably." After these words, she was able to sip her cvcesse' for a
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significant interval

When the cheering and whistling at |ast subsided, Collingswood proceeded to
describe Anak's two mmjor fleet conponents; both had sortied in the first
met acycl es of the Night watch. "Anak neans business,"” she warned, "nake no
m st ake about that. Hs primary cluster conbi nes an Advance Attack G oup under
Rear Admiral Dargal Zark with a Main G oup that he personally comuands. The
Advance Group alone is huge: forty destroyers, seventeen |light cruisers, and
ei ght battlecruisers. Add to that the Main Group, and you're |looking at a rea
threat: twenty-nine destroyers, ten light cruisers, and twenty-seven
battl eshi ps-including the three big ones they just |aunched: Rengas, Parnas, and
Nazir. For those of you who haven't yet noticed," she warned, "we've got a
serious fight on our hands...." The mighty armada was scheduled to arrive in no
nmore than seven days' tine.

Anak's second attack conmponent was Vice Admiral Liat-Mdal's transport
fleet-the Surface Cccupati on G oup-that had spent the last twenty-ei ght days at
a staging base on maneuvers. Although these vessels also sortied fromtheir
staging area in the early netacycles of the N ght watch, they were not expected
at Haelic until at least a day following Anak's initial attacks. "These
transports," Collingswood continued, "are escorted by about fifty Gorn-Hoff and
Castol di destroyers, ten |ight Gantheisser cruisers, four ancient 200/ 300-cl ass
heavy cruisers, the five snall battlecruisers of Anak's Third Scouting G oup,
and their Fourth Battle Squadron-nine old battleships in the Lenpat and Parang
cl asses. Not exactly the stiffest conpetition, but the transports are well
prot ect ed nonet hel ess-and the way Nergol Triannic sees things, Liat-Mdal won't
need nuch protection by the tinme his ships cone into play."

Facing this, Adm ral Penda had organi zed his Atal antan defense force into
t hree defensive squadrons. The first, Task Group 16 (TG 16)-under overal
command of Hi s Royal Hi ghness, Prince Onrad-would depart alnpbst imediately to
travel at the best speed possible in an attenpt to drive around Anak's flank and
attack fromthe rear. This force had been selected fromthe swi ftest ships
available: thirty-six T- and K-class destroyers, a group of light cruisers
i ncluding Defiant and Deadly, six of the newest and speediest battlecruisers
under the flag of Rear Admiral (the Hon.) Zorn Hober, Vice Admiral Erat
Plutron's four fast battleships, and the heavy disruptors of eight battl eships
commanded by Rear Admiral Le'o Argante. TG 16 was al so ordered to intercept and
engage Liat-Mdal's transports on the way-if they could be | ocated.

The second defensive squadron, Task Group 17, was Atlanta's main |ine of
defense. It was scheduled to depart a day or so after Onrad to confront Anak's
battle fl eet head-on. This powerful arnada conprised fifty-four destroyers,
eighteen light cruisers, and fifteen of the Enpire's newest battl eships.
Unfortunately, six of the latter were even now undergoi ng urgent repairs from
recent-and severe-battl e damage

A third defensive force, Task Group 18 under the pennant of Vice Adnira
Congor Fol krum conprised Penda's |ast |ine of defense-his reserves, such as
they were. The snall armada conbi ned ei ghteen powerful P-class destroyers with
ei ght heavy cruisers and four old battleships-grizzled veterans of nore than
thirty years' duty each. These outnatched ships were to sortie as a last-ditch
defense |ine-but everyone understood that unless Anak's forces had been
significantly weakened by that time, the Task Goup could have only linited
effect before it was destroyed.

The briefing continued for nearly a nmetacycle nore, providing details the
crew woul d need for their departure during the second N ght-watch netacycle.

Col I i ngswood saved one final announcenent for the end. She had been naned
commander of Task Group 16's light cruisers, and Defiant would carry the
desi gnation COM LC-16 under conmand of acting Captain Baxter Ogl et horp Cal houn

Brimgrinned to hinself as he nade his way through the excited throng
toward the bridge. No doubt about it, Carescrians were on their way up in the
Fl eet-at | east one tiny segnment of it, anyway...

During the last few nonments of Dusk watch, Brimrelaxed at his gl ow ng
consol e whil e noi ses of inmnent departure swept the bridge. Somewhere behind
him a Reynol ds wave-tuner nuttered in its casing as it cycled frequencies. He
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could feel the steering gear running through its spherical pattern, and deep in
the bowels of the ship a gentle pulsing indicated that U sis had the gravity
generators idling in preparation for takeoff.

Qutside, rain spit occasionally froma |low ceiling, but underneath the air
was clear. Below Defiant's bridge, nooring squads noved al ong the wet hull netal
securing dockside gear, pulling covers fromthe optical nooring system and
doggi ng down inspection hatches. On an adjoining gravity pool to port, |I.F. S
Deadly noved restlessly to the shifting wi nds, her bridge Hyperscreens agl ow
|ike scowing, hooded eyes. Brimsmled in spite of the grimcircunstances-the
new cruiser certainly looked as if she were aptly naned, at any rate. Far out to
sea, the green light froma navigational buoy blinked in the darkness as it rode
to the swells, and the old G adygroat hymm abruptly surfaced from sone recess of
his m nd:

Ch Universal Force of Trath,

That guards the honel and of our youth,

That bidd' st the m ghty cosnbs keep

Thi ne own appointed Iimts deep:

Oh hear us when we ask your grace
For those at peril far in space...

Sonehow, the venerabl e anthem seened terribly appropriate. He wondered what
the Gradygroat gunners mght be thinking in their usel ess space forts. They'd
certainly know that sonething was up on the surface. They could probably see
it...

At approximately Twilight watch plus three cycles, Onrad's task Force 16
began to | oose for space. By Night:0:50 all canals were cleared of traffic, and
the high-speed Drive tender |I.FS. N nrod got underway, standing out toward
takeof f vector 91E in the harbor. Less than fifty cycles later, the last of the
support ships-1.F.S. Gegory Steele-cast off fromits gravity pool and nosed up
the grand canal with a | oad of spare gravity generators. Next, while |arger
war shi ps continued to test their navigational gear and generators, destroyer
flotillas began to nove along the canals toward the harbor, then thunder up from
the bay every few nmonents in groups of four. The cruisers were scheduled to
follow close on their tracks. As Brimmnmade his |ast checks of Defiant's steering
systens, a comunications yeoman appeared beside his recliner. "Mssage for
you," she said quietly.

He frowned. "Way didn't it come through nmy COVMM wi ndow?" he asked.

"Al'l the normal COW |inks have been shut down for nore than a netacycle.

Li eutenant,"” she asserted. "This nessage cane through the maintenance channel s
and-wel | ," she | aughed soundl essly, "I thought you m ght want this one delivered
alittle differently...." At that noment, alarns chined on the bridge while

Cal houn called all hands to stations for departure, and as quietly as she

appear ed, the woman was gone.

Mai nt enance channel s? Puzzled, Brimhastily unfolded the small scrap of
nmessage plastic fromits envel ope, then suddenly grinned when it all cane clear
"Good | uck and universe speed you, lover," the note read in ol d-fashioned
synbol s. "Expect all equipnment back in one gorgeous hunk. C audia." Cheeks
burning, he tucked the plastic into the arm pocket of his battle suit.

At approximately N ght:2:40, Ursis cut generator nunber four onto the main
energy bus; all nooring beans were shut off to the gravity pool; and Brim eased
Defiant onto the canal, followed inmmediately by |I.F. S. Deadly, and the four
hi gh- speed P-cl ass cruisers Perilous, Perdition, Perisher, and Poison. Qut on
the open waters of Grand Harbor, the ships went i mediately into Readi ness
Condition One. At Night:2:58, with the ruby eye of vector 91E centered in his
Hyper screens, Brimbegan his takeoff run, lifting fromthe water a few clicks
afterward and standing out to space on course 6145H at nmaxi num takeoff vel ocity.
Only cycles later, he cleared the North-forty-five-J synchronous buoy while
Usis started the four DDB-19A7 Drive crystals, and within nmonents the
Li ght Speed i ndicator was on its way past 1.1-Haelic suddenly ebbing into the
starry bl ackness astern as if it had never existed...

Wthin a metacycle, Onrad's six battlecruisers and five fast battleships
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were al so reported spaceborne; by Night:4:19 the Prince, hinself, with his eight
battl eshi ps took departure as well, all ships setting course 6145H across the
gal axy. These thirteen capital warships-with their ancient, tradition-bound
names-were the vital heart of Task Force 16. |.F.S. Resolve, Onrad's flagship,
was the scarred victor of a dozen deadly jousts agai nst Anak's power. She was
followed by I.F.S. Intractable, |I.F.S. Spiteful, and the just-comm ssioned
I.F.S. Ateb Credu. A second division under Vice Admral Jacob Sturdee conprised
I.F.S. Conqueror, |I.F.S. Canodd, I.F.S. Morwir, and |I.F.S. Thunderer-the | ast
had the | argest nunber of high-anplitude disruptors and turrets in known space.
Ahead of these cruised the four fast battleships of Vice Adnmiral Erat Plutron
I.F.S. Queen Elidean, |I.F.S. Ganriel, |I.F.S. Daithom and |I.F.S. Barreg. Mny
consi dered these the finest warships in the known universe: all had been
designed with a nearly perfect bal ance of stout arnor, powerful armanment, and
extremely high speed. They were considerably smaller than Kabul Anak's three
massi ve Rengas-cl ass battl eships, but with proper |eadership-in the person of
the wily old Plutron-it was wi dely accepted that the powerful squadron woul d
make nore than a match for anything it m ght encounter. Anywhere.

In the van, Onrad's battl ecrui ser squadron pushed through space under the
broad pennant of Vice Admiral Zorn Hober hi I.F.S. Benwell. Astern Geyffin 1V,
Princess Sherraine, Gair Neithw, Cedden, and laith Galad followed in her wake.
Three of the sleek battlecruisers were veterans of Anak's earliest raids. Mny
on board those ships still had deep grudges to settle.

Bri m knew that Onrad needed to destroy as many of the Leaguer ships as
possi bl e-especially the Surface Occupation Goup with its nearly one hundred
t housand ground troops. As Collingswood had put it during her briefing, "W want
to rid ourselves of this garbage, out in space, not anywhere near an inhabited
surface...." However, Onrad was also painfully aware of the League's nunerica
superiority in ships-and Anak's secondary goal of destroying the Inperial Fleet.
So it was his added responsibility to preserve every fighting ship he possibly
could. The Prince's handling of the dilemm would prove his nettle as a future
Enperor one way or another. And if he lost, he night as well not bother coning
hone.

Two days later, Brimdozed in a junp seat listening to KA PPA reports of
Task Force 17's departure-during what shoul d have been Haelic's ancient Festiva
of Lights. This year, Atalanta had shelved tradition in hope of happier
tonmorrows and a nore secure future, but he recalled illustrations, from previous
observances: children with colorful flags, speeches, festive bunting, parades.
Today, the city's streets would echo to the mighty thunder of great warships
lifting fromthe harbor. He wondered how C audi a was spending her tinme, then
chuckl ed to hinself. He knew how she'd spend at |east part of it were he in
town. ..

Four powerful star fleets-the accunulated night of Geyffin IV s galactic
Enpire and Nergol Triannic's League of Dark Stars-were blindly racing toward one
anot her and a head-on collision with fate. Wth themtraveled issues infinitely
greater than the aggregate weights of their hullnetal or manpower. Only one
fleet could energe victorious fromtheir conbat. |mredi ate objectives were
def ense-or invasion-of a small planet circling a third-class star. Secondary
goal s, however, woul d decide the fate of Avalon and a nunber of neighboring
pl anets. And even these were small conpared to the real issues hanging in the
bal ance. The upcom ng battles would ultimtely deci de the whol e warp and woof of
civilization-for generations to cone....

As Task Force 16 continued across the galaxy, its crews settled back into
traditional, workaday routines. Every six negacycles, each ship conducted
rigorous disruptor practice-and for |ack of anything else to do, there were
countl ess inspections of everything-including brasswork and silver-service
polish. Aboard |I.F.S. Invincible, Captain (the Hon.) Katherine Lorant convened a
speci al mast and cl apped two junior navigating officers in the brig for three
days each, a woman for "unauthorized partial nudity on the bridge," and a nan
for "gross m suse of navigational tables."

The initial clash with Leaguer ships occurred on the fourth day out. At
approxi mately Dawn: 1: 03 Atal anta standard tinme near BD*2/31:0, |I.F.S. Kracken, a
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K-cl ass destroyer on renote patrol, KA PPAed sighting two benders at Red,

Red- Orange and slightly to nadir, bearing G een, Geen-Blue. A few cycles |later
Kracken again KA PPAed-this tinme to report that she was under attack
Thereafter, nothing nore was heard until the reconnai ssance craft called back
with the words, scratch two benders. Followi ng this, however, do further
sightings occurred for nearly two nore days.

At last, on the sixth day out, a destroyer on the far yellow wi ng of Task
Goup 16's van KA PPAed three electrifying words: ENEMY IN SIGHT. Bri m watched
the words flash across his situation display at Mrning:2:20. Mnents later, the
destroyer flashed a second signal: TRANSPORT SQUADRON | DENTI FI CATI ON DEFI NI TE
SMALL BATTLE CRUI SERS AT YELLOW YELLOW BEARI NG GREEN, YELLOW GREEN AT FI FTEEN
THOUSAND LI GHTSPEED. DI STANCE 99188. My POSI TI ON Gv*21/-78:98. | AM ATTACKI NG
WTH... The transm ssion ended abruptly at Morning: 2:23. After five nore cycles,
it was generally conceded that Liat-Mdal had apparently drawn first bl ood- but
his small victory was nearly a cycle too late. Behind him Brimcould hear
Col I'i ngswood wrapping up her first report to Onrad that the game had been
fl ushed.

"Well, my friends," she announced strai ghtaway on the bridge intercom "it
seens that Prince Onrad requires us to have an early |ook at the Leaguers." She
grinned. "Commander Cal houn, you may call the ship to action stations. WIf,
bring us onto an intersecting course with those battl ecruisers.

"Aye, Captain," Brimsaid. "M. Chairman, | shall need a course alteration
to Gv21/-78:98-updated by fifteen thousand Light Speed at bearing green,
yel | owgreen.”

"A nmonent, Lieutenant," the voice of the Chairman said. Presently, it
returned with, "Updated course alteration will be 48.1 at -10 Nadir in thirty
clicks, Lieutenant."

"Very well," Brimacknow edged. "Make to the other ships: '"Alter course in
succession: 48.1 at mnus 10 nadir.' Then give nme a countdown fromfive for the
turn.”

"Aye, Lieutenant," the Chairman intoned, "countdown fromfive."

KA PPA rings flashed out past the Hyperscreens as Brimchecked his
controls. "Stand by to change course,” he warned.

"Five..." counted the Chairman, "four... three... two .. .one... now

Defi ant careened sharply to starboard as Brimturned onto the new course.
Whirling in his seat, he watched the other ships follow, one after the other, in
perfect formation. "W'I|l need conbat speed, soon, N k," he warned Ursis's
vi sage in a nearby display.

The Sodeskayan nodded grinmly, then turned to his control panel and went to
work. "Fusion rates for all Power Chanbers are now at maxinumratings, WIf," he
reported presently.

Bri m nodded. Fresh shades of colors wens already spilling across his power
panel as Defiant's eight big cascade accel erators punped trenmendous power into
the waveguides. A thrill tingled along his spine. Was it the com ng danger that

excited himor was it sinply the majesty of a big warship powering up for
conbat? He shrugged. It was hard to tell the difference.

He switched his intraship to the odd-shaped sick bay where Flynn and his
medi cal crew were hurriedly setting out instrunents and dressings. Behind them
the two |l ong rows of healing nachi nes appeared to be enpty-for the nonent. He
shuddered: he would be |ucky indeed to avoid one of those slowy pul sing boxes
hinself in the next few nmetacycles, and he knew it. Far below in the scorching
heat of "Drive Alley," he watched Ganble and Provodni k scurry anong rows of
gl eam ng feed tubes, shouting orders and encouragenent to the hard-pressed power
stokers, and checking readouts on the howing Adnmralty N(112-B) power chanbers
that lined both sides of the Gallery. He shook his head; scenes like that nade
hi m doubly gl ad he was a Hel nsman.

Inside the bridge, Ginsby was busy passing out high-energy snacks and hot
cups of cvcesse'. "Ye'll need nore than arnor and disruptors to fight this
battle, young Brim" Collingswood's elderly steward predicted as he passed the
Hel msman' s stations bal ancing a huge tray on one hand.
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"Il take your word for that, M. Ginsby," Brimanswered grimnmy, grabbing
a sandwi ch and a steaming cup. The cvcesse' seared his tongue, but blazed down
his throat delectably. He grinned as he glanced at the right-hand seat, where
Aram was fanning his nouth.

"Maybe we can nake it that hot for brother Liat-Mdal," the young A zurnian
qui pped over the thunder of the Drive.
"We'll do our best, young man," Wellington piped in fromBrims left.

"Believe ne."

"Securing internal space-tight doors," Cal houn warned through the intercom

Bri m shuddered in spite of himself. If Defiant took significant damage in
battle, that order could nmean life for some-and certain death for others who
m ght find thenselves trapped in a nelting portion of the ship or dooned to the
hi deous agony of runaway radi ation

Ever ywhere he focused the intraship, conpani onways and corridors were enpty
and still except for a few carelessly closed hatches swinging irregularly here
and there as the ship worked. "Defiant is at action stations, Captain Cal houn,"
Bar bousse reported behind him "W've got all three Nray searchlights sweepin'
a forward cone around us."

"Very well," Cal houn said calmy. "Carry on, Chief."

Brim grinned. Cal houn spoke like a man who' d commanded a ship for years-as
he probably had in his presal vage days.

Qut side on the decks, Wllington's big disruptor turrets indexed through
their arcs of fire as firing crews tested their mechani sms for the thousandth
time. The long-barreled 155s gleaned dully in the |ight of the passing stars.

Abruptly, synbols for "The Captain" flashed across Brinms intraship
foll owed by Collingswood's very serious face. "Good afternoon, Defiants," she
began presently. "It seens that the tables are to be turned shortly. Wthin the
metacycle, it is we who shall be the hunters-and the Leaguers will be faced with
the task of defending slow, helpless transports." She frowned for a nonent, then
nodded to herself. "I amtaking this opportunity to make each of you aware that
we shall soon encounter what we believe to be a strong force of Leaguer warships
escorting sone thirty troop transports. If we're right, the transports belong to
Admiral Liat-Mdal, and they nust be destroyed."

Brimvisualized nearly five hundred fifty Blue Capes at nonitors throughout
the ship, hanging on her every word. Like nost vessels of war, Defiant had few
Hyper screens away fromthe bridge area-nost of her crew were blind to events
outside the hull, reacting only to streans of orders fromthe eyes of the ship
on the bridge. Collingswood's willingness to keep theminfornmed was only one of
the many reasons why nmany crews considered her the finest commander in the
fleet.

"l don't need to tell you the critical inportance of our next few
met acycl es, " she continued, "or the risks we shall take during them
Nurerically, the odds are in our favor, at least for this particular battle.
However, since we are going in first, we shall face the bulk of their defenses
al one-at least until the nore powerful warships catch up. But we've got a good
turn of speed, and we're an experienced crew. That's probably enough to see us
t hrough-so | ong as each of us does his and her duty for the Enpire. That's no
smal | order, especially with the odds we shall face in the next few cycles, but
it's all anyone will ask fromyou-Prince Onrad, Admiral Penda, Geyffin IV, and
mysel f included." She paused and cl osed her eyes for a nonent, then pursed her
lips. "That's about it," she said. "Good |uck to each of you. And nay the
Uni verse watch over us and our ship." The display faded and returned to its
previous view. Brimturned in his seat and watched Collingswood settle back in
her recliner, clearly drained of enotion.

"CGood words, Regula," Calhoun said quietly. "Not easy, those.....

"We're picking up sonething at the extrene range of our directors,"”

Wl i ngton announced tensely a few nonents later. "Fromthe size and the
bearing, I'lIl guess it's our first contingent fromthe League."

Bri m pegged her report at precisely Brightness:1:03. Not |ong afterward, he
spotted the ships hinself through the Hyperscreens, a constant pattern of | ong,
green Drive plumes standing out in cold relief fromthe randomstarry
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backgr ound.

"Bl oody good o' the m shegotten zukeeds to stunble in at all!" a wag
exclainmed fromthe rear of the bridge. "Be just like '"emto say they're comn
an' then fail to show "

Bri m chuckl ed as he slowed Defiant's headl ong flight-Collingswood' s job was
to report on the eneny fleet after all, not to race it hone.

"By the very Universe," Wellington commented as they drew steadily closer
"They haven't even forned their transports into wheels!"

"You're... right," Cal houn declared as Defiant began to pull abreast of the
rearnost Leaguer ships. "Liat-Mdal nust be suffering fromnental saddle sores."”

"Per haps not," Cal houn warned quietly while Collingswod nmade her report to
Onrad in the background. "Those are sl ow ships over there, noo," he said,
indicating the transports off to starboard, "an' a perfect opportunity for the
Leaguers to use their benders. W nay e'en now find ourselves | ookin' down the
bore of a hidden torpedo tube."

"Aye, Cal," Wellington acknow edged, busying herself at the COW sectors of
her console. "I've got extra | ookouts everywhere," she asserted presently,
"especially belowin the ventral observation stations."

"Wel | done, Dora," Cal houn responded with a grin.

Of to starboard, a nunber of Drive plumes were now arcing away fromthe
convoy toward them NF-110s, Brim guessed fromthe throbbing shade of green

"Stand by to engage,” Cal houn warned in an eager voi ce.

Brimstole a glance aft at Defiant's great wide Drive plune curving
gracefully away into the distance. She could match speed and firepower with any
NF- 110 or Gorn-Hoff. For a nonent, he thought of Collingswood's remarks and
wonder ed how the Leaguers felt now that they were on the defensive end of
t hi ngs.

"Al'l crews, energize your disruptors.”

"What do you reckon they'll do with those battl eshi ps?" Aram asked, nodding
through the forward Hyperscreens toward the huge outlines of capital ships now
clearly discernible against the Drive plunmes of the transports. Their ponderous
mai n batteries were still parked in the fore-and-aft positions.

Defi ant bunped around a space hole, and Brim found hinself busy with the
controls for a nmonent. Then he frowned, watching the forward turret index off
toward the incomng escorts. "My guess is that the big boys are watching Onrad's
battlecruisers comng in fromastern," he said presently, "they'|ll expect the
Gorn-Hoffs to take care of snaller fish |like ourselves and the destroyers." He
grinned and gl anced across at the young A zurnian. "At least, that's what | hope
they'll do," he added with a chuckle. "Those rustbuckets may be old, but they do
have bi g disruptors!”

"Light cruisers: take independent action against escorts,"” Brim heard
Col l'i ngswood order. "That frees Defiant, too, Cal," she added. "I'mfinished
with ny reporting.”

"Did you hear that, young BrinP" Cal houn asked.

"Aye, sir," Brimanswered, "independent action.”" Wth that, he eased
Defiant's helmto port apex and skewed course toward the approachi ng escorts.

Suddenly, a tense voice shouted fromhis situation display. "Look out!

Tor pedoes-bearing yel | o "

Bri m put the hel mhard over and shoved Defiant's nose to nadir just as a
spread of three torpedoes flashed overhead, missing the bridge by no nore nman
thirty irals before they di sappeared off to starboard. "Were in thraggling
xaxt?..." he started, but he was cut off by a second warning,, shouted this tine
fromdirectly behind himon the bridge.

"Bender at Purple plus ten!"

Brimspotted the ugly little ship at the sane tine, closing in slowmy from
port. Evidently, she had just now entered Defiant's N-ray coverage zone. In the
background, he could hear the cal mvoices of Wllington's disruptor crews
calling out a litany of bearings. Even as they spoke, the single forward 152
i ndexed around, dipped, then slowy elevated and steadied. A cycle later, it
hurl ed out a stunning bolt of green brilliance that shattered the darkness and
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bl anked the stars thenselves, jerking the deck and filling himwith a wild
exul tation.

"Great Universe!" someone gasped. Wllington's crew had scored a direct hit
with a single shot. Instantly, the bender disappeared in a shattering burst of
wild flame and energy, literally dissolving from'mdships outward until she was
totally engulfed in a bright, roiling puffball that altogether consuned itself
in a few cycl es-except for two sparkling conets that receded quickly into the
di stance: the heavy structures of her power chanbers.

Bri m gl anced down at his hands. Surprisingly, they weren't even shaki ng.

"Bearing Blue and up 200," one of the disruptor chiefs ordered, "distance
4100...." The forward di sruptor indexed back to starboard and began to line up
on the incomng escorts. "Shoot!" This time, it fired in concert with the main
batteries aft for a full salvo. The bridge deck kicked violently under Brims
feet and cvcesse' containers rattled fromconsoles all over the bridge. Wen the
clouds of sparkling radiation dissipated outside, Brimaltered course a little
to nake the Shooting easier, then cleared space around him Nothing. At |east
not hi ng he coul d see. ..

Defiant thudded past the well of another space note, then steadied again on
course.

" Shoot ! "

Brimsw veled to visually clear the space around them

"Hey, look!" a wonman's voice squeal ed. "W hit another one of the bastards!
Good show, Dora!"

"That'll do for "im"

"Yeah. Good shooting, Dora!"

Bri m gl anced over at the ravaged Gorn-Hoff, afire in three places 'mdships
and beginning to fall off to starboard nadir, clearly out of control. The curved
arnor coating over her deckhouse had been peel ed back Iike a cheap food
cont ai ner exposing nost of the ship's interior to space. He could al nost fee
the eneny Hel nsman' s desperation as one by one his controls fail ed.

"That fixed the bloody zukeed!" soneone shouted exuberantly. The eneny ship
continued steadily on a straight course for a few nore cycles, then began to
roll to the right until its decks were nearly vertical to Defiant's, Suddenly,
its back broke in a cloud of sparks and debris; nonents |ater, the blasted weck
separated into two fragments and fell rapidly away aft.

"Benders again, for the |ove of Voot-LOOK QUT!" soneone else yelled out in
a voice shrill fromstark terror.

Brimwhirled in his seat intinme to spy two of the ugly little ships as
they slipped inside Nray range. H s eyes focused only clicks before Defiant's
bridge junped violently with incredible concussion and noise. Gavity pul sed
froma nmassive energy rel ease, throwing himviolently against his restraining
harness. At the sane instant, the aft Hyperscreens shattered and cabin pressure
dropped with the force of a powerful explosion. Suddenly, a white-hot hullnetal
splinter whirled through the back of his seat and nelted a large area in the
upper armof his battle suit. Caught off guard, he bellowed in pain as the shard
burned through his flesh, then smashed agai nst an instrunent panel in a shower
of sparks and fell smoking to the deck at his feet. For a nonment, he caught
sight of blood streaning fromthe bl ackened, snoking rip in his suit. Then his
battle suit sealed itself-and his armin a second aval anche of pain and tornent.
Ginding his teeth, he forced hinself to focus on the controls again. Sonebody
was scream ng in the background-nore Iike a wild aninmal than anything el se. He
forced that fromhis mnd as he struggled with the controls.

"Damage Control..." he heard Cal houn denmand, "report!"

"Di sruptor bit just abaft the bridge," sonmeone answered above a cacophony
of pleas for medical teans on the voice circuits-and the wild-animal scream ng
that continued as an insane background. "Radiation fires in electrica
conmpartments five and si xteen. Conpani onway ni neteen from COW house
bl ocked. ..."

Defiant's 155s | ashed out twi ce as she passed the bender-both tinmes they
m ssed by a c'lenyt. Gimy, Brimbanked around to cl ose the range, but the
little ship was nore maneuverabl e, easily turning inside himand out of N-ray
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range. He was still trying to ignore the screami ng when it stopped abruptly,
abandoni ng the voice band to absolute silence for a few nonents until the
confusion began again. In the next nonents, he checked on Aramwho was clearly
unscat hed-t hen gl anced around the bridge. Aft, everything was covered by
glittering Hyperscreen shards. The whole rear of the bridge was now open to
space and a confused Hyperlight starscape beyond. Loose equipnent rolled free in
the aisles, and two nmssive canopy supports had snmashed across a nunber of
consol es. Here and there, stretcher bearers and damage-control teans picked
their way through the gl owi ng weckage. Yet Defiant's controls appeared to be
unaf f ect ed-and no change regi stered on her LightSpeed neters. He switched his
intraship display to Ursis.

The Bear | ooked up grimy, then nodded and touched his forefinger to his
thunb in the universal sign of satisfaction

"Casualty report!" Cal houn ordered behind him

"One nonment, Conmander,'' a voice answered. Then presently: "Fifteen
starnen trapped in COW conpart nent seventeen and destroyed by radiation..."

Bri m shuddered at the thought of the trapped nmen dying by inches in the
nost excruciating pain known in the galaxy. He gritted his teeth as the report
went on.

"...0One officer |located under weckage i n conpani onway ni neteen-noved to
sick bay, all counterneasures personnel on bridge duty killed by flying
Hyper screen shards..."

Brimforced his mnd fromthe horrible disclosures, visually cleared space
agai n-for whatever little that seenmed to be worth anynore-then | ooked up as
Col I'i ngswood tapped hi mon the shoul der and poi nted out through the
Hyper scr eens.

"Dora, WIf," she exclained breathlessly, "look-the Leaguer battl ecruisers
are noving out wide. They're getting ready for Onrad and | eaving the old
battl eships to protect the transports. Now s the chance for a torpedo run!"

Bri m understood i mediately. Wth Defiant's trenendous speed, they could be
in and out of the formation before the Iunbering old warships could fly into
range. Liat-Mdal had commtted a di sastrous m stake-one the Inperials had
| earned to avoid by their own costly process of trial and error. "Aye, Captain,"”
he responded, conpletely forgetting the dull throbbing in his armas he eased
the hel mover to starboard nadir.

"Chi ef Barbousse!" Wellington ordered over the intraship. "W'I|l have the
torpedoes, if you please."

"Aye, Commander," Barbousse's voice answered from Wl lington's console.
"Al'l tubes are | oaded and prined."

Vel li ngton gl anced over at Brimand pointed into the Leaguer fornmation
"I"'mgoing after that one, WIf," she said, "the transport second fromport in
the top echelon-1 think it's the biggest. W've got it |ocked in on the
directors. "

"I see it, Dora," Brimsaid grimy, skidding the ship slightly to provide a
better angle of fire. She'd picked the biggest one, all right, but one of the
old battleships was still cruising nearby, her nmssive turrets even now sw ngi ng
Defiant's way. The disruptors |ooked to be at least ten c'lenyts in |ength! He
shuddered, but held his course. Ahead and to starboard, the transport was
growi ng steadily in the Hyperscreens, but at best Barbousse faced a terrible
defl ection shot.

"We' Il use a spread of all four torpedoes, Chief,"” Wellington ordered.

"Aye, Commander," Barbousse's voice answered tensely fromWllington's
console. "Spread of four." Then the big rating' s visage appeared on Brinms
intraship. "Steady, sir," he said.

"Steady..." Brimstarted to answer, but he was interrupted by a trenmendous
expl osion outside as the old battleship fired off a ranging salvo at them It
m ssed, but the energy concussion nearly knocked Defiant on her beam ends. Loose
equi pnent and debris cascaded al ong the deck again while startled crew nenbers
stifled screans on the voice circuits. No sooner had Brimfought the cruiser
back on an even keel than the battleship's old K-149A di sruptors began gl ow ng
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as they built up their next charge. Grinding his teeth, Brimsteered closer to
the transport. It would be hard for the battleship to fire without risking
damage to its ward. "How re you doi ng, Chief?" he asked.

"We're awmfully close, Lieutenant," Barbousse answered through cl enched

teeth. "I can't mss at this distance, but you'll have to get out of here fast
when | let "emgo, or we'll get caught in our own blast."
"I'mready," Brimsaid tightly. "Let '"emgo."

"Aye, sir," Barbousse said. Presently four torpedoes streaked past the
starboard Hyperscreens, hurtling toward the transport from point-blank range.

"Ni k!'" Brimbell owed, "lemre have full EVERYTH NG "

"Full everything coming up, Wilf!" Usis said in an excited voice. "Now"

A split instant later, all four torpedoes hit the speeding transport in a
tightly spaced pattern just abaft the bridge, In the scant clicks Brimcould
wat ch, the big starship's hull erupted first in a glow ng pulse of flanme and
debris that was rapidly foll owed by a huge, expanding puffball of atnospheric
vapor as the hull ruptured, then split lengthwi se |ike sonme gigantic rotten
fruit. Brimsqueezed his eyes shut for a noment-he'd never seen ten thousand
bei ngs perish before-at |east not all at one tine. He felt the gorge rise in his
t hr oat .

"Voot's beard, you two!" Wellington exclainmed happily over the thunder of
the straining Drive crystals, "nobody told me you two practiced using cannon
Where'd you get the powder?"

"Thought you'd brought it aboard!" Brim bell owed as he headed straight for
the rear deckhouse of the battleship. The aft turrets were indexi ng around at
him but not nearly fast enough to track his speeding cruiser. Suddenly, he had
an idea. "Chief!" he exclained through the intraship, "you got a couple of space
m nes on the tracks back there?" In the display, he watched Barbousse gl ance
down at his consol es.

"Four, Lieutenant," the big rating answered. "Like the regulations say." He
touched a bank of sensors. "They're armed now...."

"Let "emall go on ny count of three," Brimsaid through clenched teeth.
"One..." The angul ar battleship was huge in Defiant's Hyperscreens now and so
were the disruptors as they continued to index. "Two..." He clenched his teeth
and headed for a point only a fewirals fromthe top of the battleship's bridge.
"Three!™ A mlli-instant later, the massive stern and huge aft turrets passed
under Defiant's, sharp bow, and in a trice he cleared the bridge, hauling the
controls back into an al nost vertical clinb away fromthe battleship' s deck
Al nost spasnodically, the forward turrets erupted in full salvos, but the great
energy beans passed far beneath Defiant's soaring hull. Then a great pul sing
glare flooded the bridge fromaft as the powerful space nines exploded-with no
Hyperscreens to filter the blinding flash. Brimswiveled in his seat intinme to
wat ch the massive old ship swerve sharply off course, her entire stern a mass of
seething radiation flane. An instant |ater, she was ranmed by a transport com ng
up at full speed fromaft. The latter scraped al ong the nassive arnored flank of
the battleship in a bright shower of sparks, then rose up at the bowas if in
pain as the battleship slid beneath its hull in a secondary di scharge of flame
and shimering ice crystals.

Brimhad just turned back to his controls when Defiant seenmed to stop in
m dspace as if she had struck sonme preposterously invisible wall. The bridge
lurched violently upward, and he was again thrown agai nst his restraining
harness so brutally that his neck nearly snapped. Wol e consol es broke | oose in
the absence of cabin gravity, smashing through the side Hyperscreens in cascades
of flying debris. A bright glow pulsed frombeneath the hull, then died
suddenl y-al ong with the thunder of the Drive. Wthout Al pern or his crewto man
the counterneasures gear, they'd been torpedoed thensel ves. He knew it!
Abruptly, the big ship rolled on her side and veered off to nadir-only nonents
before a second swarm of torpedoes bl azed overhead. They'd never had tinme to
| aunch a decoy pseudopod.

"We've lost E turret!” Wellington exclainmed over the intraship.

"Both crystals are fractured, WIf!" Ursis roared a nmonent "And sonething
terrible's happened in the Drive chanber."

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...e%20Helmsman%2002%20-%20Galactic%20Convoy.txt (149 of 168) [1/31/2004 1:08:39 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2002%620-%20Gal acti c%20Convoy.txt

Suddenly, Provodnik's helneted face appeared in the intraship. Behind him
the Drive chanber was a bl azing arena of destruction. Bodies |ay everywhere, and
great bolts of energy probed here and there through the thick snmoke from
fractures in the feed tubes. The young Bear's eyes were opened w de, al nbst as
if he couldn't believe what had happened. He slowly dropped his jaw as if be
wanted to speak; instead, he vomited a crinson spray of blood agai nst the
faceplate of his helnet. Wen this cleared, his eyes had turned up in his head,
and he soon slid fromthe intraship's view

Brimal nost threw up hinself as the remai nder of the transport fleet boiled
around the cruiser's faltering path. One big vessel passed so close she scraped
her KA' PPA tower along Defiant's keel plates, filling the hull with an
ear-splitting, clanging rasp and shaking the bridge so violently that Brim
monentarily lost his touch on the helm Before he could recover, Defiant veered
off to starboard, narrowy m ssing another transport-but inadvertently saving
hersel f from an onrushing battl eship whose field of fire was suddenly obscured.
Biting his lip, Brimhauled the ship over into a tight bank and charged around
into the very teeth of the convoy-which imedi ately di sappeared in streaks of
shimering light as they swarnmed past at double Defiant's present speed.

And suddenly there were no nore Leaguers. It was only Brightness: 1:43,
forty cycles to the click since Wellington's first sighting-and they were out of
the war! In the few cycles since his first reversing turn, the Leaguers had once
nore becone a distant pattern of bright sparks against the starry blackness. Aft
through the shattered Hyperscreen franes, he could now see the ghostly,

Hyper Speed i mages of Onrad's task force bearing down at high velocity with
Admiral Plutron's quartet of fast battleships in the van. Liat-Mdal was about
to lose much of his fleet-and a hundred t housand Leaguer troops had just been
pl aced under an irrevocabl e death sentence.

"KA' PPA signal fromAdmiral Plutron in Queen Elidean to you personally," a
COW rati ng announced to Col | i ngswood, her voice nuffled by the energency battle
circuits. "I thought perhaps you mght want it delivered by hand."

"Thank you," Collingswood answered-as if she expected the nessage.
Presently, Brimheard her chuckle. "Return this to the Admral, please," she
ordered. "'Eyebrows sonewhat singed, but essential parts intact. WII
denonstrate in port.' | believe that will do for an answer."

"Aye, Captain...."

In the background, Brimcould hear a struggling rescue officer. "Over here,
| ads, " she puffed. "Lively nowthere's two bl okes trapped under this |ot of
r ubbi sh. "

Brimsw vel ed his seat while Queen Elidean bl azed majestically past,
followed closely by Ganriel, Daithom and Barreg. Aft, in the hardest-hit
portion of the bridge, rescue teans were chopping away with | aser axes at the
twi sted remai ns of a heavy overhead Hyperscreen support. Beneath, half buried in
bl ood- soaked debris, two obscene chunks of flesh protruded froma
fl ame- bl ackened battle suit. He shivered in spite of hinself as the horrible
spect acl e was obscured by two ratings carrying a dripping, blood-drenched
stretcher piled with the remains of three shattered bodi es-not one of them was
nmore than two-thirds conplete. He turned back to his console and waited for the
damage report while he shook his head, the horror remained fixed in his mnds
eye. War could be romantic only to those who had never experienced the realities
of conbat.

Suddenly, Ursis's brooding visage appeared in his intraship; behind him
the ruins of the Drive chanber continued to spark and flicker in scintillating
clouds of free ions. Brimglanced over to the Bear's duty station on the bridge.
It was now filled by the clearly human form of Ganble. He nodded to hinself.
Provodni k's | oss would be appalling to his Sodeskayan friend. Bears tended to
stick together. "Except for loss of lives here, WIf Ansor," the Bear reported,
"things are not so bad as they |l ook." He notioned with a bl oodstained armto
ani mat ed groups of ratings swarm ng over the feed tubes with bubbling dispensers
of radiation sealant. "Defiant is probably finished with battle now, but we
shoul d be able to nmaintain alnost half speed within the netacycle-and that wll
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get us hone."

"What about Provodni k?" Brim asked gently, but he already knew the answer.

Usis raised his eyes and bit his lip. "My countryman Provodni k has
departed to join his eternal ancestors,"” he said in a nelancholy voice. Then he
shrugged phl egmatically, "One al ways expects that the cost of war will be
exorbitant, Wilf Ansor-and one is sel dom di sappoi nted."

During the next netacycle, Prince Onrad hinself ordered Defiant to set
course back to Atal anta. WORST CASE, REGULA, he KA PPAed just before his attack,
WE SHALL NEED YOUR DI SRUPTORS WHEN YOU ARRI VE- OTHERW SE WE SHALL NEED YOUR HELP
CELEBRATI NG. Shortly after that, at Brightness:2:71 by Brim s watch, a series of
tremendous fl ashes pul sed anong the stars ahead, rapidly increasing in frequency
and nunber until the entire starscape was bl anked by a viol ent-constant-strobing
that was punctuated here and there by glittering blossons of pure color that
marked a hit on sone unlucky starship.

As the heavy firing continued-receding farther and farther into the
di stance ahead-i ncom ng KA PPA reports served as clear indication that Onrad was
successfully pressing honme his attack and the Inperials were w nning the day.

In due tinme, Defiant's | ookouts began to point out clunps of debris and
gl owi ng, burned-out wecks along their path. Mst were the renains of
transports-still coasting along their last controlled flight path on nonentum
al one as they inexorably decel erated toward Li ghtSpeed. Some were surrounded by
pitiful clouds of glinmrering |ifeglobes, but many had none. Brim supposed it
mattered very little either way. By the time League sal vage vessels could fly to
the rescue, the 'globes would | ong ago have exhausted their |ife-support
systens. One of the hul ks they passed at close range was surrounded by no nore
than five 'gl obes, but appeared to be covered by thousands of tiny insects-each
t he shape of a human being-Col | i ngswood' s space gar bage. ..

Anmong t he Leaguer warshi ps they passed, npbst were Gorn-Hoff attack cruisers
and a few NF-110s. Those that could still nove under their own power
occasionally fired off a salvo or two, but nost of these were efficiently dealt
with by Wellington and Defiant's intact conmpl ement of 155s. The only benders
they encountered were al so total wecks. Messages beaned back from Onrad
indicated that the fragile starships were relatively helpless in najor fleet
actions when they could be spotted before they fired their torpedoes.

Col I'i ngswood and Cal houn gave wi de berth to the three disabl ed Leaguer

battl eshi ps they passed-one was the group flagship, Lenpat, veteran of nearly
all the war's early engagenents. Col ossal radiation fires were burning at three
poi nts al ong her corpulent hull, and she was clearly coasting down toward

Li ght Speed. Not hi ng renai ned of her nassive tower bridge save a burned-out stunp
that energed fromthe bl ackened skel eton of a forward deckhouse. |f Liat-Mda
had been anywhere near his duty station when that bl ow came, he had been reduced
to atonic particles along with nost of his staff.

Now and again, they slowed to pick up survivors of |nperial warships who
had taken to their 'globes, but they bypassed those that-like thensel ves-were
still underway or had depl oyed no ' gl obes for one reason or another. Support
ships like Ninmmod and Steele would eventually take care of them along with
their crews.

By Brightness:3:77, the flashes-now far in the distance ahead-began to
peter out, and during the next metacycle subsided conpletely. Fromthe stream of
KA PPA traffic recorded in the COM station. Brimlearned that the |last of the
transports had been destroyed-nearly forty cycles after the | ast Leaguer
defenders fled fromtheir charges at top speed. At Evening: 00: 05, Onrad hinself
KA PPAed, ALL TASK FORCE 17 SHI PS RETURN TO CRUI SI NG STATI ONS NOW then he set a
di agonal course that would eventually bring his task force into contact with
Penda' s Task Force 16-if neither had spotted Anak's nmain battle groups first.
Clearly, the opening stage of the battle had been resolved by the |nperials.
When the next stage woul d cone, however, was anybody's guess...

It began a | ot sooner than anyone suspected. During the very next watch, at
Eveni ng: 1: 10, reconnai ssance scouts from Task Goup 17 finally | ocated Anak's
battl ecruiser fleet at long range. Both scouts were eventually destroyed, but
not before they broadcast significant position information concerning the
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invasion fleet. Mracul ously, Penda had placed his fleet directly in Anak's
pat h. The Leaguer Admiral was now w thout the veil of secrecy that had protected
himup until then. Onrad issued i medi ate orders setting Task G oup 16 onto a
convergi ng course, but it was clear fromthe beginning that he could never hope
to cover such a distance in time to coordinate his efforts with Admral Penda's
attack. Task Force 17 would have to go it alone...

Wth the Drive stabilized at just below half speed and a course set
directly for Atalanta, little remained for Defiant's crew except to wait
fretfully for battle reports on the KA PPA. They had al ready nmade their
contribution to the battle; their fate would now be settled by others-at a
di st ance.

Brimwas in the wardroom during N ght watch, huddl ed around a KA PPA
display with Ursis and nost of the other off-duty officers when the critica
message arrived from Penda's forward scouts: ENEMY I N SIGHT. WE ARE ATTACKI NG

"Voof ," the Bear said inperturbably between puffs of his Zenpa pipe, "now
it continues, eh?"

"Continues and ends, perhaps,” Wellington offered.

"Ends?" Ursis |aughed grimy, looking the gunnery officer in her face. "You
are a student of history, Dora, Have you uncovered a time when there was no war
anywhere anong the civilized donmai ns?" He blew a | ong puff of Hogge' poa toward
the ceiling. "So long as the old are willing to send their young off to kill and
die for them there will be war."

"One al ways hopes that things will change for the better, N k," Wellington
said, staring into her goblet of nmeem

"I ndeed, one al ways hopes," Ursis sighed wistfully. "Unfortunately, one is
usual |y di sappointed."” Just then a series of nessages began to flash across the
KA' PPA di spl ay. ..

In the opening clashes, Penda's |nperial ships appeared to give good
account of thenselves, inflicting grievous damage on the invading fleet, in
spite of the trenmendous firepower of Anak's new super battleships. During the
first turbulent nonments alone, thirteen of the League's seventeen |ight cruisers
were destroyed by accurate fire fromtheir Inperial peers. And six of Anak's
ei ght powerful battlecruisers were annihilated by the Enmpire's crack 1lst Battle
Squadron-qui ckly proving the folly of too much arnor sacrificed for
maneuverabi lity. Throughout this phase of the battle, the benders proved to be
little nore than an annoyance, although at |east two Inperial destroyers and a
light cruiser were lost to their torpedoes. Neverthel ess, during the netacycles
that followed, the Leaguers' overwhel m ng nunerical superiority made its
presence felt, and the tide inexorably began to change agai nst the out nunbered
| nperi al s.

One by one, forebodi ng nessages began to arrive at Defiant's conmmunications
center, each with grimer news than the last. In a single blow, the three old
battl ecrui sers under Vice Adnmiral Theobald Corinth, D laf, Llongw, and Ennil
were destroyed with no survivors. Gizzled old Corinth had exacted a high price
for his ships, however: he'd taken the League's giant new battleship Nazir with
him along with the Second-Division flagship Karmat and three heavy cruisers.

Not long afterward, proud Ganeth, scarred veteran of a dozen clashes with the
forces of Nergol Triannic blew up with all hands, after devastating Anak's giant
Parnas and crippling two of her escorts, the First Squadron battl eshi ps Sanrad
and Posen. Then in quick succession, Vanguard and Calid Isel withdrew fromthe
battle with severe hull and Drive danage after disabling or destroying six of
the nine battleships from Anak's Second Squadron. Wthin the nmegacycle, Triunph
and Superb were also put out of action after weaking havoc in Anak's Third
Squadron, and it was soon clear that only a mracle could save the day for the

| nperi al s.

In Defiant's wardroom the news was received at first with tears of sorrow,
then with utter horror. Nergol Triannic's invading armes nmay well have been
destroyed in the early phases of the battle-along with all his plans of
occupation. But in the absence of effective opposition by Inperial ships, his
powerful fleets would soon be able to utterly destroy the base at Atalanta. "And
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fromthere," as Aramput it, studying a nap of gal actic approaches, "Avalon will
be an easy step, indeed."

Brimvisualized the conming terror that would soon be unl eashed over the
streets of the ancient city. He ground his teeth hel plessly, thinking of the
brightly dressed natives-especially Caudia. They'd all suffered enough of
Triannic's evil already-and the worst was clearly to cone....

News of Dinas Pont's near destruction and the critical wounding of Adnmira
Wtan Penda brought tears to nany eyes-including Brims. He had been recording a
rough tally on his napkin during the precedi ng netacycles. According to his
figures, Rear Admral Kl aus Fischer-who had taken tenporary command when Penda
was wounded-faced sixteen capital ships with only two surviving battl eships,
Invincible and Sterling. The latter were powerful warships, to be sure, but in
her conmbat, even the nighty Dinas Pont had been able to destroy only four eneny
batt| eshi ps before she was overwhel ned by sheer nunbers. By Mming: 3: 30 Atal anta
time, Task Force 17 had been reduced to hit-and-run raids agai nst Anak's
still-powerful fleet as it sped on its way toward Atal anta, now only a single
day's travel in the distance.

At Morning: 3: 61, Fol krum Congor and Task Force 18 sortied from Atal anta on
direct orders fromthe Adniralty. Approximately 12 netacycles |ater, they joined
the remmants of Task Force 17 in a | ast desperate attenpt to stop Anak's fleet.
As predicted, the old ships were no nore than a foolish sop to Admiralty pride.
The | eaguers swept past Conger's battleships as if they had no existence.
Fortunately, Congor hinself was nobody's fool, and after naking what appeared to
be a last-ditch stand, he quickly withdrew his ships and then joined with the
remants of Task Force 17 to harass the eneny's flanks until Onrad's powerful
reinforcenments could arrive

The next norning, with Prince Onrad still nearly a day distant, Atalanta
reported its first attacks by Leaguer capital ships. Fromthis first dispatch,
it was obvious that Admiral Anak intended to inflict maxi mnum puni shnent for the
part the city and its base had played in building up the Inperial fleet. Brim
was at Defiant's controls when he read the first KA PPAed message, and he felt
hinsel f tense at the grisly descriptions.

Clearly, he was not the only one on the Defiant's airless bridge who was
readi ng the nessages that norning.

"Great Universe," Collingswood swore in an unhappy whi sper, her voice
muf fl ed i nside her battle helnmet. "Such horrible destruction and suffering-I
feel so powerless," She shook her head despondently.

"I ndeed," Urns answered. "One wi shes he coul d do somet hi ng-anything-to

hel p.
"Speaki ng of 'powerless,'" Wellington grunped, "I surely hope our
dimwitted friends the Gradygroat gunners are enjoying thensel ves this norning
in their xaxtdammed usel ess space forts." She |aughed grinmy. "I guess they
probably never will figure out howto get power through truth...."

" GREAT THUNDERI NG UNI VERSE, Dora!" Ursis's bass voice erupted over the
voice circuits. "That's IT!I"

"What's 'it,' N k?" Brim asked, tearing his eyes from another disnal
message passing through his display.

"' Power through truth,'" Ursis repeated in an urgent voice. | know how t he
anci ent Gradygroats powered their space cannon."

"You what?" Wellington gasped.

"l understand the old Gradygroat space cannon," Ursis reiterated. "The
secret's been right in front of us all along. We sinply never |ooked at what |ay
directly beneath our noses. Their notto! Think of the second line first: "The
path of power lies through truth.' It's the key to everything."

"A key to you, maybe," Wellington stated flatly. "It's still gibberish to
me. "

"Visualize the main floor of the nonastery," Ursis said, ignoring her
sarcasm "That gold cone of Truth that reflects the energy beamfromthe G seed.
I f somebody renoved it fromthe center of the floor, what woul d happen?”

“I... 1 think I renenber you claimng sonmething crazy like lifting the
whol e nonastery into space at escape velocity, or sonmething." Briminterjected.
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"It's exactly what | said, WIf," Usis said evenly. "Take that reflecting
cone away and the energy fromthe Kaptnor G seed would flow directly fromthe
Power lens into the floor. It would |ift the nonastery. | knowit."

"But then what?" Wellington interjected. "How does that get power to the
ol d space cannon?"

"Patience, Dora, ny friend," Ursis said excitedly. That is the one part of
which | have no proof. But do any of you renmenber the egg-shaped chapels built
into each of the space forts-and how each of themis always oriented toward
Hador ?"

Bri m nodded. "Yeah," he said with a grin. "I can still renenber thinking
that if the Gradygroats went to all that trouble, there had to be sonething
wort hwhi | e about their teachings. | actually thought of going back to the
library soneday to read about them And maybe | still will-provided the
xaxt damed Leaguers don't blow it up first."

"If I amcorrect, Wilf Ansor," Ursis declared, "you probably will never
get the chance.” He held up a slender finger. "That is where the first line of
the Gradygroat notto conmes into play: 'In destruction is resurrection.' Because
when that nonastery lifts off fromCity Mount HIl, it will be programed to fly
directly into the surface of Hador."

"Into the surface of Hador?" Wellington interjected suddenly. "N kol a
Yanuarievich Ursis, what have you been snoking in that foul Zenpa pipe of
your s?"

Ursis grinned and taned in his seat. "Dora, ny dear," he inplored. "Listen
for a nonent. We have very little time to act. | believe it was you who once
said that it would take a power source the nagnitude of a solar flare to run
those cannon. Well, when the nonastery-and its G seed-crashes into the
phot osphere of Hador, a solar flare is precisely what you will have. And, as the
Gradygroats say, 'The path of power lies through truth.'"

"Great thundering Universe," Wellington exclai ned suddenly. "OF course. The
energy fromthe flare will flowinto the space forts through Power w ndows that

al ways face Hador.... But then what? How will it get to the cannon?"
Ursis grinned. The Gradygroat gunners will first renove the Truth cones
fromthe floors of their chapels. This will in turn uncover the crystal lens in

the floor that opens into the fort's disk structure. The flare's energy wll
actually be distributed by those inner cones-the ones whose use we coul d not
fat hom when we inspected the disk structures. They work in the sanme manner as
the central cone in the nonastery. Were that one reflected the G seed' s energy
to specific "star' locations in the ceiling, these are shaped to direct

i ndi vi dual beans through the w ndows under each cannon-and finally into the
angl ed breech fittings on the weapons thensel ves."

Vel lington only shook her head. "Universe, N k," she whispered. "I think
you're right-you' ve got to be right. W've seen everything but the guidance
systemin the nonastery with our very eyes. And, right now, I'mwlling to take

that on faith." Then she put a hand to her helnet. "But how do we get all those
Truth cones renoved fromway out here?"

"That is a problem" Ursis asserted with a frown. "Captain,"” he said,
swi veling toward Col | i ngswood, "you've been listening. Wiere would you start? W
must at | east get the nonastery off the ground before it is damaged beyond its
ability to fly-or the Gseed is released and by itself destroys Atalanta."

"I'"ve been trying to think of sonething while you tal ked," Collingswood
answered. "The Gradygroats ordered everybody out of the nonastery early in the

attack, so there's no one there to help." She shook her head. "I suppose we
m ght try Operations in Atalanta. Perhaps they could send soneone up the
hill...." She called up the COW center. "See if you can rai se anybody in the

OPS room back at the Fleet base."
Long cycles passed silently until a rating' s voice reported that she had
been unabl e to contact anyone. Wth the base under direct space attack, only
i medi at e operational nessages were getting through
"Try again with a 'Captain's Priority Immediate,'" Collingswood suggest ed.
"Beggin' the Captain's pardon,"” the COW room answered, "but that's the
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priority we had to use to get "emto talk |ong enough so they'd turn us down."

"Pretty busy there, then, eh?" Collingswod asked.

"Aye, Captain. They sound very busy."

"Thank you, COVWM " Collingswood said. "Any other ideas here on the bridge?"

After an interm nable nmonent, Brim broke the silence. "How about that
Intelligence unit on Atalanta that hel ped run the Payl ess operation? |'l| bet
they' d have soneone to send."

"You're right," Collingswod said, nodding her head, "but | wouldn't have
any idea howto get in touch with them They always called us, if you renenber.'
Then she paused. "Even if we could raise them" she continued after a few
monents, "is there any reason to think that they would even believe us?"

"Borodov woul d believe us," Usis interrupted quietly. "One finds it easy
to forget that he is in the Intelligence Command, but he will also know how to
contact the unit at Atalanta.”

"Try it, Nik," Collingswod said tensely. "COW roomsee if you can get set
up a scranbled two-way KA PPA to Captain A A Borodov. Try the central research
center in Avalon."

Only a few cycl es passed until the COW center announced, "W have him
Captain." Mnents later, the characters BORODOV HERE. BEST REGARDS AND GLAD YQU
ARE ALIVE, flashed across Brim s COW consol e.

"You' d better explain it to him N k," Collingswood sai d.

"Aye, Captain," Usis replied. "I amready." He touched his console. "COW
center, please send the follow ng: 'Regards from Col |l i ngswood, VWellington, Brim
and Ursis. Usis sends presently. Situation follows:...'" Wth that, he

sunmmari zed their discoveries concerning the Gadgroat-Norchelite nonastery, its
orbital forts, and Collingswood's inability to contact Atalanta. "'Can you put
us in touch with anybody at the base who m ght hel p?" he asked in concl usion.

Clearly, he had caught the ol der Bear flat-footed. Long nonents passed
bef ore an answer passed across Brim s display. VOOT! Borodov began, then
followed with a KA PPA socket address. THESE PEOPLE W LL HELP, he concl uded.
DELAY TEN CYCLES BEFORE CONTACTI NG | SHALL PERSONALLY TRANSM T YOUR
AUTHENTI CATI ON.

The short interval passed like ten years. Then KA PPA rings glimrered out
fromDefiant's mast. Alnost imrediately, a reply flashed across Brinis display.
REGARDS TO PAYLESS COLLEAGUES. ATALANTA UNDER EXTREME HEAVY ATTACK. DI SPATCHI NG
TWO TEAMS BY SEPARATE ROUTES TO MONASTERY W TH PORTABLE KA' PPAS. W LL CONTACT
DEFI ANT ON ARRI VAL. EXPECT HEAVY BOVBARDMENT W LL HAMPER SPEED. WHERE DO YQOU
BERSERKERS COVE UP WITH ASSI GNMENTS LI KE THESE?

Col I'i ngswood smiled synpathetically. "COMW room" she ordered, "you wll

pl ease transmt the following: 'lIdle fingers are the evil playthings of Voot-we
have only your best interests at heart.'" Then she nodded. "Follow that with
' God |uck and Uni verse speed your steps, brave friends.'" Afterward, she | ooked

around the bridge. "My coll eagues," she said, "I believe we may just have a
mracle on our hands."

Chapter 10
THE M RACLE
Mor ni ng wat ch changed to Bri ghtness watch and still no word arrived fromeither
nmonastery team although Atalanta's Intelligence Unit was in al nbst constant
contact with Defiant's COM room Brimhad |ong since turned the controls over
to Aram and was relaxing at his console | eading every nessage that came through.
During that tinme, the savage battle for Haelic continued apace-and from
eyewi tness reports, it was now quite doubtful that the Inperials could hold out
until Onrad arrived. Much of Atalanta city was already in flanmes and the Fleet
Base was under al nost constant attack. Anti-space batteries ringing the area
were making Anak's task as difficult as possible, but inexorably these fortified
enpl acenents were being denolished one by one. Wen the Eveni ng watch began and
still neither team had been heard from Collingswod appeared on the bridge.
Bri m wat ched her slunp dejectedly into her console.

"Things | ook bad for the nonastery teans," she said after a few nonents.
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"Nei ther has called Joel for three metacycles now, and fromthe reports,
gather that many of the city streets are little nore than |ong ravines of
fire-although the Leaguers at | east seemto be ignoring the nonastery.
Atalanta's latest bulletin describes the air as so full of snoke and dust that
visibility is no nore than a quarter of a c'lenyt." She shook her head. "The
Center is sending two nore teams out into that inferno, and | amof a mind to
stop them | realize that the issue is of historic inportance, but risk is one
t hi ng- predestined suicide is quite another."

Bri m nodded as he scanned the starscape for the ten nillionth tinme that
wat ch, then checked his proximty indicators. Al clear. He was listening for
Col I'i ngswood' s deci si on when his COW consol e suddenly cane alive with KA PPA
text: TEAM B REPORTI NG FROM MAI N ENTRANCE G-N MONASTERY. NO ONE | N SI GHT. CAMPUS
ABANDONED. REQUEST | NSTRUCTI ONS TO COVWPLETE M SSI ON. REGRET DELAY. NECESSARY TO
PROCEED ON FOOT- ALL APPROACH BRI DGES/ ROADS DESTROYED. MANY OF TEAM B WOUNDED.
TEAM A APPARENTLY W PED OUT | N BOVBARDVENT LAST METACYCLE. MONASTERY ONLY
SLI GHTLY DAMAGED. MEL SENDS.

"One of the teams got through," Collingswod uttered excitedly. "Nk, it's
your show now. "

Usis dictated a string of instructions that described and | ocated the,
gol d cone, then recomrended its renoval by destruction of its base-in spite of
the room s spectacul ar beauty. Incidental damage was of little consequence. He
ended with a warning: "At all tinmes," he adnoni shed, "avoid personal contact
with the high-energy beamfromthe ceiling. Al so, the cone should be renoved by
renote control if possible. Consequences of these actions are unpredictable, but
suggest you find solid cover at considerable distance fromthe main canpus
bef ore acconplishing actual renoval operations. May the Lady Fate | ook after you
and your party, Mel. Ursis sends."

Wthin cycles, the team began a nonol ogue of its progress: CONE LOCATED.
USI NG M 87 BLAST PIKE WITH REMOTE TRI GGER FOR REMOVAL. LADY FATE NOMHERE
ABQUT- TOO DANGEROUS DURI NG RAI D. THANKS ANYWAY. ... MEL.

"Yea gods," Wellington quipped nervously. "No wonder it took them so | ong
to get there on foot; M87s are big-and heavy."

"They did go prepared, though," Collingswod said in an awe-filled voice.
She shook her head. "It nust have been |ike wal ki ng through one | ong, continuous
expl osion."

M 87 IN PLACE WTH REMOTE FI RING UNI T. LEAVI NG NOW TO TAKE COVER. ANY
FURTHER | NSTRUCTI ONS? MEL.

"No farther instructions-fromUrsis," the Bear dictated quietly.

The Defiants waited in silence for nearly three quarters of a netacycle
before the next nessage arrived. Fromhis brief experience during the bender
rai d-and the Carescrian attacks early in the war in which he'd lost his entire
fam ly-Brimcould easily conjure the sort of vicious inferno Mel and his team
had to endure: searing flame, radiation, and absolutely hellish concussion. He
shook his head slowy in admration. If he presuned they were nerely office
wor kers instead of trained soldiers, that sonehow doubl ed-tripled-the heroic
nature of their mission.

At last, a series of KA PPA characters began to flow across his screen
TEAM B REPORTI NG FROM SHELTERED LOCATI ON APPROXI MATELY 1.5 C LENYTS FROM
MONASTERY. M 87 ACTI VATED APPROX. 4 CYCLES AGO CONE REMOVAL DEFI NI TE. ENERGY
BEAM APPEARS TO BE MELTI NG LARGE HOLE THROUGH CENTER OF FLOOR. NO VI SI BLE
RESULTS QUTSI DE YET. HAVE WE NEGLECTED SOVETHI NG? PLEASE ADVI SE, MEL SENDS.

Brimfroze. Had Ursis and Wl lington guessed incorrectly?

"What's wong?" Collingswod asked in a tense voice.

Ursis hesitated a nonment, his head bent in thought. "Nothing-l suspect-has
gone wong, Captain," he said presently. "The nobnastery is a nassive structure
that will provide extraordinary inertia to overcone before it finally noves." He
gl anced at his nessage display. "W should see a different sort of nmessage in a
few .. Aha!"

Brimglanced into his own display just as a new KA PPA nessage flashed into
bei ng.

DI SREGARD LAST MESSAGE CONCERNI NG G N MONASTERY. NEW Cl RCUMSTANCES APPLY:
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VAST CLOUDS O SMOKE AND DEBRI'S NOW RI SI NG AROUND BASE.

"I't begins," Usis growl ed. "COMWM room please dictate, to Mel; 'Request
narration as | ong as possible-Usis sends."

"Aye, Lieutenant," the COW room answered. Mnents |ater, the COW panel
began to display: R NG OF FLAME ERUPTS ARCUND BASE OF MONASTERY. DEEP ROLLI NG
THUNDER | N Al R- CAN FEEL MORE THAN HEAR. WOW MEL SENDS.

Ursis nodded. "That," he said, "is a predictable beginning. W should
receive a wealth of information soon-if our friend Mel can send rapidly enough
to describe it all."

Bri mwatched the nonitor closely. As Ursis predicted, the next nmessage cane
on the very heels of the first.

ENTI RE TOP OF MONASTERY CRAG GLOAS ROD HOT LI KE CRUSTI NG LAVA. CAMPUS BURNS
EVERYWHERE. TOWERI NG SMOKE AND FLAMES COVER MAI N BUI LDI NG COVPLETELY. NO SE
I NCREDI BLE! SKY FILLED W TH CRAZED BI RDS, BLOW NG LEAVES, AND DUST. QAK TREES
SHAKE LI KE W LLOAS- MEL.

By now, everyone on the bridge had clearly tuned into the nessage socket,
for the voice circuits quickly picked up with a nmurnur of voices and whi spered
excl amat i ons.

"Lord-can you imgi ne that?"

"The size of that thing. Is it blow ng up?"

"More like "lifting off," | think."

"Great Farkel's eyel ash-who'd ever think the Gadygroats could..."

"Silence!" Collingswod rebuked, "all of you. This is a ship of war, not a
t heater."

"Aye, Captain.”

"Aye, sorry."

The nessages from Mel continued to arrive at short intervals: MAJOR
EARTHQUAKE BEG NS. CANNOT STAND UPRI GHT. BUI LDI NGS COLLAPSE WHI LE LAVA FLOMS
FROM HI LLTOP CRAG LI KE CANDLE WAX. COLUWN OF SMOKE AND DEBRI'S TOPS 10 THOUSAND
| RALS. LEAGUER SHI PS | NVESTI GATE, BUT KEEP PRUDENT DI STANCE. NO SE
UNBEARABLE- MEL.

TOP OF CRAG JUST DETONATED. TREMENDOUS CONCUSSI ON. SUDDEN WAVE OF HEAT HI TS
W TH PHYSI CAL FORCE. EARTHQUAKE AND | NCREDI BLE NO SE CONTI NUE. CONDI TI ON OF
MONASTERY UNKNOMN: MUST ASSUME TOTAL DESTRUCTI ON- MEL.

BELAY LAST MESSAGE E@NTI RE MONASTERY RI SI NG VERTI CALLY THROUGH( & & SMOKE
LI KE OLDD CHEM CAL ROCKET. LOW FRBQ VI BRATI ON FROM EARTHQUAKE " 9°REVENTS
CONCE&#9679; NTRATI ON. . NO SE TERRRRI BL. +++SHELTER CAVED | N- GONE. BATTLE SU T
MEEEELTI NG HEAT I S. ..

"COW Room " Col |l i ngswood conpl ai ned tensely, "the |ast nessage was
garbl ed-and we didn't get all of it."

"The |l ast nessage was received in a garbled condition,” COWM replied, "and
the last characters received were: 'Heat is." |I'mafraid that's all there is."

"l see," Collingswood said over the now quiet voice circuits. "Thank you,
COW | was afraid of that."

Brimknew in his heart that it was the |last communication fromMel. He
checked his instrunents idly, Aramcontinued at the helm What next? Even while
the KA PPA di al ogue had taken place, nessages about Haelic's worsening situation
continued to pour across another portion of his COW display. He shook his head
and brooded about Claudia in the mddle of the perfect hell that Atal anta base
nmust have becone. If she were even alive still. Ginding his teeth in angry
frustration, he absently glanced through the Hyperscreens into the vast
starscape ahead. Wuld there even be an Atal anta when they arrived at Hador? And
if there was, whose flag would it fly? Wiile he rumi nated despondently, a new
message filled his COW panel: ALL CONTACT LOST WTH TEAM B. ONE TEAM A SURVI VOR
LOCATED: MAY LI VE. MONASTERY LAUNCH APPARENTLY SUCCESSFUL | N ALL RESPECTS. LOCAL
TRACKI NG STATI ONS PREDI CT | MPACT ON HADOR I N 3.5 METACYCLES. LEAGUERS AVO DI NG
IT. CAN WVE BE OF FURTHER HELP? JOEL SENDS.

In spite of the sacrifice, Brimfelt his spirits rise a little. Any chance
agai nst the Leaguers was better than none at all.

"Great thundering Universe," Wellington suddenly exclainmed through the
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mut ed uproar that had started up on the voice channel again. "Now that the thing
really is on its way toward Hador, we've got to do sonething about contacting
the Gradygroat gunners. They'|ll need to renove the cones in their orbita
chapel s before the flare begins. Qherw se..."

"I wonder if this Joel person at the Intelligence office mght know "
Col I'i ngswood specul ated. "They're supposed to keep track of that sort of
m nutiae, aren't they?"

"Doesn't cost anything to ask," Wellington answered. "And | seriously doubt
if their circuits are overloaded with intelligence-data requests right now "

"Ni k, you'll be the one who explains it to the Gradygroats, if we get
t hrough," Col |l i ngswood assert ed.

Usis took a deep breath. "I think | amready, Captain," he said stoically,
"even for Gradygroat gunners.”

"COW " Col I i ngswood ordered, "send this to the Intelligence people: 'Can
you hel p us contact the Gradgroat-Norchelite orbital forts?' "

Only after considerable delay did an affirmati ve answer arrive. To Brinms
surprise, be discovered that none of the orbital forts was equipped wth KA PPA
gear-The Order no |longer operated its own deep-space starships, so they
communi cated by ordinary LightSpeed radio link. Utimtely, the situation
resulted in long and very cunbersone, two-|egged comuni cations. One leg-via
KA' PPA-was bet ween Col i ngswood and Joel in the Intelligence office. The other,
bet ween Joel and the Gradgroat-Norchelites, was via radio-and just setting it up
required considerably nore than a netacycle of careful haggling anong G adygroat
Admi ni strators. Barely two nore remai ned before the nonastery's inpact when
contact was finally made with the Chief Gunner of orbital fort nunber one.

At this point, a weary Ni kolas Ursis took over again-denonstrating beyond a
doubt why he had been so singularly successful as a professor at Zhiv'ot's
Di tyasburg Institute on Sodeskaya. When necessary, he could draw on an infinite
supply of patience, and the Chief Friar required nearly a netacycle of delicate
persuasi on before he reluctantly agreed to "desecrate" the chapel of his fort.
"Know edge may have its limts," the Bear observed afterward, shaking his great
furry head, "but not so with ignorance."

The second fort, however, was far easier to deal with. Fortunately, Ursis
had the presence of mnd to enlist the first Chief Friar when he began his tal ks
with the next. In turn, these two hel ped convince the Chief Friar of fort nunber
three. By the tine Usis and his four Chief Friars conpleted negotiations with
fort nunber five, the G adygroats decided-in the interests of a highly volatile
time frame-to contact the remai nder of the forts thenmselves. Follow ng that, no
more was heard fromthe Friars for nearly three-quarters of a netacycl e-at |east
according to Brinis tinepiece. By his own reckoning, he had personally watched
every click and cycle that passed. Slowy...

At |ast, however, the critical nessage arrived-scant cycles before the
monastery's cal cul ated plunge into Hador: GRADYGROATS F-I1-N-A-L-L-Y REPORT Al
ORBI TAL FORTS READY TO FI RE WHEN POWER AVAI LABLE. LI TTLE WONDER THE XAXTDANMNED
POOLS FORGOT HOW TO WORK THEI R RI DI CULOUS CANNON! JCEL SENDS.

At approximately Mrning:3:50 on Defiant's ninth day oat from Atal anta, the
col ossal Gradgroat-Norchelite nonastery-nore than 1700 irals long with an
estimated wei ght of three hundred ninety thousand m |l stons-inpacted the star
Hador at a velocity of nearly 0.46 LightSpeed. In the |ast nanoclicks of its
exi stence, the whol e prodigious energy charge of its Kaptnor G seed was rel eased
in a single, monunental explosion. On the instant, a gigantic prom nence of
pure, glowi ng energy | ooped violently upward fromthe star's surface in a
withing fabric of crimson and yellow brilliance that extended nmerely half a
mllion c'lenyts out into space-toward Haelic and its waiting orbital forts. The
rolling waves of particles it rel eased began to wash over the orbital forts a
little nore than a nmetacycle later, and at Brightness:0:26 the Norchelite space
cannon spoke for the first time in nearly a mllennium...

GREAT GODS OF PELLETIER Joel reported in a |long nmessage from Atal anta, THE
GRADYGROATS ARE FIRING EVEN AS | TRANSM T. FLASHES BURN THROUGH THE PALL OF
DRI FTI NG SMXKE LI KE GREAT WHI TE FLARES. AMAZI NG ONE HOPES THE CRAZY FRI ARS DO
SOVE GOOD AFTER ALL THI'S. BY THE BYE, A RESCUE PARTY HAS LOCATED TEAM A ABOUT
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1.3 C LENYTS FROM THE RUI NED MONASTERY GROUNDS. ALL DEAD- JOEL SENDS

Bri m shook his head silently. Wth Defiant running on autohelm his mnd
qui ckly reverted to thoughts of Caudia. Was she still alive? Dead? Wrse-was
she injured sonewhere beyond the reach of rescuers? He shuddered, powerless to
satisfy any of his anxieties-or forget them

Not long afterward, reports began to arrive concerning an abrupt swing in
the tide of battle. Even a near niss by one of the Gradygroat cannon was enough
to severely cripple a battle ship-and after literal centuries perfecting their
tactics, the Gradygroat gunners were superlative. Wthin a netacycle, the
Leaguers found thenselves falling back to regroup, and for the first tinme in two
days. Brimbegan to receive bulletins describing Atalanta's sides as CLEAR OF
ENEMY STARSH PS

During the next hal f-day, Kabul Anak sacrificed a major portion of his
fleet in a vain attenpt to overpower the Gradygroat forts. He ordered ship after
shi p-then squadron after squadron-agai nst the deadly gunners and their
prodi gi ous space cannon. Al forms of attack fail ed-even benders. The network of
space forts was virtually inpregnable. Attenpts to saturate any single node
invited instant devastation fromat |east three others-and the Leaguers had | ost
far too many of their powerful ships to even hope that they m ght saturate as
many as four.

Duri ng the Evening watch-precisely at Evening: 1:21-the van of Prince
Onrad' s onrushing Task Force 16 encountered the first of Anak's disorganized
squadrons, disabling two battleships, Posen and I kat, while destroying the |ast
of Anak's light cruisers. By Evening:2:0, the two fleets were joined in pitched
battle, but this time, Anak fought at considerabl e di sadvantage. H s starships
had been in ceasel ess mayhem for nearly three days while Onrad's were relatively
fresh after their headl ong-and unopposed-dash across space. Soon, reports began
to arrive in Defiant's COW room regardi ng destruction of the League battl eships
Par ang, Padom Ta, and Debusin-all to the powerful disruptors of Erat Plutron's
fast battl eships. Then Indang fell to the superior firepower of Vice Adnira
(the Hon.) Jacob Sturdee's old Conqueror. Kabul Anak found hinself tenporarily
out of the battle when his great Rengas was crippled by three direct torpedo
strikes in her steering units. He transferred his flag by destroyer to the
smal | er battleship Mondor, but his nessages of command dwi ndl ed sharply after
the incident-Collingswod guessed that the Leaguer Admiral was either gravely
wounded or perhaps dead. Clearly, he was no longer in effective conmand, for the
overal |l performance of the League Fleet rapidly deteriorated fromthat juncture.

The carnage continued through the N ght watch with nany nore of the
League's greatest ships destroyed or sufficiently damaged to put them out of
action permanently. Then, toward norning, a second nmajor change in the battle
becane apparent-as if the eneny ships had given up and were now nmaneuveri ng
primarily for the purpose of safety. At the begi nning of the Mrning watch,
every Leaguer ship suddenly-and simultaneously-broke off action and headed back
at high speed across the galaxy toward Tarrott, each on a different trajectory.
Before the victorious Inperials could regroup for a chase, Onrad wi sely
broadcast orders termnating all efforts to chase the fleeing Leaguers. OUR
M SSI ON HAS BEEN ACCOVPLI SHED BEYOND OUR W LDEST DREAMS, | MPERI ALS, he Ka' PPAed.
PAST THI S PO NT, COURAGE BECOVES FOLLY. DO NOT PURSUE THESE LEAGUERS ANY

FARTHER! . .
The battle for Haelic was over
Two nornings |ater, Hador had grown to a huge-still |opsided-ball off to

starboard and Haelic's disk now filled Defiant's forward Hyperscreens as Brim
set up the ship for landing-a difficult task with as nuch drifting weckage as
presently fouled the orbits above the planet. It was no tinme to be careless with
approach procedures.

For the last nine watches or so, the nessage channels had carried little
el se but congratul atory nessages for Wllington and Usis fromall over the
enpire-including |ong, personal notes fromGeyffin IV hinself. It was clear
that the two Blue Cape officers had beconme heroes of the day-perhaps the
century-for their discoveries |eading to activation of the Gradygroat space
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cannon.

Shortly after the cruiser slowed through approach velocity, a grinning
Cal houn | eaned over Brims recliner. "W're aboot to pick up an escort soon,
| addie," he said with a smle. "I thought 1'd |let you know so it wouldn't be so
much of a surprise.”

Brimarced an eyebrow.

Cal houn chuckl ed. "Wellington and Ursis have been el evated to the status of
gods ahead on Haelic," be said. "The two of themdid sort of save the Enpire,
when you get right down to it. At any rate, the Adnmiralty's thrown open a big
part of the base at Atalanta to the public, and it sounds to ne as if npbst of
the city is already there waiting for Defiant to land-or nore correctly, waiting
for our two coll eagues. So they've laid on an honor guard to escort us down.
think you'll see sone interesting ships when they arrive." He clapped Brimon
t he shoul der and was off, back through the bridge toward the conpani onway.

Bri m shrugged. What did all that mean? He queried Haelic's Planetary Center
and got the weather report for Atalanta-marginal: a light breeze off the bay,
snmoke and haze to ten thousand feet, and limted visibility. Then, follow ng
check-in for a landing at the base, he had just started his descent to a
synchronous marker buoy when WAl do suddenly reached across the consol es and
touched his forearm

"WIf," she said, pointing through the Hyperscreens, "I dunk |'ve spotted
our honor guard- Uni verse!"

Brimfoll owmed her finger, then made a rapid intake of air. Ahead and
slightly to nadir-silhouetted in stark relief against the bright surface of the
pl anet-were two pairs of stately capital ships, in perfect finger-four formation
and on the sanme general bearing as Defiant. The nmamoth vessel s | ooked as if
they were practicing for an ol d-fashi oned Fl eet revi ew around Avalon. Brinms
present rate of descent would soon carry himforward of the |l ead ship in the
center formation.

"Fl eet CL.921, here, Haelic Center," he said, "descending through approach
|l evel two two three zero at two nine zero zero velocity; heading zero one zero
spi nward. Present vector will intersect with four |arge warships that appear to
be-" he squinted into the distance"-the four Queens," he reported a little
breathl essly. "Please advise."

"Planetary Control here," a voice drawed in a strong Vogordi on accent.
"Maintain present flight paranmeters and contact Queen Elidean, on two one nine
five five."

Frowni ng, Brim shrugged to Wl do-who shrugged back and scratched her head.
"Mai ntai ning present flight paraneters. WIIl contact Queen Elidean, two one nine
five five." He paused and brought the Queen's identifier to his display while
the Chairman changed frequencies. "CL.921 to BB.119: descendi ng through approach
|l evel two two one five at two nine zero zero velocity; heading zero one zero
spi nward. Have been advised to maintain flight paranetars that will intersect
cl ose ahead of your bow. "

"CL.921," a soft femal e voice aboard Queen Elidean answered presently,
"those orders are correct." As she spoke, the second pair of battleships noved
abreast of the first two, forming a chevron with its center nissing. "Adnira
Pl utron requests you bring Defiant into point position. W note that you have
significant danmage to your starboard underpan. Does that pose any particul ar
probl ens?"

"BB. 119," Brimresponded, "all control systens appear to be intact-we have
checked as closely as possible. No problens anticipated. WII| appreciate
notification if you see anything when we pass."

"CL.921: WII notify," the voice of the Queen prom sed. "Wen you are in
position, continue normal |anding procedures. The tower will vector you over the
city, into a shallowturn to port around City Mount Hll, and then a | ong,
straight-in final approach. W will follow"

"CL.921," Brimresponded, "we thank you, Queen." Then he swung around in
his seat to Cal houn, who had just seated hinself at his console. "Voot's been
busy again," he said, shaking his head.

"Bastard never steeps." Cal houn chuckled, his face green with reflected
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Iight while he adjusted a display.

"You'd better get the people in their seats early,” Brimwarned. "W really
don't know what she'll be like without E turret under the starboard belly pan."

"Good idea, laddie," the elder Carescrian agreed, taking his silver whistle
fromhis breast pocket.

Scant cycles afterward-with alarnms ringing in his ears-Brimsent Defiant
chargi ng between the two pairs of inmense battl eships: collections of nassive
arnored casemates, fearful disruptors, stacked bridges, and | ofty KA PPA towers.
"Hal f speed, all generators, N k," he ordered, "it looks a little close from
here. "

"Hal f speed," Ursis acknow edged.

It was a ticklish time for Brim too little speed and he'd nmake an utter
fool of hinmself-the Fleet placed a high value on risk-taking. Too fast, however,
and he ran the chance of collision-plus a ruinous court-martial. He grinned. If
he coul d conme alongside a transfer ship in a Carescrian ore barge at 0.87
Li ght Speed-often during severe gravity disturbances in areas full of space
hol es-then he presently had little to worry about.

Al'l four battleships had clearly been involved in serious action. Their
di sruptors were nmottled fromthe terrific heat of repeated firing, and extensive
areas of radiation burn discolored their dented and patched hulls. Ganriel was
m nus her entire Cturret while Queen Elidean's bridge had lost all its
Hyper screens. Neverthel ess, the fierce-looking ships were clearly operational
every bit as dangerous as they |looked. Brimfelt his chest swell as he pulled
into position and continued his original descent. He was part of their fleet,
too-and proud of it.

As they drew near Atal anta, the atnobsphere becane charged w th ragged
| ayers of thick snoke and haze at many different |evels-like sone fantastic
system of floating islands, Brimthought. By the time they reached approach
altitude, Hador was lost in a thick overcast above, and the renmining Universe
had turned to a uniform gray.

"Fl eet CL.921," the tower commanded, "turn port around City Muwunt H Il to
headi ng zero five three and reduce speed one nine zero."

"Fleet CL.921 turning City Mount to zero five three at one nine zero," Brim
repeated. Behind him the four massive battleships followed his gentle turn in
perfect formation-conpletely unperturbed by any crossw nds. Bow on, they
presented squared-off silhouettes with pairs of super-firing turrets centered on
each of four surfaces and the top deck surnmounted by a frowning bridge and
KA' PPA t ower .

Bel ow on the ground, damage to Atal anta begged description. The great
Norchelite crag atop City Mount H Il was now a shallow crater lined with
obsidian glass that had dribbled and crystallized along the outside like an
overfilled bow . Brimshook his bead sadly as the Gradgroat-Norchelite words

echoed in his mnd: "In destruction is resurrection..." Resurrection fromthis
ki nd of destruction was going to take a long, long tine.
Downhill fromthis area of total destruction, the once-beautiful city was

now a patchwork of burned-out, cratered deserts anid portions that appeared to
be rel atively untouched-al though Bri mwas hard-pressed to | ocate any section of
town that had been spared at | east sone devastation. Geat fires still burned in
many pl aces, sending towering columms of sooty snoke into the sky. He shudder ed.
The | andscape was literally strewn with wecks. One nonstrous hul k- probably a
battl eship fromthe size of its burned-out skeleton-had crashed into a
nei ghbor hood of large estates taking at |least a thousand dwellings in its fina
detonati on. Another starship-this one clearly a Gorn-Hoff cruiser-perched al nost
vertically in the center of the city's huge J.C. Wst Menorial Coliseum Stil
anot her had attenpted a crash | anding along a wi de avenue, replacing the
pavenent by a deep trench that continued nearly a c'lenyt to a huge depression
ringed by an area in which no one stone appeared to renmain upon another. He took
a deep breath and tried to purge Claudia's lovely face fromhis mnd s eye. How
anyone coul d have survived such a searing, radiating hol ocaust..

At |ast on her assigned heading of one two five, Defiant started out over
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the austral end of the base toward the bay. Destruction appeared to be even
worse here-if that was possible. The great seawall had been breached in a dozen
pl aces, and nuch of the gravity-pool area |ay beneath the waters of the bay.
Masts and hal f-subnerged hulls rose fromthe shallows |ike beached sea nonsters
fromsone child' s story, although the flooding had at |east extinguished the
tremendous fires that must have started fromthe wecked ships.

"Fleet CL.921 is five c'lenyts fromthe outer marker," the tower reported.
"Turn port heading zero zero five-localizer is at or above one thousand five
hundred; you are cleared for |anding vector three seven one."

"CL.921 turning zero zero five to localizer at fifteen hundred, cleared for
vector three seven one-thank you, ma'am" Brim answered. The battl eships were
keepi ng formation behind himas if they were attached to Defiant's stern by
cabl es.

Little nore man a cycle later, Wal do reported capture of the |ocalizer and
gl i desl ope beans. Then Brim began his final |etdown. Far ahead and to port, two
long piers jutted out into the bay fromthe nouth of the Grand Canal. He
frowned. He didn't renenber anything |ike those when he'd taken of f-and they
certainly hadn't been constructed during the battle! He squinted as he peered
into the distance-they were two |ines of starships! Then, he was at the outer
mar ker beacon, and there was little tine to consider anything but the hel munti
Defiant was down and taxiing on her gravity gradient.

"CL.921: use port taxiway channel three one and proceed directly to escort
at Grand Canal entrance," the tower instructed.

Anot her escort? Cearly, Brimconsidered, this was serious business!
"CL.921 to port three one and Grand canal escort," he repeated, swiveling in his
recliner to check the battl eshi ps-they had stopped.

Behi nd him Collingswood ordered Wellington and Usis to the main hatch
"You may want to freshen up a bit on the way," she cautioned. "I think you are
both in for a hero's welconme you won't soon forget."

"Co toit, Dora," Brimwhispered as Wellington slipped out of her recliner

"I think 1'd rather face Triannic's whole fleet," the weapons expert
replied with a grinmace, "except | guess there's not nmuch of it left, now is
t here?"

Brimkissed his clustered fingertips when Usis glanced his way.

The Bear raised his eyes to the heavens. As a rule, he avoided | arge
gatherings-and fromthe descriptions of the one waiting to start in Atal anta,

"l arge" was not an adequate term

Brimturned off the | anding vector between two orange buoys painted with
the nunerals "31," then lined up on a progression of simlar nmarkers that
extended... He could scarcely believe his eyes. Channel 31 led directly into the
mout h of the base's main canal, between the two long lines of starships he had
seen fromthe air-all visibly survivors of the battle for Hador-Haelic.

As Defiant passed with her great banner snapping in the wind, the decks of
each warship were packed with wildly cheering Bl ue Capes-many of whom were
clearly wounded. Brim had never seen such a collection in his life. Destroyers,
cruisers, battlecruisers, battleships-every fighting vessel that had nanaged to
return fromthe conflict. Many were grievously danaged-ni ssing whole turrets and
sections of their superstructures. Qthers seened hardly touched by the battle
except for their nottled disruptors. But no matter now gri mthe danage, their
crews were on deck to cheer for Wellington and Ursis-and sone to weep.

When they canme to the nmourn of the canal, the ancient stone seawal s on
both sides were sinmlarly cromded by literally thousands of civilians who
cheered and waved wildly when the cruiser passed. Many ended up falling into the
water. Brim found hinself wondering about Claudia for the nillionth tinme that
nmor ni ng whil e docking parties wearing huge protective nmttens spread out over
Defiant's decks uncovering optical cleats and openi ng hatches where additiona
nmooring gear was stowed. He'd soon know if his beautiful Atalantian friend had
survived the battle for her beloved city-or if she had not....

Defiant's assigned gravity pool was in a special conpound adjacent to the
headquarters conplex. He'd suspected they'd use it when he first saw the waiting
throngs. OQtherwise, Wllington and Ursis faced the eminently real peril of being
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tranpl ed by the very people who had cone to cheer them Wile he eased the

crui ser through a set of canal gates and onto the pool, he could see a great
expanse of faces and waving arns outside the conpound's stout fence. He scanned
the nearer crowd of dignitaries-all holding their ears against the noise-as he
braked the starship to a final halt in a cloud of dust and bl owing soot. No sign
of Caudia. But then, she wasn't all that tall, he renenbered-she'd easily been
swal | owed by the crowd when he'd nmet her train. "Finished with generators." He
called to Ganbl e at the systens consol e.

"Aye, Lieutenant Brim" Ganbl e answered, "finished with generators."” He
passed his hands over a sequence of tiny colored Iights on his overhead pane
and the runble of the generators i mediately abated-to the clear relief of the
wel coming conmmittee. As a brow extended fromthe lip of the pool to connect with
Defiant's main hatch, the throng pushed i mediately to the entrance-except for
the dimnutive figure of a woman with | ong, brown hair who remained in place and
continued to wave toward the bridge.

Brims spirit soared |ike a rocket. Caudia! And not a single bandage. He
waved back through the Hyperscreens, and she blew hima kiss. He felt his heart
thunping in his chest as the wind lifted her skirts. Universe! She was beauti ful
even at a distance. Then the changeover fromlocal gravity-and his extrene
nausea- brought himback to reality as if he'd been smacked by a brick

In due tinme, he watched Wellington and Ursis nmake their way across the brow
whil e he powered off Defiant's flight systens. The two Bl ue Capes were net at
the landward end by Prince Onrad, Lord Beorn Wrood, a still-linping Adnira
Penda, and whol e col l ections of officers whose |east rank still read "Admral."
Then, while the high-echel on assenbl age crowded into a veritabl e parade of
| i nousi ne skimrers, he secured his helmand prepared to exit the bridge. Before
he coul d | eave his console, however, Caudia was at his side with a concerned
| ook on her face.

After they shared a long kiss, she drew back for a nonent and | ooked him
directly in the eye. "Soneone in the base infirmary was calling your nane when
they brought her in," she said, "the |one survivor of the nonastery teans. She's
one brave | ady, WIf."

"Calling ny nane?"

"Are there other WIf Brims around here?' C audia asked with a little
| augh. "I certainly haven't net them"

Brimfrowned. "Mist be sonebody | net during Payless,
don't know many people in the Intelligence office here."

Claudia smiled gently. "Her nane's LaKarn, WIf-Princess Margot
Ef fer' wck-LaKarn. | don't think she wants anybody to know who she really is,
but | recognized her face as soon as they cl eaned her up. Her weddi ng was
broadcast not so long ago." She tilted her head slightly and sniled a little
sadly. "I have the feeling that maybe you two were, shall we say, 'good friends
at one tine." She closed her eyes for a nonent. "She's beautiful, WIf." She
sai d. "No wonder you..."

WIf took her hands-sonmehow it all nmade a sort of preposterous sense. "Can
you take me to her?" he asked.

"That's why |I'mhere," Caudia said, placing a kiss on his cheek. "Wat are
friends for, after all?"

Inside the crowmded infirmary, Claudia led Brimthrough a naze of
antiseptic-drenched halls to a rare private roomin a small w ng. She stopped at
the door and took his arm "Yon won't need nme in there," she said.

Brim | ooked into her eyes for a | ong nonent. "How can | thank you?" he
asked.

Claudia smled with her eyes. "I'll find a way," she said quietly. Then she
ki ssed himand started down the corridor. "We'll talk about it sooner than you
think," she called over her shoul der. Then she was gone.

Brimtook a deep breath of too-clean air and wal ked hesitantly into the
tiny room The healing machine's hatch was open and... his heart suddenly
pounded all out of control. There could be no mistaking that gorgeous face-even
t hough much of her lovely body was shrouded by the healing nmachine's anpebalike

he conjectured. "I
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apparatus and her hair was covered by a softly glow ng cloth.

As he stood over the open hatch, her eyes opened and blinked sl eepily.
"WIf..." she whispered as her face broke into a snmile

"What in the name of Voot are you doing here?" he asked, reaching gently
into the machine to touch her cheek. "I thought you were back on Avalon...."

She hesitated a nonment as if testing her capacity to speak. "I had to share
this tinme of danger with you, WIf," she whispered. "Qtherw se, | could never
| ook you in the eye."

Hal f blinded by tears, Brimleaned into the chanber and they kissed-for a
long, long tine....

"But who brought you here?' he asked when his heart returned to sonething
appr oxi mat i ng nor nal .

Margot's eyes twi nkled for a nonent, and she giggled weakly. "Cousin Onrad
smuggl ed ne here on Resol ve," she explained. "He needed a bit of persuasion, of
course-but under all that bluster, he's rather a darling pussycat. And it wasn't
as if I couldn't find plenty to do when | arrived."

Bri m shook his head. "Like trying to |l aunch a nonastery," he said with a

feeling of awe, "in the middle of the nost devastating bonbardment
ever - anywhere. "
She smled and frowned. "I suppose it was sort of a chancy thing to do,"

she said quietly, gazing around at the edges of the healing machine. "But then,
| didn't make it anyway...."

"Success is no measure of heroism" Brimquoted froma nearly forgotten
t ext book.

She smled. "If it makes ne a hero to you, | shall be well satisfied, WIf.
O herwi se, no one nust know | have even been here."
"B-but..."

Margot giggled again. "Geyffin and Rogan both think | am hone-in
Ef fer-'indisposed,'" she said with a grin. "Wn't they have a fit when they
learn |''mnot preggers."

"That's what you told then?"

"Best excuse | could think of," Margot declared with a little blush,
"Lately, Rogan's been doing everything he can to produce that heir Geyffin
wants so badly."

"I, ah, see..." Brimsaid. Al of a sudden, it was a |ot easier to think
about Cd audia. "Wiy didn't you get in touch with me?" he asked.

"Well," she said, looking up into his eyes, "after you sent ny ring back,
didn't really knowif you'd talk to me. And you hadn't answered your nail since
the party...."

Bri mthought for a nonent-took a deep breath-and then related his
conversation with LaKarn beside the gravity pool. "Rogan clained he could | ove

you," he said in conclusion. "And after what | put you through that night, it
just seened to be the best thing | could do for your life."

Margot sniled and shook her head sadly. "I amfar too nuch in love with
you, WIf," she said, "for that to nmake any sense. And | can't hide it from
Rogan, try as | might. He quickly tired of the game and went back to his other
loves. It's better all the way around...." Then she peered into his face and
frowned. "You do still love nme, don't you?" she asked.

"I never stopped |oving you," Brimanswered, "not for one nonent."

Mar got cl osed her eyes for a nonent, then whispered quietly, '"Life night
change, but it may fly not; / Hope m ght vanish, but can die not;/ Truth be
veiled, but still it burneth;/ Love repul sed-but it returneth!"'"

After that, they sinply gazed into each other's eyes.

Eventual |y, a nedical officer entered the room nodded absently, then
studi ed the readouts at the foot of Marget's nachine. The small, heavyset
woman-a Captain-had a round face, a button nose, and thin, serious lips. She was
clearly suffering fromconsiderable fatigue, but she was smartly dressed in a
fresh uniformw th shined boots. A professional if Brimhad ever seen one. Wen
she peered into the healing nmachi ne she seened to brighten. "You are nuch
i mproved this watch, Your Hi ghness," she said, "and you look it." She | aughed
grimy. "For a while there, you had us worried." Then she | ooked up. "I assune
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you are WIf Brim Lieutenant?"

"A-aye, Captain," Brimstamered in surprise.

"Prince Onrad | eft orders to expect you-he said you woul d know t he
Princess's true identity. Evidently, he spoke to a friend of yours fromthe base

here. | mnk he said her nane was 'Caudia'...."
"I wouldn't be surprised,"” Brimasserted-nothing el se seenmed appropri ate.
"Well," the medical officer continued, "at this juncture, it appears that

the Princess will probably recover conpletely-after a great deal of rest." She
pronounced the | ast few words | ooking enphatically down into Margot's face.
"Prince Onrad has ordered her aboard Resolve within the next netacycle for the
journey to Avalon," she continued to Brim Then she smled. "He said that |
shoul d expect you to acconpany her to the ship's sick bay."

Bri m nodded. "Probably that would be easier than trying to talk nme out of
it, Captain," he said.

Aboard Resolve, Brimfound a nessage from Col | i ngswood, sunmoning himto
her cabin, "...when you get back to Defiant." He chuckled ironically to hinself.
Everyone seened to know where he was.

Later, the irony returned to haunt himwhen his conversation w th Margot
was once nore interrupted-this tinme by a nmuch too famliar voice

"Thought | might find you here, Brim" LaKarn snorted irritably fromthe
doorway, "with my wayward wife." He strode to the opposite side of the healing
machi ne and gl ared inside. "Indisposed, eh, ny blond beauty?" he denanded
sarcastically. "Wll, you may not be pregnant, but you've certainly got yourself
i ndi sposed this time-and you damm wel | deserve it!" He glared over at Brim "Had
you even the hint of a brain, Carescrian, you'd understand how xaxt dammed | ucky
you were that you didn't get to narry this one. She is magnificent in bed, as
you well know," he grunmbled, "but | think she has a secret death wish." He
peered angrily back into the chanber. "It's that damed Onrad who brought you
here. You' ve got the man w apped around your little finger. The nmeddling

hab'thall." He spit angrily into her face.
At that, Brimlost control. "For Voot's sake, LaKarn," he said, blindly
starting around the end of the chanber, "let her alone. Can't you see what kind

of shape she's in?" He grabbed the Baron by his | apels and shook himtike a
terrier with a rat. "You quivering gratz hen," he thundered to his suddenl y-and

thoroughly-terrified rival, "if you weren't her husband, |'d cave in your ugly
facel "

At that nonment, he felt a strong hand on his shoul der. Reflexively, he
smashed LaKarn against the wall, then instantly whirled at his new opponent from

a crouch-only stopping hinself fromfurther mayhem when he saw who it was. "Your
H ghness," he gasped, | ooking up into the face of Prince Onrad.

"Let ne take care of this, WIf," the prince growled calmy, shutting the
door and striding to where LaKarn sl unped against the wall, face crinmson with
fright and anger. "All right, Baron," he said, "if you have sonething to say
about ne, then say it to ny face."

Instantly, LaKarn |ashed out at Onrad with a stream of invective so fou
that it would do justice to a Varnadoan goal. Onrad parried with the words of a
gentl eman, and soon the two nobles were so conpletely absorbed that Margot and
Brimwere nearly forgotten. And, to the tatter's astonishnent, it rapidly becane
clear that LaKarn was not a strong ally of the Enpire by any neans. In fact, if
anything, it sounded as if the whole Torond officer class mght be synpathetic
to the cause of Nergol Triannic-against the wishes of their elderly G and
Duchess Honorotha, LaKarn's nother. After a few heated cycles, Onrad suddenly
turned fromhis assailant to frown at Brimand then at the healing machine. He
pursed his tips. "You two have nore inportant things to do than listen to this
drivel," he said. Wth that, be opened the door and glared at LaKarn. "Cone on,
black shirt," he growl ed, "we can continue this el sewhere."

W appi ng the ebony cloak around him LaKarn stormed past Brimand stopped
at the healing nmachine. "W shall continue this another tine, ny beauty,"” he
growl ed, "have no fear about that." Abruptly he |aughed. "Pity you'll have to
keep those gorgeous | egs together for your friend Brimthis tine," he added,
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"because once | get you hone, | shall keep then spread until you produce." He

| ooked triunphantly at Brim "And you, Carescrian, can dream about that-every
lonely night!" Wth those words, he strode through the door with Onrad cl ose on
hi s heel s.

Suddenly, the only sounds in the roomwere the quiet burbling hum of
Margot's healing machine and the all-pervading runble of the battleship's
generators. Brimlooked tenderly into Margot's tear-streaked face. "Can you
| eave hin?" he asked.

"No," she answered. "Before any of ny own w shes or ny happi ness cones ny
duty to the Enpire-this marri age keeps Rogan and his resources on Geyffin's

side. Otherwise-well, | think you got the gist of their argunent."
Bri m nodded, fighting back tears of enmotion. Perhaps, he thought for a
monent, this was really why be | oved her so deeply. "W'll work it out," he said

presently. Sonmehow, he woul d nmake that happen...

"This d audia the doctor nentioned," Margot began with a little snile.
"During nmy delirium | renmenber vivid flashes of a nbst exquisite worman with
| ong brown hair. Does that sound |ike her?"

"Yes," Brimanswered softly. "Alot |like her."

"Cone cl oser," Margot said.

He bent into the healing machine until his face nearly touched hers.

"I's she good in bed, WIf?" Margot whispered. 1

Brimswal |l oned, "Yes," he answered softly. "She is."

Mar got cl osed her eyes. "Thank the Universe," she breathed. "Then our |ove
may yet survive."

Suddenly, alarms rang in the corridor. "Al'l hands to stations for |iftoff!
Al hands to stations for liftoff!..." A knock on the door produced a voice
"Lieutenant Brim time to go. Prince Onrad has laid on a staff skinmrer for your
use outside the main brow "

"Thanks," Brimcalled without opening it. Then he thrust his head inside
the healing machine again, this tine to share a | ong good- bye kiss. Wen they
finished, both were a little breathless.

"Wul d you like ny ring back?" she asked as he continued to cradle her
cheek in his hand.

"I would gladly kill for that ring," he swore in surprise.

"You'l|l find it in the conpartnent at the head of the machine," Margot
said, pointing with her eyes. "The nedic said it was the only thing | had with
me that didn't burn."”

Bri m shuddered while he reached into the little personal-effects

conpartment. Its only contents were a snmall, charred box. Inside were the ring
and the carboni zed remai ns of her handkerchief. "I shall never part with these
again-so long as | live," he prom sed, fighting back tears that suddenly welled

up in his eyes. Then the five-cycle alarmclattered outside the door. He pressed
his lips to hers one nore tine, then ran for the battleship's main hatch

He just nade it.

M ghty thunder from Resolve's departure still echoed through the heavens
when Brim stepped fromthe staff skimmer at Defiant's gravity pool. He
i medi ately harried to Collingswod' s cabin and knocked.

"Conme in and take a seat for a nonment," Collingswood called over the nusic
wafting through her hal f-open door.

When Brimentered, she was at a work station in her usual place. This tine,
however, the oak desk was nearly bare, and she was dressed in her fornal
uniform Mreover, as he took his seat, he noticed that the cabin was conpletely
upset, with | ockers enpty and shel ves bare. Of to one side of the room Ginsby
was busily packi ng space trunks.

Looking up fromhis work, the elderly steward wi nked at Brim smiled
mysteriously, then shuffled out of the cabin and cl osed the door

Wth growi ng concern, Brimwaited for Collingswod to speak. Suddenly, his
eye caught a new captain's insignia on the left collar of her tunic. He grinned.
"Congratul ations, Captain, er... Captain," be stamered happily. "Looks |ike
Gi msby' s packing you for a celebration |eave."

Col I'i ngswood | ooked up fromher work station and sniled tiredly. "Thank
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you, WIf," she said with a wistful took, "but I'mafraid it's not leave I'm

packing for."
Brimfrowned and started to speak, but Collingswod held up her hand. "A
monent, WIf," she said. "I shall go into all that soon enough. First, let ne

tal k about you." Wth that, she handed hima small box she had placed on the
comer of her desk. "Congratul ati ons yourself, First Lieutenant Brim" she said
as he gingerly lifted the lid. Inside was a set of insignia. "Unfortunately,
they're brand new," she said. "I've given all ny old ones away through the
years. But this tinme at least, | get to nake the presentation nyself instead of
KA' PPAi ng soneone else to do it for ne, as | was forced to do for your |ast

pronotion." She reached across the desk to shake his hand.

Bri mwas nearly speechless. "T-thank you, Captain,"” he stuttered. "I'm
honor ed. "

"It's not the only news | have for you, I'mafraid," she said, resuning her

perch at the work station.

Bri m braced hi nsel f-sonehow, he had a feeling he'd already used up the
mont h' s good-news quota. Wiite he watched, vivid colors began to cascade over
her screen, then stopped. She frowned for a nonment, nodded, then slowy and
del i berately renmoved her glasses and cleaned themwith a | acy, handkerchief. "I
suppose | al so ought to let you know," she said at length, "that you are being
pushed out of the nest, so to speak."

Brimfrowned and rai sed an eyebrow. "Captain?"

Col I'i ngswood | owered her head and pinched the bridge of her nose. "It was a
difficult decision for ne, WIf," she said, "but | could no |longer in good
consci ence keep you under ny thunb. You are therefore to report in the capacity
of First Lieutenant to |I.F. S. Thunderbolt, just conpleting a major rework at
G nmas Haefdon, You'll do well with her captain, Vern Engerstrom" she said,
"and it's clear that you're ready for that sort of job-Nunber One."

Nunber One! Brimfelt his heart begin to pound-for the thousandth tine that
day, it seened. "But Captain..." he protested.

"No "buts,' WIf," Collingswod said firmy. "You' ve served Defiant
wel | -and everyone concerned with her-but you can't be only a Hel nsman all your
life. You need to nove on now and continue to grow. You | eave for G nmmas
tonmorrow afternoon on S.S. Kersearge-while | enbark next week for Aval on. You
see, WIf, | have a new job too-in the Admralty."

Bri m shook his head in utter shock. "B-but who can possibly take your place
runni ng Defiant?" he asked.

"The first Carescrian Captain in H's Majesty's nost Inperial Fleet, that's
who, " Col I i ngswood answered with a smle. "A friend of yours naned Cal houn-|
t hought you mi ght approve. And he'll have Aramto help himout."

Brimgrinned. "I approve,” he said quietly.

Wth glistening eyes, Collingswood got to her feet and noved from behind
the desk with her arns open. "I shall mss you, WIf," she said huggi ng him
tightly. Then, abruptly, she glanced at her tinepiece and dism ssed himwth
mlitary brusqueness. "That will be all. Lieutenant," she said crisply. "Your

orders are in your nessage folder."
He bowed. "Thank you. Captain," he said, then turned and nade for the door

"Do well," Collingswood called after him "Qur paths will cross often, so
shal | check on your progress with sone frequency."

"Aye, Captain," Brimpromsed, still alittle in shock, "I shall do ny
best."

On his way al ong the conpani onway, he net Admiral Plutron headed in the
opposite direction. "Good evening, Admral," he said. Plutron had put on a few

pounds since their |ast encounter |ong ago on G mms Haef don

"Good evening. Lieutenant Brim" the gray-haired officer answered. "My
congratul ati ons on your pronotion."

"Thank you, Admral," Brimsaid as they passed, carefully snothering the
smle that threatened to formon his face. A d Plutron was carrying two huge
bottles of Logish Meem Cearly, he was heading for Collingswod' s cabin and the
denonstrati on she prom sed hi mdays ago in space...
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Sounds of reveling Bears drifted up fromthe wardroomon the next deck
bel ow as Brimreached his own cabin: "...To ice, to snow, to S-0-d-e-s-k-a-y-a
we go! To ice, to snow, to S-o-d-e-s-k-a-y-a we go!..."

He grinned in anticipation. He planned to join that party as soon as he
could freshen up-he had a great deal to celebrate hinself.... He was rinsing his
face when he heard a polite knock. G abbing a towel, he opened the door. It was
bar bousse.

"Congratul ations, Lieutenant Brim" the big rating blurted out, hat in his
hand. "I... um.. heard about your new ship, Lieutenant," he said. "I want you
to know that | already tried to get a transfer to her, but this tine, they
turned nme down flat."

"Conme in," Brimsaid, opening the door wider. "Sit down and tell ne about
it."

"Ch, | can't stay, Lieutenant," Barbousse said, handing Brima small blue
envel ope. "I just dropped by to give you this nessage. But | wanted to make sure
you knew that | tried to be with you on that new ship of yours."

"I''"'m honored that you even thought about it," Brimsaid. "But why do you
suppose they turned you down?"

Bar bousse shrugged. "Well, sir, Captain Collingswod s got nme signed up for
this new officers' school, an' | can't seemto get out of it."

"Officers' school?" Brimasked with excitenent. "That's wonderful! Wich
one?"

"The Hel msman' s Acadeny, " Barbousse said, his face reddening. "I don't
suppose |'1l ever be a WIf Brimor anything, but |'d sure be proud to serve in

the right seat with you soneday, Lieutenant."

Bri m shook his head-nearly speechless with enotion. Then he put both hands
on the man's broad shoul ders. "You'll be a great helnmsman, Utrillo," he said.
"And | shall be proud to serve with you-al ways!"

Bef ore Barbousse took his |eave, he pointed to the blue envel ope. "I
suppose you'll want to be readin' that soon as you can," he suggested, "beggin
the Lieutenant's pardon. Un... it's fromMss Valenont. She left it with ne
about half a metacycle ago."

Eagerly, Brimtore open the light plastic envel ope and extracted a letter
in beautifully inked, old-fashioned script:

My wi ndows here are all boarded up, friend-but the kitchen is still intact,
and a victory celebration supper is on the stove. | shall fetch you at the start
of the Evening watch, First Lieutenant WIf Ansor Brim -regrets only, C audia.

A metacycle later, Brimwatched the lights of a battered little skimrer
bear down the road toward the end of the brow. He'd nmade his apologies to the
Bears in the wardroom and they appeared to understand. Sonme opportunities were
sinmply too good to m ss!

He shrugged. If his previous assignment to a T-class destroyer were any
indication, this was likely to be the |ast peaceful evening he would spend for
quite a long time-especially with the chall enges he knew he woul d face as First
Li eutenant. He snmiled while he shifted the bottles of Logi sh Meem under his arm
Nobody he m ght encounter on the frozen planet of G mms Haefdon was likely to
be anything |ike O audia Val enont-and he neant to nmake the nost of this |ast
evening with her. For a while...
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